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Lost by Nadia Kingsley 

"SISTER Sledge" James says 

"Eh?"  

The man that's sitting behind the counter looks up from his magazine, over the rim of 
his old-fashioned glasses. 

"That's Sister Sledge" 

"What is?" 

"The tune you're humming" James mumbles, looking down at the pack of guitar 
strings he is holding. "Dreadful song, of course." 

"I didn't know I was humming" 

"Oh", says James, putting the thin square cardboard pack on to the counter, "well, 
you were - and it was a song by Sister Sledge" 

"We are family? Dear God, tell me it wasn't that? I'll take myself down the Knacker's 
Yard if it was that." The man laughs, then wheezes, then coughs. Spittle slips out of 
his mouth and into his beard. He wipes his hand across, then wipes that on his 
trouser leg. 

"No. It was Lost in Music. Kinda suitable too." 

"Suitable?" 

"Yeah, well here you are surrounded by instruments and sheet music all day, every 
day, reading some kind of music mag" 

"It's Mojo, not some kind of music mag" 

"Yeah, well that's not important..." The man's eyebrow raises, one of those eyebrows 
that is bushy and wild in places and completely devoid of hair in others, so James 
pushes the guitar string packet across the counter towards the man and then 
reaches into his right back jeans pocket for his tenner, "My point was, is..." 

"Anyway you're wrong" 

"Wrong?" James' left hand is now feeling in his left back pocket. 

"Le Chic. Or is it just Chic? I never really knew which was right. Anyway - that's who 
recorded the song you say I was humming" 

James looks at the man. Properly now. The man seems to be accusing James of 
lying. James notices the man's beard is speckled with grey, his fingernails and 
surrounding skin are deeply ochred with nicotine stains, and his face is creased, and 
sagging. James decides he hasn't got all his marbles any more, while with both of his 
hands he starts searching the front pockets of his jeans. 
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"That's interesting you say that" says James, in a brighter more conciliatory tone, 
"because two of the guys from Chic did actually produce the record, but it was 
recorded by Sister Sledge. In 1979." James is now feeling in his donkey jacket 
pockets for the money. The man looks at him, just looks at him, then puts his 
magazine down as he stretches over the counter and picks up the guitar string 
packet. “For my sins, I remember everything I read,” adds James. 

"Good make - D’Addario" says the man turning it over, and punching some buttons 
on his till. "Last packet too. I've ordered more. But who knows when they'll finally turn 
up." 

"Important gig today" says James. 

"Anything else?" 

"Uh?" 

"Are you buying anything else today, Sir?" To James that Sir had a certain sarcastic 
emphasis to it. He holds his breath, lets it out as slowly and quietly as he can, as he, 
more frantically now, keeps on searching all of his pockets, then starts over with the 
ones he's already checked. 

"No. Just the guitar strings" James says. 

"That'll be just £9.99 then" 

James stands for a moment, hands drop to his side, limp, looking at the man. 

"Um. Could I just look at them again. Check they're the right sort and that." 

The man looks at him. He turns the packet over. Brings his glasses up from where 
they are hanging on his chest, peers through them. "They are Pro-Arté" he says, " 
EJ46. Is that what you were after?" 

"I need to look at the packet," says James, his long right thumbnail starting to pick at 
the skin around his others. "I'm more of a visual person, me" he offers. 

The man lets his glasses drop on their chain. They bounce then settle on his tweed 
jacket. He then carefully, but very firmly, holds the guitar string packet along two of its 
edges, using both of his hands and all his fingers, then stretches his arms towards 
James, just a little way, for him to look. James leans forwards a bit. 

"Can I hold them?" James croaks. 

"Do you have the money or not?" says the man. "If not, then I'd be obliged if you 
would vacate these premises now, and let the real customers get on with their 
business." 

James looks around the shop. Apart from a wall of stringed instruments, an upright 
piano and an arrow pointing up some narrow stairs saying Brass instruments Sheet 
music there's nothing much else to the shop. Certainly, no customers. He opens his 
mouth to point this out, then closes it again. 
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"I have the ten pounds," says James. "I just can't locate it in my pockets right now. 
Perhaps I left it at the B & B... Yeah. That must be it. Look" James bites his lip. The 
man is still holding the packet, "Man" James looks around him. "Sir..." he begins. The 
man stops holding the packet with his left hand, and starts to move his right to 
somewhere below the counter "Please..." says James. The packet is now hidden 
from James' view and the man is reaching for his magazine. "I really need those 
strings." 

"And how is that my problem?" 

"Look. I was probably wrong about Chic. Yeah. That's it - of course - I was wrong. 
Man. Yeah, you know your stuff, that's for sure. Hats off to you, man. Yeah... The 
thing is - I've got this really special gig today - you know - once in a lifetime stuff – 
high-up people coming, all of that - it's my big chance, man, sir, my big chance, and 
then, can you believe it, there I am, practicing this morning and the top E breaks, 
snaps, almost takes my eye out - see" James leans forwards pointing below his left 
eye " see? Scratched me. It was kinda scary for a moment." The man lifts up his 
glasses again - doesn't put them on this time - just holds them there, then lets them 
fall, " I'm good for it man, sir. I'm good for it sir. I'll come back with it just as soon as 
I've played. I don't have the time to go to the B & B then back here now, you see - not 
to reach the venue in time, register, string her, I need to play the strings as much as I 
can don't I? Well you'll know that - being a connoisseur of music, that's obvious to 
anyone - it's obvious to anyone that you're that. I have to do that, they'll go out of 
tune and my big break...I'll come straight in with the tenner as soon as I can. It’s only 
a tenner. I'm good for it man. Sir... " 

"You any good?" 

"Am I...?" James looks round to the wall. "May I?" he asks, pointing at a Martin. 

"Try this one" says the man. "If you're any good – you’ll make any instrument sing" 
and lifts up a battered guitar that James hadn't noticed, propped behind the counter. 

James just looks at it. Realises his jaw is hanging down. Snaps his mouth shut. 
"Okay" he looks straight at the man. "Hand it over" 

The man looks at him. "One moment. Walk with me to the door so as I can lock it. I 
don't want you legging it with my valued customer's instrument. What would I say to 
him when he comes in later to pick it up?" 

"I. What? I'd never..." James looks at the man. Looks at him, while shuffling on the 
spot. "Fine. Whatever" and James just stands there, head down as if praying, until 
the man has got the key chain from out of the till and emerges, holding the guitar and 
then James walks alongside him to the door, waits while the man turns the lock, 
inserts the key, turns the sign, walks to the piano. 

"Sit on there" says the man and then, only once James has sat down, does the man 
hand it over. 

As James' arms fold round its curves, and his fingers touch its strings he looks up at 
the man. "You'll let me have the strings? If you like what I play?" 



 4 

"Hell. If I like what you play - I'll get you a private session with the guy you're wanting 
to impress. That's his guitar. His sister's guitar. I know the event you're talking about. 
He told me, when he brought this in. We go back a way" the man says. 

James looks at him. Looks back at the guitar. Looks at the man again. Smiles. 

"What shall I play?" asks James. He is ready now. This is turning out to be the big 
break. Not the gig, with all those other wannabees. Here and now. He can't believe 
his luck. He is comfortable in his abilities. He has his 5 minutes all planned for later. 
Planned and practiced. It's surprising his fingers aren't bleeding from the amount he 
has practiced. Practiced and honed. This is the moment for Tarrega’s Recuerdos de 
la Alhambra. 

The man looks at him. The edge of his mouth curls up. He looks up at the ceiling and 
strokes his beard. 

"Hmm" he says as if savouring a whisky. "There's a question. Well. You know what 
I'd really like to hear?" 

There's a pause. James can't take his eyes of the man. The man appears to be 
thinking, but James isn't sure. James was expecting him to say Impress me, 
Anything you like, or something in a sarcastic tone - like why not do your party piece? 

James wasn't really asking. He knows what he is going to play. But he went and said 
it, he asked it - and now he just has to wait. 

The man clears his throat, wheezes; it turns into a cough. 

"I know" he says, and the pause is like on a reality show when they are about to 
announce who is going out that week. "How about..." James notices his heart - it's 
beating as loud and as fast as, well, he doesn't really know what because he has 
suddenly realised that the man, this man - with his poxy jacket, ageing hair and 
discoloured flagging skin; his tiny insignificant shop with mostly mediocre instruments 
and the smell of death hanging in the air almost ready to cut - this man, and his 
choice, might affect James' future, might make or break his career, all for the lack of 
a tenner. "you play..." James attempts a smile, and places his fingers on the frets, 
feels the guitar's weight against his chest, feels its curves, readies himself 
"something… well, why don’t I just hum you the tune?" 

© Nadia Kingsley 2016 
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Fifteen Miles by Liz Parkes 

BEHIND the prison there is a road, a snake of black tarmac running up and away off 
this moor and down towards Plymouth and the sea, where a handy looking man can 
pick up a passage, no questions asked.  

I know this landscape, if I close my eyes I can walk out to the quarry behind the 
warder on his mount, so many paces from the yard to the gate, from the gate to the 
arch, from the arch to the road, up the lane towards Rundlestone Corner and into the 
quarry-the same day in day out. 

Sometimes, when the wind is right, I can taste the sea in the air and I look up from 
the rock face to fill my lungs, then I’m back to pick and hammer and dust. The work 
fills my time, gets me out, keeps me fit. 

Night, after the door closes and the weak wintery sun sets in the twenty one squares 
of my high window, I plan. The light patterns the painted bricks of my cell wall and I 
note, West. The moor and the sea, both vast and wild acres, are no friend to most 
men, but for me there are landmarks, routines, timetables to remember, guides which 
will keep me safe when my day comes. 

And it does. The planned diversion, the pick slipped, the man down howling on the 
ground, the pig’s blood from the kitchens spreading over a man’s trouser leg, the 
guards are distracted. I will not go far. I have a bolt hole planned, a depression 
covered by scrub in the worked out back of the quarry. Lay low until I am missed, 
night is my friend, a sailor knows his stars. 

The woods at the quarry edge are dark blotches against the skyline, the village 
school has doused its lights, the windows in the few streets start to glow, time for me 
to make my move; my empty cell will have told its tale. The returning train marks the 
time each day, lock down time, time to account, to be missed. Soon the bell above 
the arch will clang out to warn the outlying farms that ‘one is away'. 

There will be dogs, I hear their baying, feel their excitement run through me. The 
prison bloodhounds will follow the thousand interesting scents out here, if I can throw 
them off my tracks, I can lose them. I follow the bed of the stream back out onto the 
moor, the splashing sounds loudly as the moor slides into night. I must move swiftly 
now. 

The roads and the railway line would be easy to follow, guides to towns and 
anonymity but they will be guarded. As soon as the bell sounds to mark an escape, I 
hear the engines rev. There are few cars, most belong to the prison staff. 

In those houses, wives will be packing sandwiches and flasks for the warders who 
will spend the night out there guarding the roads off the moor. The men will be 
grumbling at missing their hot meal , their wives chiding children, warm houses with 
fires, food bubbling on the range. Doors will be locked and windows barred because I 
am out. 

No good to dwell on this, I must follow my stars. 
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The baying of the dogs deepens, they’ve picked up a scent. My heart takes a turn. 
The gorse tugs at my legs, the wet trousers cling and my damp shoes rub; breath 
comes hard and my limbs are heavy. Only fifteen miles. 

My stars fail me. The night clouds over and a mist rises. Now bushes become wild 
ponies and then bushes again, despite the dangers I must head for the road, follow 
its line down or be lost. The road was behind to the left of the stream but the night is 
full of mischief, rocks with familiar shapes appear again and again, paths lead away 
and peter out. 

At last the tarmac of a road to follow. Sheep roll weary eyes but do not move from 
their stored warmth, they’ve seen it all before men who think they can get off the 
moor. And they call sheep silly. 

The road has given me hope. I move quicker again but I must be alert for the sound 
of a car, the mist will slow progress, give me time to roll into the gorse. The damp air 
chills the bones quicker than the frost of a clear night. If I stop I cannot control the 
shivers, so I press on at a pace. 

Then I see it, solid on the road in the mist, a Ford Prefect. The warder will be around 
somewhere. The windows glow with light. Through the steamed up panes I can see 
the shape of a child reading by the light of a torch, her long braids flopped forward. 
She is strangely unconcerned out here in the dark, lost in her book. Her father must 
be near watching the road and he will be armed. I do not blame him, he has a job to 
do. Ten years ago we were fighting the same enemy, I on the Atlantic and him in the 
trenches of Flanders. He will not miss. 

I break off out onto the moor again. There are no landmarks, nothing to take bearings 
from. I try to remember the shape of rocks along the path but the wider paths lead 
into sheep runs or follow where the wild ponies have pushed tracks through the 
bracken. When I find the path again, the rocks look familiar, I mark them only to find I 
am walking in circles. 

Dawn brings a cold light, no warmth. Bracken pulled together to give me rest, prickles 
with gorse. Weary, hungry and cold, I look for shelter and food. There will be people 
moving to Tavistock or Plymouth to work, I will be taken back if I walk down the road. 
I must wait until night. I strike out towards the smell of wood smoke, a tor looms 
above an old Dartmoor long house; there will be cattle, a byre, warm milk. 

The sour smell of silage is replaced by the heavy, intimacy of the cows and their 
hazy, hay scented breath. They shift uneasy as I search for something to hold the 
milk. Finding an old enamel bucket in the corner of a stall, I run my sleeve around 
and set to on the nearest udder. The cow is confused by her second milking of the 
morning and shifts around, stamping close to my hard won gains. With warm milk 
inside me and a warm hay loft above, I can get my strength back. 

The prong of the pitch fork in my thigh brings me out of a deep sleep. The old man’s 
talking rapidly to someone in the stalls below. As I am forced down the ladder from 
the hayloft, I see an old lady holding a shot gun. They spread me against the wall. 
Hands run down me as over the legs of ponies at the market. "Poor lad, he’s 
soaking. We’d better warm him up, dry him out.” 

My clothes steam on the rack above the range and bread is dipped in the bacon 
dripping from the farmer’s breakfast. With the fire, the cosy dimness and the decency 
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of the old folk, my guard is down. The old man is almost apologetic as his wife makes 
me comfortable in a bed with blankets. 

I drift off with my wrists tied to the bed head and the sound of the farmer’s pony 
clattering on the cobbles of the yard. It will not be long. My dreams are of the sea, the 
ship cutting a steady course homeward, the new boy, timid, unsure of himself, the 
teasing, name calling, cruelty. Maybe I felt something more than I should have, I 
couldn’t bear it. 

The warders shake me awake. The farmer’s wife has placed my dry clothes at the 
end of the bed. Handcuffed between the warders I make my way down the road. In 
the bright daylight, the village tucked around the star shape of the huge building, is 
clearly visible. Twenty hours out and I am only half an hour’s walk away. 

I walk through the village, between two warders, keeping my head up. The wind is in 
the right direction and I can smell the sea. In a window seat a child sits reading. She 
looks up, catches my eye, then turns away. 

©Liz Parkes 2016 
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The Colour Thief by Angela Gallagher 

THERE was no reason to suppose it had been stolen: no strange man standing 
unnaturally close on the Tube. And she could account for it on the bus – she 
remembered glancing down at it and thinking how glorious the colour was. She felt 
utter contentment at that moment, almost smugly so. And a little thrill of guilt at the 
smugness. Emotions were complicated but basically she'd been happy. So she 
couldn't work out why, now, that happiness seemed a little distant, or as if hiding 
somewhere in a fog. Maybe she'd mislaid that too. 

It had been a good day. Exhilarating. Exciting. Carrie always said she lived life at a 
hundred miles an hour. Well, seize the day and all that. What was the point in doing 
anything else? Yes, a great day. Maybe that was why she was so tired now. But it 
wasn't like her to be tired; normally she just kept going like a train. 

All of which didn't answer the question of where it was. She'd start again. If she went 
through every drawer she must be able to find it. She couldn't bear it if it were lost. 
She could feel the panic start to rise. 

Pulling open the top drawer she began peering between layers of clothing. 
Underwear. Pants and vests in boring whites and beiges. Since when did she wear 
vests for goodness sakes. They were for maiden aunts. These weren't hers; they 
were old-lady garments in sensible fabrics. Where were her beautiful silks in the 
jewel-colours she so loved, that made her feel alive? Her life was full of colour. It 
defined her. A "whirling dervish of the colour-wheel" Tom at art school had called her. 
Today, looking at the contents of the drawer, her world suddenly felt drab and 
magnolia-filled. 

She snatched at the next drawer. It was bursting with alien jumpers and woolly 
scarves. She hated woolly scarves, so heavy and restrictive. Even in the coldest 
weather she refused to be battened down and shoved away in dark tweeds and 
flannel. So these things were a surprise. Again, not hers. She had a sudden impulse 
to throw around her neck one of the crazy long scarves that were her signature but 
they weren't here either. That would somehow steady her, reassure her. The wild but 
familiar. If she had those they would make her herself again. 

The feeling of panic was rising up from her stomach into her chest. 

Someone was playing a trick. Maybe it was designed to put her off her search. But 
she hadn't forgotten what she was looking for. They hadn't thrown her off the trail - 
she was cleverer than that. 

But if she couldn't find it she'd know it had been stolen - along with the rest of her 
things by the look of it. 

The feeling of panic was more intense now. She grabbed at the bottom drawer; it 
wouldn't open. She pulled harder, her fingers gripped desperately round the handles 
so that she could feel her nails digging into her palms. She gave it an angry wrench 
and it came, suddenly, sending her flying backwards onto the bed. Breathless, she 
felt tears of panic rivulet down her cheek, but she had done it. Foiled them. They 
must have hidden it in there – that's why they'd made it difficult to open. They'd done 
something to it but she'd got it open. 

A strong woman. 
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The phrase floated in front of her. She'd been called that too. Something else that 
was her, that couldn't be taken from her. Obviously. She'd just proved that. 

Perched now on the bed she bent down and started going through the drawer's 
contents, more desperately now. She couldn't find it. Why couldn't she find it?! 

The panic was up in her throat now and drove her on, though she could barely see 
through the tears. She began throwing things out of the drawer, snatching at them 
and sending them flying across the room until the drawer was empty. She had a 
vague recollection of reading books that mentioned false bottoms. Or was that 
suitcases? She knocked on the base of the drawer in various places but couldn't 
quite remember what that was supposed to tell her. She began scrabbling with her 
fingers but nothing came away. No sign of any secret compartment. Just sore, red 
fingers and smears of blood. 

She began on the other drawers, throwing things out with a frustrated desperation. 
The panic was out the top of her head now, like a pressure-cooker exploding. She 
attacked the wardrobe next, now not really looking, just wanting to vent all the fear. 
She threw the stranger's clothes behind her. Boring, boring, boring. Caramels and 
camels, sand and ecru. All different words for what she despised: safe neutrals. The 
horror of beige. 

When it was empty she stood breathless. It wasn't here. It was gone. It had been 
stolen. 

Looking around at the clothes surrounding her she felt depressed. They were trying 
to drain the colour out of her. 

She became aware of someone standing in the doorway. She looked up to see a 
middle-aged woman with a look of shock and pain on her face. Must be one of them. 
They obviously didn't expect her to fight like this. 

Shuffling amongst the chaos of clothes she squared up to her and looked her hard in 
the face. 

"Don't think I don't know. You've stolen it." 

The pained woman sighed. "We've been through this so many times. I haven't stolen 
it." 

She was surprised when she felt the pained woman put her hand on hers. So gently. 
It felt nice. They looked at each other, both with tears in their eyes. 

"Mum..." 

But she was looking around at the debris around her and didn't hear. It was like a 
whirlwind had passed through. A whirling dervish. Why had that phrase popped into 
her head? It was distantly familiar but she didn't know why. She looked at the cream 
walls, the stone-coloured bedding. All the colour's been sucked out, she thought. 

"Someone's stolen it," she whispered. The tears found their way into her mouth and 
she sucked them away. She was breathing hard. 
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"Have they stolen me too?" 

©Angela Gallagher 2016 
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It’s About Tim by William Gallagher 

TIM Lambast woke up like he was wrenching himself from sleep. An urgent drive 
forced him upright before he opened his eyes and he’d turned, put his feet on the 
floor before he even knew it. Standing up, he balanced awkwardly for a moment and 
then forced himself to be steady. “Right,” he said. “This is going to be a better day.” 

There were exam revision notes on the desk by his bed and he pushed them aside, 
ignoring them as they fell to the ground, ignoring them and the empty McDonalds’ 
Coke that he knocked away, looking for his phone. It was as he turned away from the 
desk, trod on the Coke and actually wished for the first time that his mum would still 
tidy his room, that he saw the phone under the bed. 

Yet again he’d left it unplugged and the battery was dying. He checked his texts, saw 
and ignored one from Pamela – “Remember: Chemistry’s rescheduled for 9 today” – 
and switched off the phone. That felt a little weird: he couldn’t remember the last time 
he’d intentionally switched it off. It would be better if he could only learn to charge it 
but that clearly couldn’t happen now. 

Tim reckoned yesterday’s underpants were good enough and he didn’t bother with 
socks, barely bothered tying up his laces, and then he was heading out of the 
bedroom. He stopped to look at the door with its perfect, unblemished, pristine wood. 
And then he was carving the number 3 into it before slamming the door behind him. 

At the bottom of the stairs, he saw his mum with her mouth open. She’d been about 
to call him and then stopped, remembering one of many recent rows where he’d said 
he wasn’t a child anymore, but Tim thought she was being sarcastic and acting 
surprised. “Don’t talk to me,” he said. 

“I’m okay with that,” she replied. “But Tim, it’s the 12th. Last exam. Tomorrow we’re 
going to have to talk about you getting a summer job.” 

“Not a problem.” 

She flicked the kettle on and tried to wait until it was boiled. “Yes, it is. It’s a problem." 

“I’m thinking I’ll go to Southfield, they’ve got work there." 

“Where’s Southfield?" She made tea for Tim and strong, strong coffee for herself. 

Tim stared at her. “You know.” 

“Nope,” she said. “Not one single clue. Is it near Northfield?” 

“I know you know.” 

“I really don’t.” She put some toast on his plate and then took a piece back to eat. “I 
think I preferred it when we weren’t talking.” 

“I could ask Dad.” 
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“Yeah. Good luck with that. If you get him, remind me what his voice sounds like.” 
She finished her slice of toast and began clearing the table. “A picture would be 
nice.” 

  

Tim stormed through the front door and out onto the street, feeling like his body had 
all this raging energy yet his mind wanted a minute to think. He didn’t get one 
second. Pamela was waiting. He’d forgotten she would be waiting. Was nothing 
under his control? She started to speak and he pushed by her, saying quickly “Last 
exam, Chemistry, 9 o’clock, I know.” 

“Er, good morning to you too,” said Pamela. 

“Right, yes. Morning. No, I didn’t know about Stacy, yes I’ve remembered a pen, yes 
I’ll ask Steve, is that everything? Because you need to go.” 

“Are you okay? Is this like Physics last week?” 

“I’m not doing the exam, there’s no point, now can you get going?” 

Pamela looked at this spotty, gangly Tim and for one instant could see the little boy 
she’d grown up next to. “What does Stacy see in you?” she asked, walking away. 

Tim watched her go, then looked back at his house, saw a curtain move and made a 
show of leaving to follow Pamela. Once he was out of the gate and around the first 
corner, though, he crossed the street, doubling back and tried to quickly dart by 
opposite the house. There was a short line of shops along and slightly further down 
the street: Tim went into a coffee shop there and sat in the window where he could 
see and hoped he might not be seen. 

“Well now,” said his Chemistry teacher. “Good morning, Mr Lambast. Haven’t we 
somewhere important to go this morning?” 

“Shit,” said Tim. 

  

Pamela was just walking up to the school gates when Mr Brown pulled up in his car 
and Tim got out. He jerked his head to her and reached back in to hand Mr Brown his 
coffee carton. “Better hurry now,” said Brown as he wound the car window up and 
reversed into a staff parking place. It was a staff parking place between Tim and the 
gates. 

“Come on, then,” Tim said to Pamela. “Let’s get this over with.” 

“What is it with you this morning? Are you nervous? I thought you were good with 
Chemistry. Just so long as it’s not chemical components of limestone again. I get so 
bored with rocks." 

“Not gonna happen.” 

“Oh, like you know. Bet you it does.” 
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“Bet you I can be out of here in twenty minutes.” 

“I think I could even like this confident Tim.” 

Pamela’s saying that stuck in Tim’s mind and was enough to delay him: it took a 
whole thirty minutes to complete the paper and head out. “Where do you think you’re 
going, Mr Lambast?” called Mr Brown. But Tim strode out of the room, so focused on 
something that he didn’t notice everyone watching him. Maybe it was only because 
he was heading out with his back to her, so she couldn’t see the pimples, but Pamela 
began thinking of having a chat with Stacy. 

“Alright, everybody, heads down, this exam is important,” said Mr Brown. “Even if 
some of us aren’t thinking of our futures.” 

  

Tim got back to the coffee shop as quickly as he could but didn’t go inside. He hadn’t 
thought until he’d got there, hadn’t thought until he could see his house, but now he 
realised he had no way of knowing if his mum had left yet. Mind and body tussled: he 
didn’t want to go into the coffee shop if she wasn’t home but he didn’t want to be 
seen on the street if she were. He turned both ways, turned back, practically shook 
with indecision and then like a cork being released he ran to the end of the street. 
Tim took the first corner and then slammed back up against a wall, panting like he 
was being chased. 

The wall was part of the corner shop and right by Tim’s head there was a sign for 
topping up mobile phones. He blinked. Got out his phone, switched it on. There were 
18 messages, some from Stacy, one from Pamela, others from a number he didn’t 
recognise but guessed was the school. He ignored them all and phoned his mum. 

He was just wondering what he’d say when she answered, when she didn’t. “Lesley 
Lambast, leave me a message,” said her voicemail. Tim ended the call. 

Immediately, his phone rang and he jumped, turned it around to show the screen, 
certain it was his mum and startled that it was his dad. “That’s new,” said Tim, 
cancelling the call and then regretting it. 

Tim sank down by the wall and put his head in his hands. He thought about just 
going home, he thought about what time his mum must’ve left to get to Southfield, 
about whether she’d be gone already or whether he could stop her. 

Just then, a silver BMW i8 drove by and Tim’s eyes widened. He was no car fan, he 
had no interest in BMW but he had every interest in this one. Tim jumped up and ran 
around the corner back toward his home. 

The BMW was outside his house, its engine running, and his mum getting in. Tim ran 
out into the middle of the road, waving his arms and yelling but the car pulled away 
and nobody in it gave a single glance back. 

Tim sobbed. 

He openly wept. 
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It was when a van came around the corner and almost hit him that Tim finally moved, 
finally jumped up onto the pavement and it was as if the movement of his body jolted 
his mind too. For Tim got out his phone again and re-dialled his mum. “Lesley 
Lambast, leave me a message." 

“Mum,” said Tim. “Come home, please. I need you.” 

He didn’t know what else to say, didn’t know how to tell her what he knew. But he did 
now know one more thing. Checking his phone again, he said it aloud, fixing it in his 
mind: “Silver BMW arrives 10:15am.” Then he nodded like he was making a list. 

Tim went back to his house, sat on the wall outside it and switched off his phone to 
save battery power. Nobody was going to call for another ninety minutes, nobody he 
had to speak to anyway. He just sat. Thought. Wondered if his mum ever got the 
message. Wondered if she heard it and chose to come right back. He wondered with 
a jolt whether she was coming back when it happened. 

At 11:45am, Tim switched his phone on exactly in time to answer the call that came 
through. “Yes,” he said. “I’m her son.” 

Somehow it was Pamela who came first, came faster than even his dad or his 
grandmother. They each touched him, held him, tried talking to him and he waited 
through it until they stopped. The three of them talked on together, Tim slipping away 
unnoticed, borrowing his dad’s iPad to look up where Southfield is. Looking up bus 
routes and timetables. Finding Darnstable Street and wondering what was there. A 
house with a silver BMW in the drive? A hotel? Tim looked and searched and 
mentally filed it all away. 

Tim Lambast woke up like he was wrenching himself from sleep. An urgent drive 
forced him upright before he opened his eyes and he’d turned, put his feet on the 
floor before he knew it. Standing up, he balanced awkwardly for a moment and then 
forced himself to be steady. “Right,” he said. “This is going to be a better day.” He 
stopped to look at the door with its perfect, unblemished, pristine wood. And then he 
was carving the number 4 into it before slamming the door behind him. 

© William Gallagher 2016 
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Lost Boy by Rupi Lal 

DEAR Diary, 

Well today was the day… The day Year 6 at West Brom Primary auditioned for our 
school panto; Peter Pan. 

I had to sing, I had dance, I had to act and I did it all. And I was bloody brilliant but, 
did I get the main part? The lead? The boy who will never grow old… The leader of 
the lost boys. Did I get that role? No. No, I did not. 

Stupid Mr Jacobs had to give it to his favourite didn’t he… Stupid Steven Timmins… 
“Oh aren’t you so good Steven? Aren’t you so brilliant? Aren’t you just the best Peter 
Pan I’ve ever seen?!” 

Well, no actually, no he is not. I am. I’m the one who is better and I should have been 
the lead part in the panto not some meaningless “Lost Boy 2”. I don’t even have a 
name! “Lost Boy 2”, ME? I should be Peter friggin Pan! Stupid Mr Jacobs. 

Told Dad what happened and he couldn’t believe it; said he wanted to kick Mr Jacobs 
in his Jacobs, whatever that means… Mum was okay with it but Naniji said Mr 
Jacobs is a racist. Said he didn’t give it to me as we’re Indian. She said, “Listen 
Aaron; this isn’t the Jungle Book and you’re not Mowgli… This is Peter Pan and they 
want a gora!” Mum disagreed but it got me thinking… 

What if Peter Pan was Indian? What if he was Gujurati like me? What if Captain 
Hook was a turban wearing Punjabi? What if the lost boys did bhangra dancing and 
what if the panto was a live action Bollywood film? Now that would be something… 
Imagine that! Bet then I wouldn’t some Lost Boy… 

No, then I would be the best Peter Pan ever, in fact, I’d be the first ever Peter Pan 
Patel! 

©Rupi Lal 2016 
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Lost by Dan Seavers 

THEY'D been connected ever since he could remember. And they really had been 
through a lot together. Whatever the world had thrown at them, they took a bite and 
chewed it up. They’d been strong through thick and thin. Together through hard and 
soft. United through steak and apples. 

And so he found it particularly galling that he now found himself wrapped in a piece 
of old tissue, rammed unceremoniously under her pillow. 

It had all gone wrong on Saturday. She’d gone out to play football with her friends, 
and one miskick, a few splashes of blood and a few more tears later, he found 
himself looking up at Claire’s face. A dark gap stood out in her smile. 

“Don’t worry,“ her mother said. “If you place it under your pillow tonight, the Tooth 
Fairy will swap it for some money. 

“I don’t care,” Claire said. 

“But with the money you could buy a new doll.” 

“I don’t want a new doll. I want a new Super Action Hero Man!!” 

Her mum sighed and shook her head. 

“Fine, “she said. “You can buy a Super Action doodah man with it if you really want.” 

The girl smiled, and ran off to find her tissue. The poor tooth was abandoned. 

  

And so he found himself stifled and muffled under her pillow, listening to her snore 
gently. He used to like listening to her gentle sniffling sleep. He’d felt reassured she 
was still there for him, and that tomorrow would be another day. But now, each 
breath sounded like the sigh of a traitor, whispering tales of defeat into his tiny ears. 

His gloom was disturbed by a sudden bright light, shining in from the corner of the 
cushion, followed by a sharp breeze of cold air. 

“There you are,” a deep voice said, as a course skinned hand reached in and 
grabbed the poor tooth. “Time for you to go.” 

Now, the tooth had heard the stories told by the younger dentals. That this day would 
come. But they always had one lighter note. That the teeth would be taken far away 
to a land of candy and soda by a beautiful fairy. 

What had hold of our tooth now may have been a fairy. 

But it certainly wasn’t beautiful. It was barely a cup high. It wore nothing, apart from a 
small diaper that was barely covered its pot belly. Its skin was pock marked, leathery 
and stained with cellulite and varicose veins, and covered in a thin layer of greying 
hair. 
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Snot dribbled from the thing’s bulbous nose. 

“Who are you?” The tooth said. 

“I’m Frank,” the thing said with a smile. Miraculously, it actually had a full set of 
wonderfully bright, white teeth. “I’m a tooth fairy.” 

“The Tooth fairy? But I thought you’d be…” 

“Don’t say it,” Frank muttered. “You thought I’d be pretty. Well, not all of us can live 
up to this world’s shallow preconceptions. And anyway, I said, a tooth fairy. Not the 
Tooth fairy. It’s a job role. Not a name.” 

“Sorry,” 

“Yeah, well, whatever. Just jump in my sack and we’ll be getting off. “ 

The tooth looked over at Claire gently sleeping. There wasn’t any reason for him to 
stay anymore, but still, he didn’t think he could leave her. Not just yet. 

“I’m not going,” he said. 

“Listen, Molar. You ain’t got a choice. You hop in the bag; I leave this here fifty 
pence, and jobs a good 'un. So come on, get over here, so I can get on.” 

“No,” said the tooth, and it buried itself back under the pillows, far from the tooth 
fairy’s grasp. 

The Tooth Fairy scrabbled after him, but the tooth just buried itself deeper and 
deeper. 

“Fine,” the fairy said with a sigh. “Be like that. But I’ll get you tomorrow, that’s for 
sure.” 

And with that, the tooth fairy flew away. 

  

The next morning, the tooth was awoken by Claire rummaging under her pillow, 
looking for the money the tooth fairy had left behind. But there wasn’t any. Instead, 
there was her old, cold hard tooth. 

She slumped downstairs, and into the kitchen. 

“What’s up, dear?” her mum said. 

“It’s my tooth. Look.” And she held the old tooth up to her mum. “It was still there this 
morning and there was no money.” 

“Oh. That’s very strange.” 

“It’s not fair.” 
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Her mum knelt down opposite her. 

“Look, maybe the Tooth Fairy was too busy last night to make it. I’m sure if you put it 
under your pillow again tonight, he will come for sure. 

“Okay,” Claire said, and she stomped back upstairs, shoving the tooth back under 
her pillow. She then headed off to school. 

  

And so came another night time awakening for the tooth. He could hear the shouting 
from his hole deep within the pillow. 

“Listen mate,” the Fairy said. “You’ve got to get into my bag tonight. I was down on 
my quota yesterday because of you. And look, I have a nice shiny pound coin to 
swap you for this time. That’s a good deal isn’t it? 

The tooth lay there and listened to Claire’s gentle breathing. 

“No,” he said. “I won’t leave her. Not ever.” 

The tooth fairy swore under his breath. 

“Fine,” he said. “You stay there. But I’ll be back.” 

  

And so, another disappointing morning came around for Claire. And she huffed over 
the missing money even more. Her poor mother had no idea what to say. 

“Maybe you could leave a letter for the Tooth Fairy,” she said. “Maybe that will help.” 

  

But it didn’t help at all. The tooth fairy ignored the note on the side table, and 
stomped over to the pillow. 

“Listen,” he said. “This is your last warning. I ain’t going to ask nicely again. I’ve 
become the laughing stock for the rest of the fairies, and it’s properly getting up my 
nose. So get out here, now.” 

The tooth didn’t move. 

“Awww, come on,” the fairy pleaded. “I’ve even brought a nice two pound coin to 
leave behind. Come on out. Please?” 

But the tooth didn’t say anything. He just lay there, feeling the warmth of Claire by his 
side. 

“Fine! Be like that. But it’s no more Mr Nice Guy from me.” 
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The next morning, there weren’t any strops. There were tears. 

“It’s not fair,” Claire wailed, as she showed her mum the lone tooth again. “Why won’t 
the Tooth Fairy visit?” 

Her mum shook her head, looking quite sad herself. 

“I just don’t know.” 

“Why won’t it just go away?” She said. And she threw the poor tooth across the room. 

  

The day didn’t get any better for Claire. She moped her way all through school and 
all the way home. Her poor mum didn’t know what to do. 

But the tooth did. 

  

That night, the tooth fairy found himself stood over Claire’s pillow one last time. 

“Look,” he said. “You really have to come with me this time. The boss says it has to 
be now or never. And it’s really getting embarrassing to keep going through this 
and…” 

“I’ll do it,” the tooth said. Though the voice didn’t come from underneath the pillow 
this time. It came from the other side of the room. The fairy flew across to him. 

“So, you’ve finally accepted that it’s time to go?” 

“No,” the tooth said. “I want to stay with her. But…but…I can’t bear to see her like 
this. It’s time for me to leave.” 

The fairy nodded, and sniffled loudly. 

“I’ll tell you what,” he said. “I’m not normally allowed to do this. But this time, I can 
leave something extra special.” And he pulled a large crisp five pound note out of his 
bag. 

“Just let me pop this under her pillow, and we’ll be off.” 

“Can I come with? One last time?” 

“Very well. But there’s no changing your mind now.” 

And he lifted the tooth, and flew across to where Claire slept. He placed the tooth 
down in front of her, and then ruffled under the pillow. 

The tooth looked at the girl and smiled. She snuffled gently in her sleep, and her 
mouth slid open. Already there was a new tooth growing in the gap he’d left behind. 
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The little tooth smiled at her. 

“I may no longer be a part of you” he said. “But you’ll always be a part of me.” 

And with that, the tooth fairy placed him gently into his bag, and together, they flew 
away. 

  

The next day, Claire was ecstatic. The tooth had finally gone. And she had a full five 
pounds left behind instead. She could afford the Super Action Hero Man she really 
wanted. 

And the tooth. Well, soon a new tooth came and filled the gap in her mouth. And the 
old tooth was entirely forgotten. But somewhere, out there, that poor old tooth still 
remembered Claire. And always would. 

©Dan Seavers 2016 
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Letters by Amy Dollery 

WE had been sitting there forever. Them looking at me, me looking at the blank 
paper, everyone waiting. They had offered me lined paper, but I had told them to fuck 
right off. I didn’t want to look childish, or stupid. Like I couldn’t even write straight. 

Now I don’t know why it mattered. I can’t think of a sodding thing to write anyway. I 
press the pen onto the paper so hard the end snaps and with it my temper goes too. 

“I can’t bloody do this!” I shout as I throw the crappy pen across the room. “I won’t do 
it. I won’t give them the bloody satisfaction.” 

Joanna, the fat cow that she is, raises her eyebrows at Liz, but unsurprisingly doesn’t 
move her lazy arse off the chair. Liz instead walks over from the sofa where I had 
sent her earlier, picks up the broken pen, and gently passes me another. 

“Come on now Emma,” she says in that maddening calm voice she uses. “You can 
do this.” 

“Get lost.” I tell her. 

“I know you think you hate them, but you don’t really,” she says. 

“No, I hate you.” I reply, thinking I mean it. 

“I know.” she sighs with a hint of a smile. “But try to think of Billy, try to think of him.” 

At Billy’s name the rage in me erupts again and I stand, pushing my hands down on 
the table, spitting my words out. “Don’t you talk to me about him. Don’t you dare. Not 
when it’s your fault, yours and hers.” I throw a glare over at fat Joanna. 

Joanna, from her throne in the corner, tuts. “Of course, it had nothing to do with your 
choices Emma, you played no role in it at all…” And just as I am about to launch the 
new pen like a dagger straight into her left eye, Liz says “Joanna, that’s enough.” 

Somehow watching Joanna get put in her place, gives me a tiny second of 
satisfaction in what otherwise is an all-round shit afternoon and I sit back down. 
Joanna will bloody hate being shown up like that and I can see by the way her lips 
have puckered up like an old trout, she is pissed off. I almost feel sorry for Liz, I know 
what it is like to have Joanna as an enemy. Ever since I told her, that her husband 
was shagging Ruby from the bookies, which is still true by the way, she has hated 
me. 

Joanna’s problem is she forgets where she comes from and she hates to be 
reminded. Just because she has got this job with the council, it doesn’t mean she 
didn’t come right out of the gutter with the rest of us. You should’ve heard her on the 
way in, telling Liz that if I finish early, she will nip into the hairdressers on the way 
home. That’s what I mean to her. Get me done quick, so she can get her 80s perm 
refried. Perhaps she wants me to give up altogether, so she would have time to get 
her fucking nails done as well. 

You can see how she hates me in every bloody report she has written. Every time I 
so much as blinked, she wrote it down in that stupid pink notebook. Twisted it. Like 
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the day she told me they were going to take Billie and I fucking screamed and she 
wrote it down as me being aggressive. Fuck me, how would she act if someone said 
they were taking her kid. Thinking about it makes my hands squeeze into fists. 

Liz cautiously sits down besides me. I look up at her and she smiles encouragingly. 

“So how do you want me to write this, Liz?” I ask. “How do you want me to start? Or 
shall I start and then you can tell me I’m wrong, and feel good about yourself all over 
again.” 

Liz tries to tell me, she isn't scoring points, that it has never been about that. But I 
stare back at her in disbelief, I heard what she said in court. Liz sees my face and 
tries to back track saying she knows I won't believe her, but we are all working 
towards what is best for Billie, we both want what is best for him. 

She has no idea how stupid she sounds. If we were both working for Billy, he would 
be here with me now, not living with strangers. If we had both wanted what was best, 
I wouldn’t be sat here in the family centre, without a bloody family, knowing I won’t 
see my son until he is grown up. 

Joanna smiles a smug smile, she is pleased it is precious Liz who has got it wrong 
and I am torn by wanting to be nice to Liz again, just to annoy Joanna, and wanting 
to punch her. 

“It doesn’t matter. You were all against me, but it doesn't matter,” I finally hiss, my 
teeth clenched shut. 

“Okay, Okay.” said Liz trying to pacify me. “But let's think about now,” and she goes 
on to say she really wants me to write this letter, for both Billie and me. She tells me 
it was a way of keeping our relationship going, letting him know I haven't forgotten 
him. 

I try and argue saying “I won't just forget him. Do you just think you can just forget 
your own son?” but even to me it sounds lame, like the fire is going out and I can’t 
have that. If the anger goes, the pain will arrive and bugger me if I will let fat Joanna 
see that. I will not let her see I am broken. 

Liz is being oh so gentle with me, which makes me feel worse “Why don’t we look at 
the letter they sent us again,” she says. “It will give us a clue where to start.” 

When Liz first showed me the letter, I had wanted to pull it from her hands and tear it 
to shreds, right in front of her face. Liz though didn't give me the chance. Instead she 
read it out loud and when I demanded it, she refused to hand it over. I ended up 
telling her what a patronizing cow she was, and threatening her with the police for 
stealing my property, but by the time I had finished yelling, and she had passed the 
letter over, I had lost the urge to rip it up. 

It is sat there now on that crappy plastic table, looking at me. Liz nods at it to see if 
she can take it. I shrug. 

“Look they talk about Billie getting a little ride on bike, you could talk about that,” she 
says, with fake enthusiasm. 
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“I would’ve got him a bike though,” I say. “They think they were special for getting him 
a bike, Gary would’ve been able to get hold of one.” 

Liz ignores me saying perhaps I could write, the bike sounds lovely, and I hope he 
enjoys it. 

“I don't see why I can’t I tell him I would buy him a bike.” I complain, not really caring 
that I did know why. 

“Look, she has also taken him swimming,” says Liz. “Do you like swimming, could 
you talk about that?” 

I look at Liz with disgust. “Yeah every Sunday, I get out my swim suit from John 
Lewis, go for a lovely paddle and then come home for dinner. What do you think?” 

Liz is not to be drawn in this time saying, “I just meant you might like swimming. But 
okay what do you want to say? Let's see if we can put it into words for you.” 

But I don’t want to write, that’s the point. It is not enough. It is not nearly enough. I 
want to hold him. Put his little face between my palms. I want to kiss him and tell him 
that I miss him. I want to tell him that everyone lied about me, and that he is not to 
believe what they say. That I want him to be happy, but that I am so unhappy without 
him, I could die. I want him to know that I am so shamed by what happened, but that 
I was so misunderstood and the fuckers had it in for me. I want to say, Billie, I should 
have picked you up and run away, the first time they knocked on the door. That I 
don’t wish you well in your new family, who were so nice and kind and 
understanding, in their stupid matching beige clothes and boring haircuts. And that I 
feel such rage, that if only I had had parents like that, with clothes like that, with their 
hair done in that way, it wouldn’t have turned out like this for me. I want to say all 
that, but I know Liz will just look at me in her pitying way. So I reply “I dunno.” 

I am not even allowed to sign the fucking thing as Mum, because apparently he has a 
new mum and I can’t confuse him. I want to say bugger him, what about me, but I 
know that just counts against you. But you can't tell a mum, they are no longer a 
mum, no law in the world can do that. 

And to my fucking disgust, I find tears falling down my face. Tears of damn frustration 
at having to write this letter, but more than that, tears because I am just realising no 
matter how unfair it is, I can’t change it. No matter how hard I fight now, this is how it 
is. All I can do now is write this poxy letter, once a year, that isn’t allowed to say 
anything and isn’t allowed to be from his mum. 

Liz holds my hand and for once I don't mind. It will get easier, she tells me, writing 
these letters, that I will get used to it. It will all become easier and I will survive. But I 
look up at her with dead eyes, because I know it won’t. The pain is too much. Too 
much for anyone to bear. 

When I leave this room I will ring Kev, get him to sort it out. Just this once. Just 
because today has been so difficult, just to take the edge of it. I already feel numb, 
Kev will make sure I feel nothing. 
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This decision makes me feel stronger, the knowledge that oblivion is almost in my 
grasp. And now I have thought of it, the old craving looms hot and insistent and I 
want to be gone. From this room and from this reality, from it all. 

Together we write the letter. 

  

Dear Billie, 

I am so glad to hear you are settling well. Your bike sounds very exciting. It will not 
be long before you move on to one with peddles and then nothing will be able to stop 
you. I am fine here and I am liking the warmer weather. I am thinking of trying 
swimming, it sounds like you enjoy it. I had better go now, as I have to meet a friend, 
but I love you very much, Billie, every day I love you. 

Emma 

©Amy Dollery 2016 
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Crossroads by Tina Freeth 

THE Yaris was waiting on the other side of the street. Lena walked over, looking both 
ways. 

Deepak was looking at his mobile when she opened the driver's side door. He'd have 
to wait until after the lesson to check his latest Facebook posts. 

'Hiya,' he said, looking up. He put his seat belt on and readjusted his trousers. 'So 
pre-drive check then we'll pull out and head towards the Kings Arms.' 

Lena slumped down into the chair, moved it forward and back. Forward and back. 
Jolt after jolt. 

'This chair isn't in the right position.' she said. She yanked the lever and the chair 
shot forward. Lena eased it back slowly, then leaned over the dashboard and began 
to sob. She felt the baby kick and leaned back once more. 'I can't do this!' she cried. 

'Lena, what's the matter?' Deepak asked. He didn't really want to know, but having 
crying women in his car was not that uncommon, especially after failed tests and 
occasionally after passing too. 

'Nothing's the matter. I can't drive today. I'm too much of a mess. Can we do it next 
week instead? I don't mind about paying for this lesson, here have the money now. ' 
Lena pulled out notes from her pocket and opened the car door to get out. 

'Wait a minute,' said Deepak. 'Text me if you feel up for the lesson next week, as 
long as I know the night before you can cancel without payment. Hope you feel better 
soon Lena. You've been improving loads.' he said. 

Deepak thought pregnant women were the best repeat customers, often they were 
too big to drive, or their hormones were a mess so they couldn't focus. Then once the 
baby was born they were so tired they weren't ready to take their tests for a few 
months but were so desperate to have a car to lug around all of the stuff that babies 
need. 

'Okay.' said Lena as she got out shutting the door. She rushed back into her flat. 

Once inside she began sobbing again. She knew Mika was seeing someone else but 
she didn't know who. She'd been having suspicions but now she'd managed to read 
his messages she knew for sure. Some tart from work, Lena thought it could be that 
girl Mika worked with; the one with the orange face and permanent lashes. Lena read 
the texts over and over. Explicit trash regurgitated from cheap porn movies. It made 
her feel more sick. She rubbed her belly and let the tears fall. She picked up the 
iPhone again. ARCHIVE. 

DEE: LOVE U BABY 

MIKA: THAT WAS THE BEST YET 

DEE: SAME TIME SATURDAY NIGHT? 

MIKA: OF COURSE 
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DEE: BRING OIL NEXT TIME LOL 

The mobile vibrated. 

NEW MESSAGE. 

It was from her. 

DEE: LENA ACTING WEIRD TODAY. HOPE BABY IS DOING OK. LOVE YOU D 
xxx 

Lena stood up. 

She looked out of the window. 

Deepak was still parked, his mobile in his hand. 

 ©Tina Freeth 2016 
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Seeing Clearly by Alex Townley 

THE fog descended in the spring of 2017. 

It began as a sort of haze that could vaguely be seen hovering on the horizon over 
Birmingham. Longer news bulletins briefly made mention of it as their second to last 
item, but generally journalists (notoriously based in the capital) were uninterested, 
and so the rest of the country sleepwalked into a new era. 

By summer the Midland haze as it was affectionately understated, had thickened so 
that even on what should have been a clear day (according to the national weather 
forecast) one couldn’t quite see as far as the university campus from the top of the 
Lickey Hills, a distance of less than 10 miles and usually easy to spot. 

Meteorologists mentioned climate change in that embarrassed tone they saved for 
conversations where they knew they would be ignored, and sure enough further 
meteorologists stressed that one event such as this couldn't be looked on as an 
effect on the climate as a whole, but by Autumn several people were killed on the M6 
and M5 in accidents blamed on the fog. 

The haze also spread north as far as Stoke on Trent, and east over Leicester, which 
seemed to push it further down the news agenda rather than up, possibly because it 
was no longer new, and possibly because, as the Midlands residents suspected, it 
was only affecting the parts of the country the media would rather forget existed 
anyway. 

Of course all of this is told through the filter of my mother, who I suspect had a chip 
on her shoulder about the way her home town was viewed. I was only five years old 
in 2017. By the time I knew anything was different about where we lived we were a 
forgotten land dividing the north and south of the country. The fog was so thick it had 
seeped into buildings, blurring the edges of anyone and anything on the other side of 
rooms. 

No-one dared drive anymore, the death toll on the motorways had risen to off-putting 
levels, and people travelled generally by foot. Things were serious enough that 
someone had the idea of installing rope cordons along footpaths and pavements to 
help people find their way in certain neighbourhoods. I say installed and that makes it 
seem official, but my childhood was far from official. With the arrival of the fog, 
everything took on a shambolic, homemade, cobbled together feel. 

My grandad called it a pea souper. He started out proclaiming he’d seen worse as a 
boy in ’52, in the Great London Smog, when thousands died, but gradually as our fog 
refused to leave he quietened down as if its whiteness muted even him. 

When it became clear that the fog was settling in, many people left their homes. 
Some frustrated that they couldn't see clearly to drive to their jobs, others put off by 
officialdom’s inability to sort anything out, the growing weeds on the streets, burst 
water mains going unattended. 

In the thickest areas of fog no-one could successfully call out any kind of repairman, 
so people learned to live with their breakages, or began to fix things themselves. 
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The fog was also, obviously, made up of water particles and not some surreal stage 
effect, which living inside it, was impossible to forget. Wallpaper slowly peeled from 
lounge walls, and mildew was everywhere. My childhood was nothing if not chilly and 
damp, and neighbours used to call in at our house for dry wood for their fires. 

Dry anything had a value, and my dad, my hero, was good at finding things with 
value, and then selling them on. He established a shop, little more than a shed really, 
over at Kinver on top of the Edge above the fog line, and made quite a bit of money. 
He paid for my university fees off the back of it. 

We children learned the power of our parents’ voices, Mum’s high pitches instantly 
vanishing into the white, while Dad’s booming low voice seemed to travel the length 
of the street at tea time. 

Dad sealed all the electrics in the house with candle wax, and so we listened to the 
radio, we read wavy paged books and dreamt of distance and warm dry places 
where damp didn't linger in the air. We generally divided into two groups of stay-at 
homes, not daring to play outside, or those who played hide and seek like ghosts 
disappearing into the white in games that lasted hours and hours. I fell happily into 
the second group. 

The official line, my mother told me, was that nowhere was cut off, no-one was being 
cut off, and in any case there was housing available for any that wanted to move, but 
practically, the Midlands were lost, we were a no man’s land of grey. 

With my family a newly formed fog mafia, I mastered my city. I could spot one of the 
slow moving buses at the end of the street, when to others it was still a looming 
shadow, and know from its own peculiar fixes and rusting repairs, which number it 
was likely to be. 

I ran fearlessly through neighbourhoods endlessly into the unknown, enjoying the 
clatter of my footsteps on strange pavements, damp curtains twitching in a Mexican 
wave of nerves. 

I was undaunted by the fog, it cushioned me, wrapped me up and trailed its tendrils 
after me wherever I wandered. 

I dared other children to leave the relatively cosy suburbs of the city for woodlands 
where the fog made 3D shadows of tree branches, endlessly crisscrossed and 
intertwined like the forest of thorns in Sleeping Beauty so that every dark shape 
threatened to be solid and you lost all sense of direction, making most people, even 
hardened fog-dwellers avoid it like the plague. 

When I was 14 I noticed people disappearing into the white and never coming back. 
Older brothers and sisters of friends of mine. It seemed to be an unspoken 
agreement that as soon as they were old enough they were better off somewhere 
else. I told myself I’d never leave, this was my home, but it turned out that idea was 
ridiculous. There were no jobs in the fog to speak of. Everyone got out eventually. 

I finally moved down to London when I was 18, and you could tell down there who 
had started out where, you could spot the children of the fog. 
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We were quieter, as though we muted ourselves, we looked up at the sky more often, 
stared out into the distance. 

People talk about mist shrouding places, and there’s something in that. My childhood 
had a quiet deferential tone, as though the fog stripped us of our anger, our passion, 
our urge to shout. It softened us around the edges. 

But I was determined not to be obvious, I was determined to find my way. 

I stood next to strangers on tube platforms and launched into conversation, ignoring 
the fact that it sounded like bellowing in my head. 

Occasionally they talked back, and I could tell in the way the volume of their voice 
shocked them and they tried to hide it, the way they never asked ‘so where are you 
from?’ 

True Londoners muttered loudly, grumbled about the weather. 

My favourite line. 

“Bit foggy today isn’t it. Like living in the Midlands.” 

That threw them, complaining about the weather, mentioning ‘The North’, that implied 
I couldn’t possibly be ‘one of them’. That made me feel as though I’d mastered the 
game. 

By 2033 I had been in London for three years. I had grown louder, brasher. I moved 
quickly through crowds, I had a room in a rented flat in Golders Green which was 
small, but warm and snug and dry. It had extractor fans fitted in the bathroom that 
automatically switched on with the lights so that nothing stayed damp. I had a 
boyfriend who came from Barnet and laughed at my stories of when I was younger 
as though I was a mythical creature. 

Work gave me free membership to a gym, with a steam room, which never failed to 
make me smile, people paying to sit in the mist. 

I sat under clear skies, and moved in the tides of pedestrian traffic on the 
underground and disappeared into my new life. 

I can remember the moment I saw it mentioned on the news, the footage of the 
overgrown M5, camera crews edging their way north into undiscovered country, and I 
knew what I was looking at, even though I’d never seen it before. 

The fog finally lifting. 

I bought my train ticket with shaking hands, I sat staring intently out of the window 
from Euston to New Street, waiting for the transition, where the world would start to 
fade, where the fog would envelope us. I waited for that inner sense of stillness to 
return. But there was nothing. 

I walked home from the station, which wasn’t a small distance, but everywhere was 
disconcerting, familiar and not quite familiar, it all needed retreading. I could close my 
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eyes and walk these streets, I could leap the solid shadows of the telegraph poles 
like a champion hurdler, but I found it hard to stand and stare. 

My house seemed small and ridiculous, with its bare walls long since stripped of 
decoration, its make do and mend furniture and waxed electrics, my dad’s dry 
cupboard exposed as just a cupboard now. Washing surprising itself by being hung 
outside in the sun. My mother out in the overgrown garden startled in the middle of a 
gin and tonic, dressed in a bikini at four in the afternoon. 

She stood up, arms spread wide. My mother, my softly-spoken mother. 

“Oh my God. Look who’s here!” 

We went inside, her voice sounded too loud, as though she didn’t know how to stop it 
from filling the space. 

I’d never hugged her dry, I’d never sat in this lounge on upholstered sofas or brushed 
against the walls without regretting it immediately. 

Despite her protestations, her cries that I should stay for lunch, the echo of her joy at 
seeing me, I had to get out into our street, our ghostly hide and seek street. I needed 
to breathe in the mist, but it wasn’t there. Everything was altered, the world was off 
kilter. I felt as though I might fall over. 

The sky was too tall, the edge of the world was too far away. 

After a childhood spent easily navigating a world of white enclosure, and feeling the 
mapless master of those streets, having the grey cracked pavements, shabby 
residents and crumbling red bricked houses, our hand-fashioned cordons and our 
own particular wayposts exposed in the light of day, for the first time I didn’t know 
how to find myself. 

©Alex Townley 2016 



 31 

Where They Can Be Found by Damien McKeating 

THE waterfall burst out of the side of the cliff, a tumbling ocean gushing out of a 
mass of brown stone and thick, green vegetation. Droplets of water caught the 
moonlight and cascaded down onto the forest canopy like diamonds dropped from 
the pocket of a giant. 

            ‘Yeah!’ the girl’s cry pierced the water’s roar as her raft burst out of the cliff, 
riding the waterfall into the air. 

            The raft dived in a graceful arc, tilting its riders to face the churning water 
below them. 

            The girl stared down, eyes wide, mouth smiling, holding on with one hand and 
the other reaching up towards the sky, fingers stretched. 

            Next to her a badger, dressed in a motley of metal and cloth armour, rose to 
her feet and grabbed hold of the girl. ‘Princess Maya,’ the badger called, ‘let go.’ 

            Maya and her badger bodyguard let go of the raft and behind them rose a 
fluttering of black feathers. A spindly, long legged bird, wearing a once-white tie, took 
to the sky, clutching each of them in its feet. 

            ‘Gemma, look!’ Maya watched the raft disappear into the water and the 
badger twisted in time to see it smash on the rocks and rapids. ‘Clatterbeak, over 
there!’ 

            Maya clung on with one hand and pointed, the movement setting Clatterbeak 
into a wobbling descent. He swung them towards a ledge leading down into the 
forest and they landed with a tumble. 

            Gemma rolled to her feet and drew a sword from a sheath on her back. 
Clatterbeak sat in the dirt and fanned at his tie with his wings, sending up wafts of 
dust but failing to clean his tie. 

            ‘We made it,’ Maya said breathlessly. Her chestnut hair was long and tangled, 
her skin patched with dirt and cuts. She wore a tattered pink gown over leggings and 
a long sleeved t-shirt. She jumped and her boots thudded heavily. 

            ‘They will still be chasing us, your majesty,’ Clatterbeak said as he jumped to 
his feet. ‘We will not be safe for long.’ 

            ‘Where are we?’ Gemma growled as she stared into the dark forest, sword 
held ready. ‘Wait… Something’s coming,’ she paused to listen, went to speak again 
but the forest burst apart. 

            Branches split and the ground shook at the beast’s approach. It burst onto the 
ledge in a shower of leaves and twigs. It stood proudly, head held high, antlers 
silhouetted against the moon. 

            ‘Melville,’ Maya hugged the moose around its neck. Melville looked at them 
with wide eyes and grinned. 
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            ‘Glad you found us, old boy,’ Clatterbeak said. 

            ‘You galumph too much,’ Gemma said. ‘Everyone will have heard us.’ 

            Melville look chagrined but Maya ploughed on relentlessly. ‘We’ll use the 
stars,’ she said. ‘When you don’t know where you are you navigate with the stars.’ 
She looked up into the sky and the smile slipped from her face. ‘Oh.’ 

            ‘What?’ Clatterbeak looked up. ‘Oh,’ he said. 

            The stars hung in their canopy of night, twinkling and shining and… one 
disappeared. It twinkled and went out… And then another… As they watched one 
star after another began to go out. 

            ‘They’re coming,’ Clatterbeak said. ‘The stars go out when dawn approaches, 
everyone knows that.’ 

            ‘The moss,’ Maya turned away from the sky and ran a short way into the 
forest. ‘Trees always grow on the north side of moss. Look,’ she pointed to a tree and 
the greenish growth on its southern face. ‘So west is that way. Professor 
Featherstone told us we’d find the centre of the universe in the west.’ 

            She swung up onto Melville’s humped back. Gemma clambered up after her 
and a moment later the great moose was powering his way through the forest with 
Clatterbeak flying high over their heads, above the trees. 

            They ran and above them the stars went out. 

            ‘The sky is getting lighter,’ Gemma said. ‘The stars will be gone soon.’ 

            ‘Faster, Melville,’ Maya whispered and the moose lowered his head and 
ploughed on, his tongue lolling out of his mouth. 

            They reached a huge clearing. In front of them a stone tower rose into the 
sky. Clatterbeak flew down and together they approached the tower. 

            Carved steps and statues led to a door of dark wood in the tower’s side. At 
the base of the steps was a fountain. A stone dragon lay curled in its centre, snout 
extended and water bubbling from its lips. Around it glittered the coins of spent 
wishes; the dragon’s hoard. 

            ‘Is this it?’ Gemma frowned. ‘Is this the centre?’ 

            ‘I don’t know,’ Maya said and looked up at the tower. 

            Melville lapped at the fountain and snorted as the water touched his muzzle. 

            ‘You’re here!’ a voice called from the top of the steps, ‘Oh, you’re here!’ A 
chicken with brown and white feathers flapped her wings and hopped down the steps 
in an excited flutter. ‘Princess Maya, oh, you’re here, oh foxes and weasels, what bad 
timing. Oh. Oh.’ 

            ‘Who are you?’ 
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            ‘I’m Gladstone, I look after the tower, but, oh, oh,’ she pecked at the dirt, ‘the 
tower has locked itself, your majesty. No one can get in.’ 

            Maya stood at the base of the steps and stared up at the tower of stone. ‘Is 
this the centre of the universe?’ 

            ‘One of them, yes,’ Clatterbeak said. He hopped and flew up onto a statue of 
a pig holding a spear. He settled on the pig’s head. ‘But I don’t know what to do if it’s 
locked.’ 

            ‘Don’t you have a key?’ Maya asked Gladstone. 

            ‘There are no keys,’ Gladstone flapped around. 

            Melville harrumphed, unimpressed. 

            ‘Princess,’ Gemma said. She drew her sword and took a step forward. 

            At the forest’s edge sat a dozen riders. They wore shining armour and red 
tabards decorated with a white sun. Their lances glinted in the growing dawn and 
grim visors covered their faces. 

            ‘Sun Knights,’ Gemma growled. 

            Maya instinctively took a step away from them and fell on the steps. She gave 
a cry and rubbed her leg. Gladstone hopped forward and offered her a wing. 
‘Princess,’ the chicken said, ‘you have to get up.’ 

            ‘What?’ Maya frowned at her. 

            ‘You have to get up.’ 

            ‘No. You’re one of them,’ Maya jumped up and away from Gladstone. 

            ‘Your majesty, please,’ Gladstone begged. 

            Maya looked up at the door. 

            ‘They’re coming,’ Gemma said as the knights began to charge. 

            ‘They’ll take you home,’ Clatterbeak wailed. 

            Maya set her face in a determined frown. She plunged her hand into the 
warm water of the fountain and grabbed one of the coins. 

            ‘Hey,’ the dragon in the fountain complained, water bubbling out of his mouth 
and warbling his voice. 

            ‘Wishes are made on stars,’ Maya said as she clutched the coin, ‘and the 
stars are going out. I need to take this wish with me. Come on,’ she charged up the 
stairs, leaping from step to step. 

            ‘Please,’ Gladstone shouted from the fountain, ‘you have to get up!’ 



 34 

            Maya focused on the door to the tower. 

            The Sun Knights charged, raising thunder and dust. 

            Maya clenched the wish fountain coin. ‘I wish the door was open,’ she said. 

            Without slowing she slammed into the door and it burst open. They all fell into 
the tower in a flurry of limbs, tumbling over each other as Melville pushed them in, 
turning his head to get his antlers through the door. 

            Gemma rose up and slammed the door shut. ‘That won’t hold them,’ she said. 

            ‘The universe,’ Clatterbeak said in awe. 

            The tower was a vast space filled with orbs, gears, clockwork, rods and 
levers. Planets, sun and spheres were suspended around each other; a dance frozen 
in time. 

            ‘An orrery,’ Clatterbeak said. He flapped a wing at Melville as the moose tried 
to lick a planet. 

            ‘This is it,’ Maya said. ‘The secret is here.’ 

            ‘It looks broken to me,’ Gemma said as she put her shoulder to the door. 

            Maya reached into her pocket and pulled out a small lightbulb. The queen of 
the salamanders had given it to her. Inside its glass dome blue flashes of lightning 
crackled and danced. Maya unscrewed the metal cap of the bulb and held it up high. 
The lightning jumped out of it, danced across the planets and, with creaks, groans 
and grinds, the orrery began to turn. 

            ‘We did it!’ Clatterbeak danced on his spindly legs. 

            Something boomed against the door, making it rattle in its frame. The force of 
it knocked Gemma over and the badger jumped up to throw herself against it again. 

            ‘Maya,’ a powerful woman’s voice called from outside, ‘you have to get up.’ 

            ‘One more minute,’ Maya pleaded. That was all they needed. They’d made it; 
the secret was here among the rotating planets and the sun. 

            She looked at the sun. It was speckled with lights that shone around the 
orrery, casting the orbiting spheres in light and dark. 

            ‘Princess,’ Clatterbeak called. 

            Maya looked down at herself. She was disappearing. She could see through 
herself, see the flagstone floor and the tower. 

            ‘The sun,’ she said, ‘look at the sun.’ 

            ‘It’s not moving,’ Clatterbeak wailed. ‘It’s the only thing not moving.’ 
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            ‘Exactly,’ Maya said and then she was gone. 

* 

She woke up to a banging on her bedroom door. 

            ‘Maya,’ her mum called, ‘you have to get up.’ 

            ‘Mum!’ she wailed. 

* 

So far away that distance is meaningless, and so close as to be no distance at all, a 
curious bird, a moose and badger sat in a tower. The knights were gone. Their 
princess was gone. 

            Clatterbeak watched the orrery turn. He watched the planets rotate, saw their 
faces go from light to dark and back again. An idea formulated in his corvine brain. 

            ‘Night will come again,’ Clatterbeak said, a glimmer of excitement in his voice. 
‘It will come again. She’ll come back! The sun doesn’t move; we do! It’s all an 
illusion!’ 

            ‘What good is that?’ Gemma said. ‘She’s lost.’ 

            Clatterbeak laughed and danced. ‘So are we! And that’s good. It’s good! Lost 
things can be found. Come on,’ he fluttered out of the tower. 

            ‘Where are we going?’ Gemma asked. 

            ‘We have to go somewhere she can find us again!’ 

            So the curious bird, the moose and the badger stepped out of the tower and 
journeyed to the place where they could be found again. 

            But that is another story entirely. 

©Damien McKeating 2016 

 


