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THE STORY OF SLOUGH WRITERS GROUP.

Once upon a time, during the 1960s, Slough Council started an evening
class devoted to Creative Writing. Initially it was popular but, as can
happen with evening classes, the would-be writers gradually fell away.
Week by week the numbers dropped until there were just four left — two
men and two women — and the class was discontinued.

Rather than disappear into the ether these four decided to meet in each
other’s homes, once a week. This started in July 1967 and the Slough and
District Writers” Group was formed.

To the best of my memory the four were Alan Taylor, Arthur Nicklin,
Marjorie Shoebridge and Frances Crowne. Alan, who worked for ICI, had
had one book on various types of paint written and was keen to get it
published; Arthur was a journalist; Marjorie wrote short stories but
hadn’t then managed to sell any and Frances was just breaking into the
lucrative Mills & Boon doctor/nurse romances.

By 1968 membership had increased to seven and they decided to
advertise a short story competition in the Slough Evening News. Entries
filled two large boxes and so many would-be writers wrote asking to join
the Group that a room was booked in the old Slough Library for Monday
evenings. A programme was drawn up for three terms of about 15
meetings each and the low annual subscription was geared to paying the
library rent and any professional Speakers — editors, publishers, authors,
journalists — we engaged.

Members were mostly keen but a few seemed to join simply to find
somewhere to go on a Monday evening. One persisted in reading
magazines, noisily turning the pages throughout each meeting — even
when we had a Speaker. Another elderly woman picked furious
arguments with whoever was sitting next to her and so upset the
members that several said they would leave the Group unless the
Committee terminated her membership. So spooky was that lady that our
then secretary crept round to her house at midnight with the
Committee’s letter. At the next meeting everyone was nervous but she
did not turn up - instead, half way through the evening a large mouse
appeared on the long library table and, while stopping several times to
stare at certain members, ran the whole length of the table before leaping
onto a shelf and disappearing behind the books!

Over the first few years our membership fluctuated but there was
always enough to pay the rent until the Robert Taylor library was built.
With the old library closed we soon found the new rent was beyond us.
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One member worked in Upton Hospital in Slough and managed to
borrow a very small room there — for free! We expanded again and after
several more moves we rented the Skittle Alley at the Greyhound Pub in
Eton Wick where the Group flourishes and appears to be all set for at least
the next forty years — in fact, you could say happily ever after!

Gillian Shepheard — Life Vice President



TRY THE WAFFLES

by James Corrin

“Do you know who I am?”

It was one of those days. The man sitting next to me at the counter was
watching intently as I finished my House Special. I reflected that I had
broken the first rule of diners — my rule, I must add, that “Thou shalt not
sit next to other people in case they turn out to be weirdos” — and here I
was, about to pay for it with inane conversation. I waited a moment,
hoping he might lose interest if I didn’t answer, but then he asked me
again, “Do you know who I am?”

I swallowed slowly, and carefully ventured that I did not.

“Damn it!” exclaimed the little man, and only many years of experience
dealing with weirdos stopped me from jumping out of my chair.
I suppressed interest as best I could, and thankfully the man turned
away without seeking a response. “Why does no-one recognise me
anymore?”

Maybe it was his lack of intent to discuss the subject further, or maybe
it was my surprise that the House Special didn’t, in fact, taste of beef as
advertised, but I found myself suddenly off-guard, and lacking another
response I asked him who he was.

“Why, I'm God, of course.” I immediately regretted my actions, but
before I could eject from conversation, he continued, “Haven’t you seen
the pictures?”

Brief images from the Children’s Sunday School Bible flickered in my
mind. They were, pretty unanimously, all of a tall old man with big hair
and a beard you could lose kids in. The person sitting next to me was
clean shaven, bald, and only in his late forties. A tattered brown suit
rested on his short and round body.

I enquired politely whether, perhaps, he had changed his hairstyle
since the pictures.

The man shook his round head and said, “Damn it” again. “You know,
kiddo,” he said, looking sidelong at me, “Never trust an artist. One
minute they’ll be offering to paint your portrait for fifty bucks, next
they’ll be making you look like a goat in a thunder cloud.”

I nodded insincere agreement, all the while calculating how much
money I would have to leave on the counter to make a quick getaway
without under paying. However, my window of opportunity disappeared
quickly.



“Time was, you said to people, ‘Yo! I'm God!” and it meant
something. Nowadays, those kids are as likely to pop a cap in your ass as
anything else.” He winced and rubbed his backside. “I mean, hey, I
wasn’t asking for the trembling and bowing before me, but it sure beats a
slug from a 9mm, know what I mean?”

I professed a lack of personal experience and started hurriedly counting
notes.

“And hey, kiddo, don’t get me started on what the fire department do
if you're caught with a burning bush these days.”

I threw notes at the counter, waved to make sure the waitress had seen
them, then stood up quickly, expressing sympathy to the man and
making apologies for having to run out. And, because I felt it paid not to
leave people on a bad note (godly or not), I wished him better luck the
next day.

I left before he had a chance to reply.

A couple of days passed in which I religiously followed the second rule
of diners, which is to say, never return to the scene of the weirdo soon
enough that he might remember you. However, on the third day I was
caught in rain and, lacking anywhere else to take cover, I headed into the
diner again.

It was quiet thanks to the bad weather, so I seated myself at the far end
of the counter (half the chance of a weirdo sitting next to you, or rule
three as I call it) where I could drip on the formica surface in peace. It was
only after ordering that I realised that the same bald guy sat at the
opposite end of the bar, drinking coffee.

I ate quickly and without looking up for fear of accidental eye contact
(rule four), mercifully distracted from my soggy salad that seemed to
have been brought in from the rain at the same time I arrived. When I had
eaten all that I could and the last remaining lettuce leaves floated forlornly
at the bottom of the bowl, I threw some notes of approximately the right
value at my coffee cup and made to leave.

It was then I caught sight of the bald man again, still staring into his
coffee, and for reasons unknown (probably some failing inherited from
my parents) thought I should enquire if he was alright. I figured I could
always make a quick exit again, should the rain appear to be easing up.

I stood next to the man and said hello. He turned to me, looked me up
and down, then after some thought said, “I guess it’s raining again then.”
I nodded confirmation and he turned away, muttering, “Never could get
those clouds under control for long.”

I dripped quietly for a moment, unsure if it was technically tricky to
control clouds and whether it was appropriate to reassure him of success
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in the future. He slurped his coffee noisily as I stood there, and I noticed
that he was the only customer who showed no signs of being rained on. I
thought to mention it, but he carried on before I got the chance.

“Rain wasn’t my idea, you know? It was all that Gabriel’s doing. ‘An
easy way to get water around,” he said.”

I gave the most sensible response I could, which was to say, nothing,
and idly considered adding special subclauses for this type of
conversation to the rules of diners. The man seemed unconcerned at my
silence though, and just shrugged instead. The same tired brown suit and
the same shirt as before flopped about his shoulders.

“Thunderbolts now — they’re easy.” He looked around conspiratorially
then, and leaned in close to me. “You want to know what’s really
impressive though?”

I shook my head, fearing I was going to find out regardless, and
wishing I hadn’t started the whole thing. I considered feigning death to
escape, but then thought the waitress might stop to count the money
I left before I was taken away.

The man leaned in even closer and whispered, “You get a balloon, you
blow it up nice and big, rub it on your jumper, then blow me! The damn
thing sticks to the wall!”

I looked around subtly, hoping for an obvious escape route, but none
presented themselves. Instead, the man nodded approvingly, apparently
pleased that I considered this such a hush-hush matter as to check for
eavesdroppers. “Damn right, kiddo! Now that’s a miracle, straight up.”

The distant drumming of rain slowed at this point, and I took the
opportunity that divine intervention offered to make my excuses and
leave. I thanked the man for the information and bolted towards the door
amidst statements about a gap in the weather.

The man just called after me, so the whole diner could hear, “Sure
thing, kiddo. And I'm working on the clouds.”

I let a few more days pass, eating lunch at various places and honing the
wording of rule five (“Run if someone claims to be God”), before a
downpour forced me back into the same old diner again. I was prepared
this time though, as I was taking a late lunch break and there was no risk
of encountering the same people in the diner.

Or so I thought.

Even as the door shut behind me, the bald guy turned around on his
stool, gave me a cheery wave and called, “Hey, kiddo, come and pull up
a pew.”

Resigned to my fate, I sat at the indicated seat and mumbled pre-
emptive excuses about being busy and short on time. The man nodded
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and smiled, saying, “Sure thing, kiddo. Me too. I'm on the next bus out
of here.” He gestured towards a holdall by his feet.

Surprised and slightly relieved, I almost forgot to order coffee, but
instead offered my now-short-term companion another cup to be going
on with. He declined it politely, then when the waitress left he leaned in
closer and whispered, “Actually, I only come here for the company. The
coffee sucks.”

I gave a forced smile, but not wanting to jeopardise his leaving or my
quiet lunch, said nothing. It was unnecessary anyway, it seemed.

“I tell you,” said the man, “you never want to go down to that church
on Sycamore Street. Oh sure, they say they want to listen, but you just
try correcting them when they’re quoting scripture. It sure doesn’t go
down well.” I looked aghast as best I could, and the man nodded. “That’s
why I'm getting out of here.”

My coffee arrived and I stirred it slowly, wondering if I could out-wait
him, or whether I was better finishing it off quickly and writing the day
off. Hope for the next day filled me, but I figured the waiting game
wouldn’t hurt for one day. I enquired politely where he was planning to
go next.

“Oh, I don’t know,” he said, and again there was the suggestion of a
shrug in the rise and fall of his suit jacket. “I was thinking somewhere
nice and small, Pluto maybe. You know, somewhere easy to control and
with none of those damn clouds!”

I said that sounded nice as the rainwater dripped from my coat into my
coffee. The barely black liquid rippled almost imperceptibly, and I made a
mental note not to order the coffee again.

The man pulled out a worn leather wallet and counted out coins onto
the counter. “Yeah, Pluto sure is nice this time of year. And you know, a
view of the stars that you just wouldn’t believe. You ever really watched
the stars, kiddo?” I evaded the question by suggesting that they were
probably undervalued by most of the human race, a response which
seemed to be well accepted. “Damn right. Me, I went up to Hollywood
just last month, and you know they’ve got stars in the damn pavement?
I mean, hello? Did I waste my time on the sky or what?”

A few of the other nearby clientele turned and gave us strange looks,
and I suggested quietly that it was indeed a shame and didn’t he have a
bus to catch.

The man checked his watch and nodded. “Yeah. Oh, hey — I almost
forgot! I've got something for you. You're so late I thought I was going to
miss giving it to you.” He rummaged in his bag as a sinking feeling
started in my stomach and images of a variety of hard-to-dispose-of items
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entered my head. Then, with a final call of, “Got it!” he yanked his hand
out of the bag and dropped something on the counter next to me.

I realised, with a moment’s consideration, that it was a small, yellow,
uninflated balloon.

The man pointed at the balloon and gave me a conspiratorial wink.
“There you go, kiddo. Your very own miracle.”

I thanked him for the balloon as he stood up and made ready to go.
“Nice meeting you. If you're ever passing by the pearly gates, drop in
and tell ‘em God sent ya. And hey, kiddo — try the waffles.” And with
that he patted me on the shoulder and walked across the diner to accost
the waitress on the way out.

I paused from my coffee and looked at the balloon a moment, and then
feeling slightly silly picked it up and blew into it. A small yellow sphere
formed in my hands. I rubbed it on the driest part of my jumper and
then waved it across the back of my hand, watching the hairs stand up as
it passed. Sure, I knew about static electricity and electrons, but how did
they all work anyway?

I turned in time to see the bald man wave goodbye to the waitress and
then squeeze out the door with his brown suit flapping around his limbs.
He stepped into the rain, amongst the soggy afternoon shoppers, and
even as I let the air out of the balloon I thought I could see the falling
droplets parting as he walked away.
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PHOTO OF AN EDWARDIAN LADY CYCLIST
by Tony Matthews

She poses in the studio with her shiny Humber Roadster
Set against a drape with Roman columns and a fomb;
Blanched by the flash, she stands stiffly by her steed,
Like a bride at a wedding, with a cycle for a groom.

In her modest braided jacket and her ribboned straw hat,
No one could protest that she's improperly clothed:

No controversial breeches but a full-length skirt -
Lead-weighted hems ensure nothing is exposed.

She holds the bike beside her like a partner in a dance;
It wears an oilskin chaincase, fat pneumatic tyres,
Shapely leather saddle, skirt-protecting wires -

A genteel patent steed with all she could desire.

Small sepia woman, break out from your framel!
Thrilled by speed and motion, eyes all aflame,
Freewheel down the road to freedom,

A suffragette unchained!
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FORTY YEARS ON, DO YOU REMEMBER 19677

by Tony Rossiter

Remember 19677 The Beatles released Sergeant Pepper. The Graduate made
stars of Dustin Hoffman and Anne Bancroft. Elvis married his childhood
sweetheart, Priscilla. More importantly, perhaps, the war in Vietnam
intensified and anti-war protests in the United States reached new
heights. In South Africa a hitherto unknown doctor performed the
world’s first heart transplant. And Israel’s Six Days’ War changed the
geography of the Middle East, with results that we can see today.

What do you remember about 1967? That’s the question I put to some of
my friends and fellow-scribblers. I drew up a list of events — a mix of
politics, popular culture, sport and foreign affairs — and asked two simple
questions: which of these made the strongest impression on you at the
time; and which of them do you now consider most important? For both
questions I allocated points out of ten. Adding up the points, I was able
to compile a statistical analysis of the responses.

However, statistics rarely tell the whole story. As Disraeli put it, “There
are lies, damned lies and statistics.” To find out what people really felt —
and what they feel now — about 1967, I needed to get beyond the
statistics. I needed to tap into people’s personal experiences and feelings.
I decided to follow-up my questions with some one-to-one interviews.

I began with Tony Turner, a well-known local poet. He remembered 1967
as “a time of great optimism. Man had been put into space. Britain was no
longer a major player in the world. Society had relaxed its mores and
liberal values were in the ascendant. People were awash in a sea of
uncertainty.”

Donald Campbell’s dramatic death, while attempting to break the world
water speed record on Coniston Water, made a strong impression on
Pauline Halford, because her father was an eye-witness. Sue Benwell
remembered watching it on television: “The thing that struck me most
was the fact that Donald Campbell had drawn an ace in a card game the
night before, which he took to be a bad omen.”

In 1967 Christine Williams was living in Singapore as a Royal Navy
dependent. Escalation of the Vietnam War, she recalled, “affected our
lives in a way impossible for those in the UK to imagine. Europeans and
members of foreign armed services were fair game on the streets. Several
demonstrations degenerated into riots and British servicemen were
beaten, stabbed and kicked.”
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Julia Bolden was only nine in 1967, but she remembered Francis
Chichester sailing around the world “because his name was Chichester
and we used to have family holidays near Chichester in Sussex.” Celtic’s
European Cup triumph (the first by a British team) was the event which
made the strongest impression on Dave Sivers, a lifelong football fan. But
for Catherine Jones it was the outbreak of foot and mouth disease,
because she “lived in an area that had it and we could smell the carcasses
burning.”

These quotes probably tell us rather more about 1967 than the statistics,
but let’s look at the statistics anyway. These put Dr Christiaan Barnard
into first place. The world’s first heart transplant operation is the event
which both made the strongest impression on people at the time and
which they now consider most important. Second is the Vietnam War,
which scored very highly both for the impression it made at the time
(second place) and its perceived importance now (third place).

After that, the responses to my two questions diverge quite markedly.
The Beatles” Sergeant Pepper album, Francis Chichester’s circumnavigation
of the world and Donald Campbell’s death all made strong impressions
on people at the time. Forty years on, these have been supplanted by
Israel’s Six Days” War, the legalisation of abortion and de Gaulle’s “non”
to Britain’s European Community aspirations.

But don’t take any of this too seriously. I questioned just a couple of
dozen people, and interviewed only a handful of these.

Nevertheless, it was a compelling exercise. I'll let Alison Beck have the
last word. “You don’t always realise at the time how long a shadow some
world events will cast,” she said. “Trivia about personalities really isn’t
very important.”
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ICE BABE
by Sally East

Jim Miller stood at the bar of the Palais Royale and lit a cigarette. He
inhaled deeply and exhaled a ring of smoke, watching it float upwards
until it disappeared.

“Watch it, you stupid old man.”

He’d burnt a hole in a woman’s dress — a speck of flesh showed
through the red spandex.

“Sorry, love. Can I buy you a drink?”

“Yeah, vodka and tonic.”

“Garcon, one vodka and tonic, one tequila sunrise.”
The barman placed the glasses on a damp bar towel.
“Eight fifty,” he said.

“Bloody robbery,” said Jim.

He turned to speak to the woman in red but she and the vodka and
tonic had disappeared into the darkness of the nightclub.

“Bloody robbery,” he repeated.

“Tell that to the boss, Rex King,” the barman said.

“Yeah, I'll do that.”

“Here’s your chance. Good luck.”

At that moment the gyrating multicoloured mass on the dance floor
parted. A group of muscular men in suits and scantily clad girls followed
a tall, black man to the bar.

“Champoo for the chicks,” he announced.

“Be right with you Rex,” the barman said.

Tiny beads of sweat sparkled on his dark skin but he looked cool,
dressed in a beige linen suit, the jacket unbuttoned to reveal a smooth
ebony chest. The gold chain around his throat was worth more than
anything Jim owned, including his Ford Capri with vinyl roof.

Jim glanced down. His purple nylon shirt had a button missing and
was open almost to the waistband of his white flared trousers. A few
grey, wiry hairs sprouted from his pale skin.

Rex King’s gold bangles jangled as he raised the magnum of
champagne. The cork popped from the neck, spraying Jim with foam.

“Watch it you flashy git,” he said, brushing down his shirt.

Immediately four strong arms lifted Jim off his feet and Rex’s minders
frogmarched him to the exit, placing him on the ground without spilling a
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drop of his cocktail. As soon as he was free of their grip Jim threw the
colourful drink to the back of his throat and hurled the glass across the
foyer. It sliced right through the top of an ice sculpture and the Statue of
Liberty’s torch crashed into the base of the display, shattering into
thousands of pieces. Tiny diamond-like ice crystals scattered across the
marble floor.

“You'll pay for that,” the doorman said.

Jim was locked in a small, dark room until four in the morning when the
music stopped and the clubbers flowed into the lamp lit streets. A key
turned in the lock and the door opened. Jim blinked as light flooded the
room. Rex King filled the doorway.

“You ruined my Statue of Liberty,” he said.

“I can get you a better one. How about the Eiffel Tower?”

“By tomorrow night?”

“Yes. My daughter makes them. I'll bring her over in the morning.”
“If you don’t you'll be tinned dog food by nightfall.”

Jim was released and left the club feeling pleased with himself.

“You’ve found me a job?”

“Yes, in a nightclub. I'll take you there now.”

Jim sat in his Capri and turned the key in the ignition. His daughter,
Monet, sat beside him. She was dressed in typical student attire — jeans, t-
shirt, pumps.

Arriving at Palais Royale they were met by Rex King’s secretary.

“Please come with me,” she said to Monet. To Jim she said, “You wait
here.”

Monet was ushered into Rex King’s office.

“I want the Eiffel Tower to be twice the size of the Statue of Liberty,”
King said.

“Are you on drugs or something?” Monet asked.

“My new ice sculpture,” King replied. “Your father said that you can
make it for me.”

“Ice sculpture? I could make a snowman, if we had any snow.”

“If you haven’t made the Eiffel Tower by seven tonight your father will
be on his way to the Meaty Treaty Dog Food Company. Next time you see
him he’ll be canned.”

Monet had no choice. She was locked into a room containing a large
cube of ice and a variety of tools. She picked up a chisel and started
chipping away at the ice. It was hopeless. She’d no idea how to make an
ice sculpture, never mind one that looked like the Eiffel Tower. She
started to cry.
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Suddenly the door flew open. A scrawny little man with a hunched
back appeared before Monet brandishing a mop and bucket.

“Wha’s the matter?” he asked.

“I've got about nine hours to make this block of ice into the Eiffel
Tower,” she replied.

“Easy,” he said, grabbing a hacksaw.

After a few hours the little janitor put the finishing touches to a perfect
replica of the Eiffel Tower.

“What are you going to give me then?” he asked.

She unfastened her gold necklace and pressed it into his hand.

“It belonged to my granny,” she said. “It’s the most valuable thing I've
got.”

Rex King was thrilled. It was the most exquisite ice sculpture he’d ever
seen.

“Can you let my dad go now?” Monet asked.

“Hmmm,” King said. “That does really depend on whether you can
make the Acropolis.”

“What?”
“Come back tomorrow morning if you want your dad to remain whole.”

Monet kept her word and arrived at Palais Royale early the following
morning. She was presented with an even larger cube of ice.

“The Acropolis by seven o’clock,” King said closing the door behind him.

In no time the skinny, little janitor appeared.

“Need some help?”

“The Acropolis.”

“Piece of piss.”

Monet watched, fascinated, as he sawed and chiselled, chipping away
at the frozen lump. Before long a glistening model of the Acropolis stood
before them.

“What’ve you got for me?” the janitor enquired.
“My mum’s diamond ring.”
Monet dropped the ring into his palm.

“Groovy, man,” said King, thrilled once again.

The Eiffel Tower ice sculpture was the talk of the city. This new one
was even more stunning. If only King could find a way of keeping Monet
at the club he’d soon be making a fortune.

“I need to talk to you,” he said to Monet.

“Yes?”
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“Not here. Come with me.”

He led Monet through doors at the far end of his office into his private
apartment. Dozens of candles cast a warm glow over the plump, brown
leather couch covered with leopard print throws. The floor was littered
with sheepskin rugs and silk cushions. King took Monet by the hand and
led her to the couch.

“C’mon child,” he said, drawing her to him.

Mesmerised by his dazzling smile, his diamond set eye teeth glinting in
the candlelight, Monet allowed herself to be pulled on to his supine body.
His pectoral muscles were taut and she felt his firm member against her
thigh.

“Be my queen, babe.”

“What about my dad?”

“I don’t fancy your dad: he’s a bit old for me. And I prefer my dates to
have mammoth breasts, not hairy chests.”

“Is he out of danger?”

“Right at this moment he is sitting by his pool, surrounded by nubile
young chicks.”

“Pool? We haven’t got a pool.”

“You have now, babe. It’s only an inflatable one but he thinks he’s the
dog’s bollocks.”

“Well, I'm relieved he’s not the dog’s dinner.”

Monet melted into King’s warm dark chocolate arms. He pushed his
hot, wet tongue between her lips. Her weak body and will gave in to his
seductive forcefulness. Afterwards they lay side by side, basking in post-
orgasmic pleasure.

“Taj Mahal,” King said.

“Mmmm,” sighed Monet, rolling on to her side and stroking King’s
soft skin with her fingertips. “What did you say?”

“Make the Taj Mahal for me. I'll give you the earth.”

“Okay,” said Monet, confident that the funny little janitor would help

her out again.

And he did. No sooner had she picked up a hacksaw than the little
man appeared.

“What is it this time?”

“The Taj Mahal.”

“I'll need something a bit special to make that.”

“You can have anything you want; a Merc., cash, anything.”

She was sure that King would give her whatever she asked for now
that she was his girl. So the janitor worked on the block of ice until a
sparkling frozen Indian palace stood before their eyes.
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“What do you want?” Monet asked the janitor.

“You. Or to be more precise I want to have sex with you. I want you to
have my baby.”

Monet laughed, nervously.

“What do you really want?”

“I want you to have my kid. I have a bit of a problem down there at the
moment but it’s nothing a little op. won’t sort out. I'll get in touch when
the wound has healed.”

Monet was certain that King would be able to deal with this scrawny
little bloke so she agreed.

Indeed she did feel like a queen, living the high life as King’s girl.

A few months later, as she lay on the beach at St Tropez she heard a
familiar voice.

“I’ve come to claim my reward.”

There before her stood the skinny little janitor in a pair of red Speedo
trunks.

“Rex will kill me if I have sex with you. I'll do anything except that.”

“I'll give you one chance to guess my name but if you're wrong I'll let
you have this,” he said, whipping down his trunks to reveal an erect, but
very deformed, penis.

“I'm not having that thing inside me. It'll tear me to pieces. Look at it.
All those lumps and bumps and that... that crumpled foreskin.”

The janitor screamed and stamped his feet.

“No one’s ever guessed my name before,” he shrieked.
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UNKNOWN POET
by Gillian Shepheard

T was always a poet.

Through skipping years sounds sang in rhythms,
rhyme jingles plucked my sun-spun hair
like fairies tuning violettes.
Alas, T could not writel T could not catch the songs
To trap them with my crayons.

School days and day dreams.
Homework done and errands run,
time to play and waste away.
Poetry's for school - and swots -
and my locked heart.

College! English Lang. and Lit. -
Analyse and parody. Exercise in prosody.
Memorising. Discipline.
Final year - debating - dating!
Poems overflowed my soul - fieldfare free -
adrift on kiss-sweet lips - half thought,
A quarter said. The rest? Not now. Another time. .

Fool's gold? The marriage a cheap ploy.
The wedding ring the only, tarnished, gold
and T the trusting fool. A oy
to toss aside as youth replaced the old.
No poem could expunge that bitterness,
No platitudes assuage such raw distress.

And now? Alone with memories
Frustration shatters all serenity.

My heart resists the analgesic years
Though joys are rare, still overflow the tears;
I'm wearyful, and too depressed today -
Tomorrow I will write a poem.
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SWEET PEAS
by Tony Matthews

There’s a spider on the flowers beside my hospital bed. I call him Mort.
He’s one of those spiders that look like a large full stop cradled in the
middle of eight long legs. I noticed him some time ago when he was
weaving a web between two of the lilies (lilies, I ask you! My grandson
brought them, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him that lilies are not the
done thing). Mort thinks I can’t see him, but I know where he hides.
Sometimes he sidles out to the centre of the web and gives it a good
shake. He caught a fly in it the other day and I watched him spin a
cocoon round his prey until it was bound up tightly by tiny threads.
Then he went back to the middle, and I think he was watching me and
waiting.

Apart from Mort I haven’t had much else to distract me during the
weeks I've been here. There’s a day room up the corridor where there’s a
TV, but it was too far for me to go in my condition — even with the help of
my faithful Zimmer frame, Fritz. (I call it Fritz because I imagine it was
invented by a German called Fritz Zimmer, and I like giving things
names). I didn’t want to read books or papers because I found it hard to
turn the pages and my eyes got tired. When I wasn’t snoozing I just
wanted to lie in bed or sit in the chair beside it and watch life — and death
— go on around me.

There are eight of us in Mortimore ward, which, like all the wards in
this hospital, is named after a local village. The nurses call us the morties.
Pearl, in the bed next to me, thinks that’s because the next stop for a lot
of the old women in this ward is the mortuary. In the time I've been here
four of us morties have died. Some of the others look as though they
won’t be long joining them. I'm probably, at 89, the oldest in the ward.
That’s why Mort has had his beady little eye on me.

My neighbour, Pearl, is black, born in Trinidad. She’s always cheerful
even though she’s just had a heart bypass operation. I was a bit stand
offish at first when she was put next to me. But you can’t shut yourself
off from someone who’s always chuckling and smiling, can you? She’s
the first black person I've ever got to know, and she came and held my
hand when I was in a bad way. Pearl laughed when I told her about my
spider, Mort. She said that in Trinidad they tell children stories about a
spider with magical powers called Anancy who gets up to all sorts of
tricks with humans.

There’s quite a lot of what the powers-that-be call bedblocking going
on in this ward. Some of the occupants no longer need medical attention.
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It’s just that they have nowhere to go from here — except to eternity.
They can’t go home because there’s no one to look after them. And they
can’t go into a home because there are no places on offer. So they’ve now
become a political problem, stopping the government from cutting the
waiting lists. Anyway, I reckon this hospital has taken out a privatised
contract with the Grim Reaper to achieve a quota of deaths. If you're an
elderly bedblocker and your ailments don’t get you, then hospital
infections will. And did you read about that case of the killer nurse who
liked to free up beds by drugging their ancient occupants to death? Since
then I've been sizing up all the nurses to see who looks like a serial killer.
There’s one nurse who, every time she attends me, sends Mort into a
feverish bout of bungee jumping on the end of one of his threads.
Perhaps she’s the one.

Apart from death, the other way of unblocking beds is, of course, to
shunt elderly folk like me into a nursing home. Speaking for myself, I
wouldn’t be seen dead in one of those places. A few years ago I had a
friend who went into one, and the smell of pee put me off so much the
only way I could go and see her was if I'd dosed my handkerchief with
lavender water. There’s one old dear a few beds down from mine who
keeps on crying and screaming that she doesn’t want to go in a home. I
thought to myself I thought — that’s right, love, you’re a bit of a pain, but
you tell ‘em.

In the past few weeks I nearly died, twice. The first time was back in
my little bungalow when I had a funny turn in the bathroom in the
middle of the night and collapsed on the floor. Trust me not to be wearing
my lifeline button at the time. If it hadn’t been for the towel rail being
warm, I would have died of cold. As I lay in a heap on the floor, I noticed
a spider on the skirting board just a few inches away from my nose. It
was my first meeting with Mort. Of course, I couldn’t get up, so I just
had to lay there watching the spider watching me until my regular carer
Sally came in the morning. And then she couldn’t get in as the door was
locked. I tried to call out that the key was in the shed, but she couldn’t
hear. She realised something was wrong, so she fetched an ambulance
and they broke in to rescue me and take me to hospital. I'd been on the
floor for six hours.

Then I nearly died here in hospital. Soon after I'd been admitted I got
a chest infection, which felt like a dagger in my lungs. Ilost my appetite,
couldn’t eat anything — not even my usual bar of Cadbury’s. So they had
to put me on a drip and gave me another huge purple bruise on my arm
where the needle went in. I bruise like an over-ripe pear these days. Not
quite what the poet meant when she wrote “When I am old I will wear
purple”. On top of that I was badly constipated, and this was the thing
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that worried me most. My bowels had simply stopped working. And
there was Mort again, nestling in my bedside flowers, watching me
become weaker, thinner, deathlier. I just wanted to sleep. Even when I
had visitors I kept drifting off.

All I wanted was to unblock my bed here, unblock my bowels and go
back home to my bungalow. My two sons and my daughter knew that,
and, bless them, they weren’t going to push me into a home. Funny, by
the way, isn’t it, that the word home can have such different meanings.
Home for me means being in my own armchair in front of my own telly
with my cat on my lap and the patio door open so I can smell the roses
outside. The only help I want is a carer to get me up in the morning and
one to put me to bed. I wanted to die in my own home, too, just like my
mother did.

One night during my bad spell I had a dream about Mort. I was caught
up in his web and he came out and said to me in a whispery spider voice:
“Old woman, what have you got to look forward to at your age? Surely
you’ve done it all. Won't you just be an even heavier burden to your
children? You're bound to have another fall at home, aren’t you? And
then you’ll be back in hospital again. And there’s all those drugs and the
pain and the sleepless nights and the worrying. Come on. Give up
struggling. It’s time to go. You know it.”

That night I think I must have almost slipped away. But just when I
was about to say yes to Mort I woke up and smelt a whiff of something
sweet. Sweet peas. The smell was coming from a bunch that Pearl had
beside her bed. And I remembered why that smell is special for me. Back
in the early Thirties I had a boyfriend who took me for a ride on the back
of his motorbike. He was showing off a bit, and we had an accident on a
country lane. He wasn’t seriously hurt, but I was badly injured and had
to go to hospital. Next day he brought me a bunch of sweet peas to say
sorry. They revived me then just as their scent revived me this time round.

“So,” I said to Mort, “Sorry, I must refuse your invitation. If the
Queen Mother can live to be 100, so can I. I'm not going to let you bind
me up in your death cocoon just yet. Anyway,” I said, “I do have
something to look forward to. See that card hanging up over my bed? It’s
an invitation to my youngest grand-daughter’s wedding next month in
Paris. I'm going to be there if it’s the last thing I do’. Matter of fact, I
thought, I don’t care if it is. Passing on in Paris would be a nice way to go.

After the sweet pea revival my chest got better and my bowels, like
Mafeking, were relieved. I can’t tell you what a blessing that was. So it
was now up to me to get back to life. I asked my son to bring me a mirror.
I looked like I was wearing my death mask, with a nightmare topping of
lifeless white hair.
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I got to work. In spite of the hospital’s protests that they had their
own hairdressing service, I sent for my own hairdresser, Maureen, to
come and do my hair, and she gave me my favourite shampoo and set
with a blow dry. You should have seen the faces of the other women in
the ward. One of them asked Maureen if she would do her hair too.

I began to look and feel like a person again. I went for a walk — well it
was more of a shuffle - down the ward with Fritz and Julie the physio,
and Pearl cheered me on and clapped her hands. I got my appetite back
and sent out a call for visitors to bring me nice things to eat . “You’ve got
some colour in your cheeks, Mum. Have you been drinking?” said my
son. Cheeky monkey. He said he liked my hairdo, but it reminded him
of Mrs Thatcher.

Cheerio, then, Mort. You won’t catch me in your web. Not just yet.
I’'m going home today. See you in Paris, perhaps.
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A SEA OF WORDS

by Ursula van Noort

Waking at dawn, ideas came in like a crashing wave.

A torrent of magic words tumbling out onto the paper.
Impatient to capture that moment, however brief;
Gathering speed, urging my pen to move faster.

Now, fully awake, the writing frenzy did not cease.

It was inspiring, intoxicating, undiminishing, powerful.
Then, blurring images appeared falling into each other.
Gradually floating and ebbing away with the tide.
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THE SNOW WHITE KITTEN
by Rosemary Conry

When Mammy said the kittens had to go, it was all done very quickly and
never mentioned again. One day they were all there, five little furry
creatures of mixed markings, creeping all over each other in a cardboard
carton under the stairs. The next morning they had disappeared, all but
the white one, which was my favourite.

It was Mrs Bower next door who had to be thanked for saving its life.
She said the poor little mother ought to be left with one of the litter, at
least for a few weeks. ’“You can always find a good home for it later,” she
said, and Mammy reluctantly agreed.

After losing most of her babies, Snookums looked all skinny and
desperate for a while and Mammy said I was not to keep handling the
kitten, until it had its eyes open, or Snookums might abandon it and it
would die. I tried to do as I was told but the temptation was great and
whenever I got the chance, when Mammy slipped up to Miss Mac’s shop
to get her cigarettes, or stood chatting to Mrs Bower over the garden wall,
I would lift the little scrap onto the hall runner and putting my face down
beside it, watch its feeble confusion guiding it this way and that, to keep
it from straying off the edge of the rug onto the linoleum.

The day I saw its beautiful blue eyes for the first time, I sneaked it out of
the house under my jumper and took it around to show Miss Mac. Miss
Mac took me into the dark, old fashioned room behind the shop, to pay a
visit to blind Aunt Bertha. I was nervous of the sightless old woman, as
I put the kitten carefully into her cupped hands and told her all the news
I could think of.

‘Daddy says all cats should be called Snookums. That’s a cat’s name.
He wanted me to call this one Snookums the second but I said that was
silly. I call her snowball because she is pure, pure white! Snookums is
not a very good mother, you know — she goes out every night and leaves
Snowball on her own. Daddy says Snookums is the Belle of the Ball!

‘Ah, the voice,’said Aunt Bertha. ‘Hasn’t she the beautiful speaking
voice, Molly?” Her white-ish eyes moved from side to side as she lightly
fingered my face.

‘She is so vy-vacious! said Miss Mac, giving me a poke of conversation
lozenges.
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At the sound of a bell she ushered me back into the shop and her face lit
up at the sight of a fine big commercial traveller, who stood there smiling,
with his pencil poised over his order book.

‘Is he your boyfriend?” I asked, seeing her so pleased.

Miss Mac nearly choked herself with laughinhg and ran out to the back
again, spluttering that she could hear Aunt Bertha calling. = She soon
returned with a large cup of tea for the caller and a businesslike look on
her face.

While they discussed what was needed, I put the kitten on the counter,
where it worried a stray sweet with its tiny paw and picked its way
around tall jars of barley sugar and peggy’s leg. Then it upset the cup of
milky tea all over a tin of Scots Clan toffees, on display with the lid taken off.

That was the first and only time Miss Mac was ever annoyed with me.
‘It would have to be the dearest sweets in the shop,” she tut-tutted as she
mopped up the mess. ‘Seven pence a quarter!’

Full of misery, I picked up the kitten and ran out of the shop, thinking
that I would never be able to go in there again. I would have to
run past on the other side of the road, or go right around the block and
not pass the shop at all, in case Miss Mac should rap on the window,
calling me over so she could give out to me all over again

A tinker girl stood at the top of my avenue. She was not too clean and
had holes in her cardigan.

‘Have ye any ole clothes?’ she asked in a soft, sad voice.

Afraid to say no, I said I wasn’t sure but would ask my mother and let
her know later.

‘Gimme a few coppers an’ I'll say a prayer for you,” said the girl.

‘I haven’t any money.’

‘Would ye gimme that cat then?” She stroked Snowball’s head with a
grimy finger. ‘I’d love that little cat!’

I backed away from her, clutching the kitten so tightly that it squeaked
and dug its claws into my neck.

‘T'll have to ask,” I said, starting to run.

‘Which is your house? she called after me.

‘Down there!” I waved my hand vaguely.

‘I'll be back for the cat at twelve o’clock tomorra’, when the Angelus
bell is ringin.”

I was so frightened I ran past my own gate and hid behind Mrs
Bower’s garden wall, in the hope that she would never find me.
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I did not tell Mammy about the terrible thing that had happened in Miss
Mac’s, nor did I mention the tinker. I had enough misery to bear
without getting a telling off at home. I was afraid too, that Mammy
might think it quite a good idea to give the kitten away, for it was plain to
see that she was not very fond of it. ~ So I nursed my fear in silence and
said a prayer of thanksgiving the next day, when the Angelus bell had
finished ringing and there was no sign of a tinker on the avenue for the
rest of the day.

Snowball grew more beautiful and playful by the day and her name
suited her to perfection, for her coat was as pure as the snow that piles up
in a sheltered place where no one walks.  But she would keep doing her
business on the hall rug and Mammy rubbed her nose in the mess to
punish her. I pleaded with her not to be so cruel but she said that was
the right way to train a cat.

Not long afterwards, Snowball went missing and I thought it best to tell
Mammy that she had probably been stolen by the tinkers.

“You’ll find that’s the answer,” she said, ‘but it’s all for the best. The
kitten was dirty but the tinkers won’t mind that. Snowball will have a
lovely time in the country. That’s the right place for cats,’

After I had stopped crying and at Mammy’s bidding, cheered up and
found other things to do, I only hoped that the tinkers would be kind to
Snowball and not make fur gloves out of her, as my brother said they
would and I began to feel happy again when Mammy took me by the
hand to make it up with Miss Mac. I said I was very sorry about the
toffees and Miss Mac said I was not to give it another thought as no great
harm had been done. The sweets were well wrapped and she had
managed to save most of them. She said she was sad to hear I had lost
my kitten and gave me a big bag of dolly mixture.

On the next early closing day, Miss Mac took me up to town on the
tram. She was wearing her musquash fur coat and had a lot of rouge on
her cheeks. We saw a musical film, starring Fred Astaire and Ginger
Rogers.
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FIRST FROST
by Tony Matthews

Sun sent warm rays through October days,
Grass was still growing as though it was Spring;
But now in the night sky Orion stands guard
As gardens endure the iced air's deep sting.

Frost thrusts cold fingers where flowers still linger,
Stiffens the soil and benumbs the late bud,

Shrivels green shoots and bites off the petals,

And turns the wall creeper the colour of blood.

The garden by dawn is a morgue where the frost
Shrouds little corpses of late blooms and fruits:
Hoar-covered beech trees, like surpliced high priests,
Mourn the dead flowers that lie round their roots.

Then, sudden as sunshine, a mistle thrush sings,
Thawing the air with his sonnet to Spring.
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WHAT IS ENTROPY?
by Roy Cecil

Thirty seven ...
He is not aware of the change.

In the opening seconds there is a stillness, a nothingness, a blank page.
But as the seconds accumulate and coagulate into minutes the first
questions form. They are cautious, closed questions to which he already
has answers.

Are two plus two equal to four?
Is a poppy red in colour?
Are tigers fierce striped mammals belonging to the cat family?

Warm-up questions, testing the system. He gains nothing new from
the answers save for the belief that he is on the right track, that the basic
system is functioning.

..thirty six ...

As the minutes become hours the questions become bolder — though
still closed.

What are nine times seven?

How high is Everest — to the nearest one thousand feet?
In which year was John F Kennedy shot?

How many symphonies did Mozart write?

These questions likewise do not draw deeply from his vast cerebral
reserves. Nor does he yet gain any satisfaction from knowing the right
answers — and indeed the Everest question momentarily disrupts the
process flow. Perhaps because of that barely perceptible hiatus he accepts
that the warm up session is entirely necessary and justified. He knows
intuitively that this is a once in a lifetime opportunity.

..thirty one ...

Hour after hour, day after day he probes more deeply. He exposes the
process to open and hypothetical questions which test his ability to
negotiate less precise, more equivocal answers. Personal and intimate
questions mingle freely with those testing his schooling, his knowledge
and intellect. He continues to hold himself safely within the bounds of
his own knowledge and experience.

30



How did I feel when my son died?

Why do major and minor keys sound different?
What are strange attractors?

When did I stop loving my wife?

To each he gives a frank reply. He surprises himself with his candour
and more than once feels the warm flow of blood to his cheeks or hot
tears tingling, blurring his vision.

He offers a plausible explanation for the migration of birds,
meticulously delineates the principal causes of the decline and fall of the
Roman Empire and skilfully debates the issue of whether criminal
behaviour results from genetic or environmental factors. The merest
softening of the hard lines around his mouth hints at his growing
confidence.

..nineteen ...

The day at last arrives when he is satisfied that the system and all its
complex and intricate processes are well nigh tuned to perfection. A
single hurdle remains before he can attend the supreme finale.

He forces himself to relax as the question forms and a wry smile flickers
across his lips as realisation dawns.

What is entropy?

Many decades have passed since he last gave thought to the esoteric
concepts of Thermodynamics. He can recall how painstakingly he
memorised the laws and how even when fresh in his mind he never fully
grasped their application or significance. It had been his wont whenever
he lacked comprehension to skirt around such subjects or at least to leave
them till last and settle for lower marks.

In contrast this day he is undaunted and self-assured as never before.
Where once he shied away he now greets this challenge with enthusiasm
and competence. Where once he stumbled over labyrinthine equations
today his performance is flawless.

With unprecedented clarity he can make out structures within the
disorder, he senses their rhythms, hears the purest music — and with that
association in mind he consummates his finest response. He employs a
long andante first movement to present the themes of work and heat, with
an undercurrent of adiabatic change. Warming to the task he moves
without a break into the complex middle movement and with a flourish
introduces the third state variable — entropy — eventually returning to the
themes of the earlier movement at the close. With amazing bravado he
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chooses to make the third and final movement allegro vivace, a mood
which practically mocks the unattainability of absolute zero. Laughing
aloud and with tears of delight streaming down his face he rounds off
with a coda ...

..ENTROPY IS CHAOS

He knows now that the goal is in sight. That the long and careful
preparation has been worthwhile. That the rewards for which he has
striven will be his.

..six ...

A further reconfiguring of the system takes place. So subtle is it that he
is barely conscious of the change and he senses rather than sees a tiny
spark. A spark so delicate that he dare not breathe for fear of
extinguishing it.

He need have no fear. Fuelled by knowledge, by experience, by love,
by honesty, by peace the spark waxes and glows. And the glow flickers
and grows into a flame and the flame multiplies and a great fire crackles
and roars into an inferno of insatiable curiosity. A huge torrent of ancient
enigmas, medieval riddles, private problems, unsolved mysteries and
cosmic conundrums pours forth.

Is man alone?

DOES GOD EXIST?

What was before the beginning?

WHY DID MY SON HAVE TO DIE SO YOUNG?
Is there life after death?

SHALL I EVER KNOW PEACE?

The questioning is now beyond his control and he is powerless to
influence the exchanges. Yet he is content to assume the role of observer.
He has prepared well. He will not be disappointed. His psyche gains the
strength to receive supreme and universal wisdom. No longer shackled
by the conventions of four dimensions he ascends higher and higher
levels marvelling at what he learns.

Answer upon answer comes surging in. His brain throbs and swells
and reverberates with the huge flow of information. His heart pounds,
his spirit soars and he feels the radiance of pure understanding fill his
body. A broad smile splits his face and a triumphant roar of laughter
issues from his open mouth. The sounds in his head become deafening.
He raises his hands to his temples ...
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..one ...
... and falls.

..Zero.

The first on the scene including the driver are stunned by what they
see. Few can bear to look too closely at the mangled body, in particular at
the face and head which had borne most of the impact. Those who did,
though, remarked that his crushed visage appeared almost to carry a
smile, to be laughing even.

Some, recognising that his death would have been almost immediate,
give voice to old adages

“He wouldn’t have felt a thing,” and
“They say when you die your whole life flashes before you.”

Few of them would ever know the true cause of his death. Post-
mortem reveals the ruptured blood vessel in his brain which, in the
minutes before the incident, developed into a massive and fatal cerebral
haemorrhage.

He was dead an instant before the lorry hit him.

33



THE INSOMNIACS
by Gillian Shepheard

We sleep an hour - then wake. It's plain
the edge has gone from tiredness.

We bum the night with busy brain

until it's fime to rise and dress . .

.. and then we fall asleep again!
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GERARD
by Sophia Holder

Gerard swaggered home at midday. The sun was shining, the birds were
singing, the air was fresh, and he’d just got laid. Life couldn’t be better.
He swung his arms and whistled as he strolled through the suburban
estate.

Gerard loved women. All women. Tall women and short women. Fat
women and thin women. Merry women and depressed women. It made
no odds to Gerard.

The stench of sizzling sausages hit him when he got home. He found
his effervescent housemates, Barry and Jack, tucking into their breakfast.

“Someone got laid,” they said when they saw Gerard’s grin.

Gerard had just settled down to “Football Focus” when the phone rang.

“That’s probably Kate,” said Barry as baked beans spilled from his lips.
“She’s been calling all morning.”

Gerard stumbled over piles of dirty dishes, dirty clothes and dirty
magazines to reach the phone. Talking to his girlfriend made him realise
just how hung over he was.

“I'm sorry baby. Iwas working late again last night. I know, I'm crap.
I'll make it up to you. Tonight — I'll take you to some place nice.”

Gerard sat back down to the game.

“Miss Reading’s out tonight,” commented Barry. “And all her mates.”

“You could’ve told me that before I made plans with Kate.”

“How could you forget Miss Reading?”

“I'll put Kate off for another time. Yes! What a goal.”

After “Football Focus”, Gerard stretched out on the sofa for a nap. He
had no worries, and no problems. He always fell quickly into deep
uninterrupted sleep, and now was no exception.

He awoke after only an hour with twinges in his stomach.
“You look rough, man,” commented Barry.

“I feel like shit. I'm going to casualty.”

“Come out for a game of footy you’ll be all right.”

“Nah, I'm going to casualty.”

“You visit casualty more often than you visit your girlfriend.”
“You leave Kate out of this.”

As Gerard drove towards the hospital, the pain became stronger. By
the time he arrived, he was almost crippled.
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He staggered to reception.

“Gerard — what a pleasant surprise...” said Mandy. “He’s always in
here,” Mandy murmured to the girl she was training. “Him and his
mates. After a night out. Waiting time’s about five hours, Gerard, sure
it’s serious enough?”

“Yes. Yes, it definitely is. I'm in a lot of pain.”

To Gerard’s surprise, the pains subsided. “I’'m alright now,” he said
with a smile. “Must be your pretty face that done it, Mandy.”

Mandy rolled her eyes.

Then Gerard collapsed to the ground, gripping to whatever he could.
Mandy pressed the emergency button and knelt down beside him. He
grabbed for her hand and crushed it in his. “Don’t leave me, Mandy.”

The nurses lifted him onto a trolley and wheeled him into the
examining room. He lay curled in a ball, clutching his stomach, his head
lolling back, and roaring obscenities. When the doctor came to his side,
he suddenly felt no pain at all.

“Doctor, I keep having these really intense pains.”

“Out drinking again last night, Gerard?”

“What d’you expect, Doctor, it was a Friday night.”

Doctor Yarwood found nothing charming in Gerard’s chattiness.

“Don’t you think you’re old enough to take responsibility for your
health? Don’t you think I'm sick of seeing you and your friends in here?
Don’t you think I'm sick of seeing the tax-payers’ money and my
expertise going to waste on an over-grown boy too fond of his drink?”

“Steady on, Doctor”

“How old are you now, Gerard? Twenty-five, twenty-six?”

“Twenny-seven.”

“Twenty-seven? At twenty-seven, I was studying for my surgery
exams. At twenty-seven, I was married with my first child.” Doctor
Yarwood raised his voice, “At twenty-seven, you should not be pestering
me with your binge drinking.”

Gerard doubled up again.

The doctor, whilst irritated, believed Gerard to be in genuine pain. “I'll
get the nurse to run tests.”

“Don’t leave me, Doctor, please don’t leave me.”

“Surprising though it may seem, people other than yourself do visit
casualty. Usually for a more just cause.”

“But Doctor,”

The pains became more intense and more frequent. It was at least two
hours before the nurses had finished their tests.
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Doctor Yarwood returned once the tests were through, “Absolutely
nothing wrong with you.”

“Why am I in so much pain then?” asked Gerard, too exhausted even
to flirt with the nurses.

“Compassion pain. It‘ll be gone in a couple of hours.”

“What the hell’s that?”

“Been sleeping around have you Gerard?”

“Well, yeah, but no more than normal.”

“One of your flighting fancies is having a baby. And you are feeling
her labour pains in compassion.”

“What?”

“It’s very rare, only happens to the most compassionate.”

“But I'm an arsehole.”

“I would have said so too. But it appears that we have both misjudged
you. Now, I have a whole waiting room full of people to see.”

“Wait! You're telling me I'm having a baby?”

“Not you. The girl you made pregnant.”

“But... Who?”

“Well. I do not know. Probably someone you slept with nine months
ago, I would imagine. Here’s a prescription for strong pain-killers. And
some background reading about compassion pains. Now I have to get
back to people with less frivolous illnesses.”

Gerard drove home, terrified. Would she know it was his? Would she
come and find him?

“Find out what was wrong with you?” asked Barry from the couch.

“Someone I shagged is having a baby.”

“Who?”

“Dunno.”

“How d’you know she’s having it then?”

“I feel it every time she has a labour pain.”

“Why?”

“Happens to compassionate people, apparently.”

“But you’re an arsehole.”

Gerard read the information the doctor gave him.
“Says here,” said Gerard, reading from the print out, “The strongest
pains come when you're close to the person. I don’t even know who the
hell she is. So I can’t be that close to her, can I? Doctor Yarwood must
have made a mistake.”

“Maybe it means close as in distance,” Dan suggested.
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“The pains were stronger at the hospital,” said Gerard.

There was a long silence.

“So,” said Barry with a gleam in his eye. “She’s having your kid in St.
Marks — like right now.”

“Yeah.”

“Shit!” said Barry.

There was another long silence until Gerard got up to iron the lucky
shirt he planned to impress Miss Reading with that evening. The more
he focused on the iron, the more he thought about the baby.

He slammed down the iron and put on his coat.

“Where are you going?”

“Hospital.”

“Are you mad? You get involved you can forget your life of no
complications. It'll be money worries and kids at the weekend.”

“I’'m not gonna show my face. Just see the kid from a distance.”

Gerard recognised the nurse leaving the maternity ward, “All right,
Babes?”

“All right, Gerard?” she said. “Been a while. Who you visiting?”

“The girlfriend.”

“Congratulations!” said the nurse, holding the door for Gerard.

Gerard wandered up and down the maternity ward. Minutes went by
before he had the courage to glance over at the mothers. He recognised
one of them.

“Her?” A panic overcame him. The hairy one. She had loads of hair.
Everywhere. He cast his mind back to that night at Ritzy’s.

She was on a hen night, he was out with the lads. They were both very
drunk. In the morning, when she was still asleep, Gerard eased his arm
from underneath her head, slipped into his clothes, and sneaked out of
her house, hoping that the door wouldn’t be double-locked and alarmed
— something that had caused him an embarrassment in the past.

She was asleep now, so Gerard crept closer for a better look. There
were two plastic cots beside her.

“Twins, bloody hell.”

The babies were sleeping and their faces were scrunched up like old
men. Gerard felt a wave of joy. He wanted to pick them up and hold
them and squeeze them. Suddenly, his flirting, and sleeping around,
held no importance whatsoever.

Gerard turned to their mother.

“I'm sorry,” he whispered, taking her hand. “I'm here for you.
Everything’s gonna change. No more one night stands. I don’t know
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why I did it. For my ego, I suppose. Insecurity. Ileave women before
they have a chance to leave me. But I'm not a bad person. Doctor
reckons I'm more compassionate than most. And I'm gonna do
everything for those little kids.”

He looked at the babies. They were wrapped in white blankets and
looked like two little puffs of smoke.

“Thank you for giving me two beautiful children.” Gerard felt a rush
of love for this hairy lady and kissed her on the cheek. She woke up to
his adoring smile.

“Who are you?”

“Their Dad,” Gerard said, gently.

She sat bolt upright. “Get the hell out of here!”

That was not the reaction Gerard was expecting. “I’'m here for you...”
he realised then that he didn’t know her name. “I'm going to do
everything for those babies. Anything you want...”

“My husband will be back any minute and if you’re not gone by
then...”

“Your husband?”

Gerard looked more closely at her face. No. She wasn’t the hairy
woman. In fact, he had never seen her before. Ever.

“Sorry!”

Gerard ran up and down the ward, searching for a woman he
recognised.

“Gerard!” said the nurse on duty. “What are you doing? Which one’s
your girlfriend?”

“I don’t know...”

“I think you’d better leave now, Gerard.”

Gerard was not prone to anxiety but he felt a sweat building up
underneath his skin. He ran back to casualty, “I have to see Doctor
Yarwood, Mandy. Tell him it’s urgent.”

Doctor Yarwood wasn’t so irritable with Gerard this time. “Doctor. I
don’t recognise any of the women on the maternity ward... I...”

“You can’t just wander into the maternity ward.”

“I know the sister... Listen Doctor, I need a paternity test on every kid
that’s been born today.”

“Gerard...”

“l wanna take responsibility for that kid. I don’t care how much it
costs or how much I have to change my life.”

“Gerard. There’s no such thing as compassion pain. You didn’t get
anyone pregnant.”

39



“But...”

“You had a bit of alcohol poisoning. That’s why you were so sick.”
“Not half as sick as you, Doctor.”

“You needed to grow up, Gerard.”

Driving home, Gerard’s feelings swung between relief and
disappointment.

“You got ten minutes,” said Barry when he got in.

“Ill give it a miss, mate.”

“You not coming out?”

“Nah.”

“But Miss Reading...”

“S'all right.”

“Oh come on, mate. We pull more birds when you’re around.”
“No.”

“Suit yourself.”

When Barry and Dan had left, Gerard deleted all of the girls’ numbers
from his phone, and threw away as many beer mats with girls’ numbers
scribbled on them as he could find. He called Kate, “I'll cook tonight, if
you want,” he said. Then he tidied the house, and awaited her arrival.
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POUNDING!

(Water - Tears - Wars)

by Sandy Lee-Guard

Pounding solid, it did rain
Pounding both night and day
Pounding every second
Did the pain rein in life!

Hitting home it became a flood
Hitting hard against a face
Hitting creating fear beyond
Did the realisation rein in life!

Sitting wondering - why?
Sitting thinking - far too much!
Sitting - it lurks never far away!
Did the unmentionable seep beneath the surface!

Why did the pain rein in life?
Why and how did the realisation rein in life?
Why did the unmentionable seep beneath the
surface?

POUNDING, POUNDING, POUNDING
Listen to the bombs falling,
as they rein in another’s life!
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SWEPT
A W A Y

(Tsunami 2004)

by Sandy Lee-Guard

The day started well
Full of life, as known

Nothing unusual, just normal or so one thought
It was ...

Birds could be heard
A light breeze ruffled curtains at a window
Bed covers stirred
Voices began to be heard ...

A slight noise shattered the peace
It grew so quick
No time to think of what would happen
It was here - NOW!

This changed the course of life
For not so far away
A wall was rolling in

It swept away ...
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GUSHING AT THE END

(‘A MOUNTAIN STREAM’)

by Sandy Lee-Guard

A trickle started its way down!
Down the sheer face of it!
To slide over the edge!

Smooth, clear, something seen by only a few!
It turns into condensed drops!
Leaving a wet trail behind!
Pushing forward it waits for no one!

Falling through the space provided!
It meanders to grow!

Thoughts have now built up!
Wishes, hopes and dreams now crushed!

From a trickle it first appeared

To gush at the end,

As a flood of tears!
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THAT OTHER COLD FEELING

by James Corrin

“You're early, aren’t you?”

A chill wind blew around the hillside, picking up little drifts of snow
and casting them across the path in front of Harold. He pulled his coat
tighter around him and just stared at the woman as a few flakes of snow
settled on his beard. The woman stared back, a good-natured smile on
her face, a black suit of jacket and skirt her only protection from the
elements.

Harold’s breath clouded in front of him.

It was a bitterly cold day — the sky was clear and brilliant blue, but did
nothing to stop the heat taking flight on the chill winter’s wind. The
distant sea thrashed with the turbulent winter currents. The landscape
shone with reflected light, all the warmth of the sun thrown back by the
SNOW.

Still, Harold had left the warmth of his house gladly. He hadn’t dared
look round as he hurried down the path, for he knew Annabelle would be
watching from the front window, and seeing her would make him feel
guilty for stepping out. She would stay there all day, of course, until
Harold or his wife turned Annabelle’s wheel chair away from the cold
when night came.

Harold had set off down the road, thick snow crunching underfoot.
Despite the cold, he took comfort in the stillness of the outdoors and the
brief moments to himself. He knew Sarah wouldn’t begrudge him the
time, but he felt bad leaving her tend to Annabelle alone.

A short distance on led him to a narrow footpath, and the familiar trail
up the hill to the rocky cliff tops. It was a barren walk, the snow bleaching
the Scottish hills of colour, and flattening hills and rises into rolling
white. But for all that, for a while Harold had enjoyed the moment.

Then, as he approached the simple wooden bench at the top of the hill,
Harold realised that he was not alone.

The woman in the black suit looked up as he approached, her face
forming a wide but puzzled smile. She raised an eyebrow.

“You're early, aren’t you?” she said, looking at Harold.

Harold trudged further, snow crunching until he stopped just short of
the bench. He surmised that th