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Editor’s Notes
Hello, and welcome to the very first issue of The Hull Scribbler! 

We’ve got a great line up for you in this first issue, starting with a fantastic piece of Flash       
Fiction, Butterflies, by Elizabeth Godber. If you like to be sitting on the edge of your seat, this 
well-crafted suspense story is for you. 

Next in the line up, we have James Binnington’s Harlequin’s Carnival, an outburst of               
purposelessness that had us reading again and again, enjoying every bit of unexpected imagery. 

Divine Musings was sent to us by Gabriella Kane, a recent graduate of the University of Hull. It 
comprises of an engaging and thought-provoking story, followed by an interesting essay. 

In One foot before the Other, Matthew Nolan creates a vivid and memorable character. This 
story can probably resonate with a lot of us, who often feel out of place in the world and want to 
be something more than just ordinary.

What would a magazine be without a classical love poem? Spark of Love is orientally sweet, a 
reminder of incurable romanticism.
 
A Religious Experience, written by Zoe Power, was described by the team as “wonderfully    
mysterious and slightly disjointed (in a good way).”

Steve Dearden sheds light on working for the Arts Council and how this affects his writing 
career.

There’s an injection of genuine emotion in Tim Goodfellow’s The Soldier, which is an endearing 
story with a lovely message.

You might be a little surprised by Else Armitage’s Bath Time which is darkly honest and unin-
hibited, it converts plain facts into sensations. Ultimately, it’s a wonderfully brave piece.

Come and immerse yourself in the first chapter of Tyler Cooke’s novel, A Tale of Two. The   
chapter is packed with beautiful imagery, worldbuilding, action, and intrigue. 

Fourteen, by Chaz Josephs was described as “an absorbing tale in which you come to know and 
feel for the characters, displaying an excellent ability in all areas of writing.”

Rebecca Elton treats us to a well written and interesting review on Maria V. Snyder’s Poison 
Study.

With art from our talented contributors, Amanda G., Chaz Josephs, and Charlotte Smith, this 
issue is definitely something you don’t want to miss out on. 

Happy reading from the Hull Scribbler team.
See you next time!!
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Butterflies
Mage gripped my shoulder and her nails dug into my bone. We daren’t breathe. The mirror reflected our stunned 
expressions and battered clothes: jeans coated in dust, hair frazzled from previously tight buns, necklaces with 
knots in and peeling nail varnish. For first time, I realised just how long we’d been there. I hadn’t thought about it 
before. I hadn’t had time.

A piece of hair drooped in front of Mage’s eye and she blew it away without thinking. We froze. Who knew 
who’d heard that? The silver curtain of the changing room cubicle shimmered. Wind? Draught? A draught from 
what? You could go crazy thinking about that. 

When it started we hadn’t really known what to do. A free Friday afternoon, a trip to the shopping centre 
seemed obvious. We’d bought a few things. Mage had bought more than me. There was a giant T.V. with rolling 
news in the Food Oasis. There still is, I think. 

A crash. That’s what they called it. A crash of the markets. Money means nothing. That’s what ran across the 
bottom of the screen: money means nothing. But what did that  mean? 

More and more people started arriving. I don’t know how.
The place became full. Tightly packed. Rock concert packed; black Friday sales in New York packed. And 

they locked it down. No one could get in anymore. But no one could get out. That’s when we’d begun to panic.
I don’t know how the gangs started. Mage had said it’s just what happens to people when there’s money 

involved. People go crazy. 
My phone lost charge; no electricity. 
A feral dark age, an apocalypse. A shopping centre without money to shop. I think people were    hoarding, 

but there was only so much stuff to take. Then the violence started. 
Somehow we ended up in the changing room. We didn’t know what shop it was and we didn’t know what 

was on the other side of the curtain. We didn’t have anything. Nothing. But that wouldn’t stop looters. 
People go stir crazy.
Mage’s hand was still there, like she knew I was going to do something. I was glad she had faith. I     certainly 

didn’t.
The curtain shimmered again, like a butterfly. Why did I think of that? It wasn’t the time for similes. It was a 

time to do something. How long had we been here? How long could we stay?
Then I was up, and I was smashing. I was smashing the mirror. Shoe off, smashing.  Mage was held in a 

scream, held it in her eyes. Mirror fragments fell to the floor. Tinkling, another butterfly. 
The curtain moved.
I picked up two fragments and forced one into Mage’s shaking hand.
The curtain slid back.
Stir crazy.
It gets everyone, doesn’t it? 

by Elizabeth Godber
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The Harlequin’s Carnival

1

I received my cutting today
of a San Pedro cactus.
I measured it
twenty-nine centimetres.

Scissored off the thorns first –
sliced the meat into star shapes
and froze overnight.
I feed my pet snake – mice.

In the morning I take a Braun blender –
I mix Pedro with equal parts water
and sieve the resulting mush
through a t-shirt.

It tastes bitter.

2

I sit back for a while
before I lunge forward
and seek out the toilet.
I am sick. I call Columbine’s name.

I turn my phone off.

I sit back for a while
and listen to Susumu Yokota –
the whys become clear
when I sit down again, to think about it.

These instruments are unstrung and hollow
but they played a few notes for me, once.
So I picture this:
  flap my arms
   and get excited.

3

There are a lot of shapes
   in the audience.
Some of them look at me
   with their eyes.
They move, but I feel safe.
They cannot move to greet me.
I am sure that none of them
   have ever moved.

I come in the middle.

I am not lost.
I know that there is a café outside
and that the coffee tastes good.

Mostly black. In here: brown and beige,
red, blue. They do not blend.
I think I like it. Green.

4

I remain here, unfeeling.
I found it hard to wake this morning
but I am trying.

It is dusk and the moon is out.
It is thorny and black.

I am long, rubbed out
and rising like smoke to the ceiling.
I was not without colour today.

by James Binnington
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  Divine Musings 

When I was seven or eight, I told people I’d seen Jesus. Huddled on the steps in the playground, I made my 
tone as matter of fact as possible, and solemnly struck my heart with my fist.

 ‘He walks in our garden every night at 12.30pm. His face is covered in blood from the crown of thorns on 
top of his head. I’ve never seen such a sad, beautiful man.’ As I gained more followers, crouched in hushed curios-
ity, oily black smears on their palms and knees from the tarmac, I made the stories more elaborate. 

 ‘Jesus asked if I wanted to go to heaven with him, but I said I had school in the morning. He said God built 
a never-ending water slide there, where you go faster than the speed of light.’ 

The ‘speed of light’ was a term I’d recently picked up from a visit to the Science Museum, and because it 
sounded scientific, and was the only explanation as to how Santa managed to fly round the world in one night, I 
was certain that my listeners would be convinced it was true. If Heaven operated according to the Laws of Physics, 
it would undeniably be a real place.

 By the end of the school term, Jesus had become a completely camped up character, a sort of Willy Wonka 
in rags, reigning over a boundless, magical mystery amusement park in the sky. He showed me how to moonwalk 
across the pebbled gravel that stretched from the back door to the wall at the end of our garden. He told me had 
a guilty penchant for Andrew Lloyd Weber. Not Jesus Christ Superstar – that got his goat – but he loved and knew 
all the words to Joseph and the Amazing Techni-Coloured Dreamcoat. 

The head teacher of our Catholic primary school, a stout Irish nun who drove the school bus to do her shop-
ping and who snuck drags on Silk Cuts between the pages of the hymn books during assembly, called me to her 
office and asked me about my visions. 

‘Have you told yer mammy and daddy that you’ve been seeing the Lord in yer back garden?’
‘Oh no, Sister. They wouldn’t be happy about it. Daddy doesn’t like people walking across the lawn or the 

flowerbeds.’
She nodded and smiled, earnest black eyes turning up towards the open window, the sun light flitting over 

the curves of her mouth. 
I knew that as soon as I divulged the tales of the night time visitations to my parents, they’d point a flashlight 

out the window at 12.30 and the magic would be over. 
When we went to watch Whistle Down the Wind as a family one Saturday night, the VHS tape had been 

worn down so badly that the black and white screen shimmied and crackled like tin foil. Everything suddenly 
came to light.

‘So this is where you’ve been getting the funny ideas about seeing Jesus,’ my mother laughed. I wanted to be 
sucked from the earth in a giant vacuum and blasted into another galaxy. How did she know?

‘We were beginning to wonder about the bread being left out on the patio. At first we thought you were leav-
ing it for the birds. Then when whole egg mayo sandwiches started appearing, we began to worry. And then that 
bottle of wine that was missing from the cabinet–’ 

‘Jesus only likes his mayonnaise spread thinly. And eating eggs makes him sad,’ I said, leaving the room like 
I’d just told an uncomfortable, terrible joke.  I thought of the children in Whistle Down the Wind, once they’d real-
ised the man in their barn was not who they thought he was, but an on-the-run murderer.

 ‘It isn’t Jesus. It’s just a fella.’
And from that sudden crushing awareness, the lights of the universe dimmed again. The world no longer 

seemed like a place with the potential for wonder. We cleared away the stale, scrupulously sliced sandwiches from 
the garden table the next morning, and I never saw Jesus again. 

8



Peter Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire Ripper who killed thirteen women around the North of England in the 1970s, 
claimed that he was doing so out of a divine mission; God was telling him to kill prostitutes. In a series of eleven 
interviews, he spoke to Consultant forensic psychiatrist Dr Hugo Milne about the voices that were urging him to 
carry out his ‘mission.’ After describing how he had murdered his third victim, Irene Richardson, he concluded 
that ‘It was important to my cause that I had to carry on with the mission... My mission is only partially fulfilled... 
God gave me the mission to kill.’

  Richard Swinburne’s Principle of Testimony states that, in the case of religious experiences, we 
should believe people’s account of what happened to them, unless we have good reason not to do so. Saint Padre 
Pio bled spontaneously from his hands, reflective of the wounds suffered by Jesus during his crucifixion. Nobody 
could ever understand how the blood could continuously seep from his palms. The stigmata was said to cause him 
agonising pain, and he gained an enormous worldwide following of devotees. In 2011, an Italian historian made 
the claim that the revered Saint was a fraud and had been self-inflicting the wounds using carbolic acid. 

Does this make him any different to the Mohicaned magician on the street corner with a chain of Chinese 
linking rings, pretending that they are passing through each other by magic? The Yorkshire Ripper, Padre Pio, the 
destitute Magician... pick and choose who you believe. 

Douglas Adams asked, ‘Isn’t it enough to see that a garden is beautiful without having to believe that there 
are fairies at the bottom of it too?’ 

I don’t believe that there are fairies at the bottom of my garden, but I find myself struggling to accept the 
logical explanation behind Padre Pio’s stigmata. As Voltaire said, illusion is the first of all pleasures.

Religious experiences are subjective. They will always be open to interpretation. My philosophy teacher was 
five foot two and wore a taupe coloured tweed jacket with a pocket watch threaded through one of the button-
holes. He was a regular at the Fox and Hound. 

During the winter evenings, we’d watch him through the grimy, beer-smeared windows- slumped over the 
bar, swirling the ink-blackened tip of his finger into a chalice of neat Hennessey, while his wife made love to the 
school caretaker. The only thing he was thinking about was the unconscious mind. 

He spoke in exuberant, gilded tones, his hot, cognac suffused breaths steaming up the classroom windows. 
He’d cast a sex-slathered spell of Sigmund Freud over us and we were helplessly enchanted. Freud had suggested 
that religious experience was a ‘reaction to a hostile world’ in which people naturally reach out to God as a father 
figure. 

Religion is simply a ‘universal psychological obsessional neurosis.’ It is a form of neurotic illness arising from 
the unconscious mind. The neuroses are sexual; religion is an illusion associated with repressed sexual memories. 
I think of the Pope in his Mitre. 

Christ, are we all so fucked up?
‘Herr Freud believed that humans were completely material, ruling out the possibility of any soul,’ my teach-

er pronounces, and I imagine us as felt finger puppets, stitched with strands of stringy cartilage. ‘Religion provides 
us with a security blanket, a daddy figure. We’re so dreadfully alone in this sprawling galaxy, what else can we turn 
to?’ He sucks slower on the hard-boiled, halo-shaped Werther’s in his mouth. I see its golden glint in the cove 
under his tongue. ‘Stop seeking beyond the stars. It’s just a great wish fulfilment. We’re all as sexually repressed as 
sin.’

By Gabriella Kane 
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One Foot Before the Other
The ground was wet, hard (of course) with no hope of cushion, when my face smashed against it. The taunts and 
jeers of an attacker and any assailants were not heard. There was none. Just my own right foot hitting the loose 
pave stone and the slippery surface which provided no grip when my left foot tried to save the rest of me. 

“Clumsy by nature”, the title which was often added when people introduced me to a new social circle. It 
seems I often live up to expectation- not any of the charming expectations that I will do Great Things and become 
extraordinarily successful, nope -- just trip a lot and walk into lampposts. The cut was not so deep but the blood 
was unrelenting, already flowing on the pavement, off my clothes and from my head. Jesus knows how so much 
blood could be inside my head. What’s it doing there? Shouldn’t it be providing my feet with substantial oxygen to 
think for themselves and not trip over the concrete? 

I pick myself up from the ground and ignore the laughter of drivers as they pass me. It might be obvious I’m 
not severely hurt but I don’t think there is much need in tormenting me, although I bet if I had friends around me 
that they would laugh also.

When I get home none of my house-companions seem to care about my injury. My housemates are cats in 
their defence and seem to care primarily about their food bowls which are full to the brim of the food, which isn’t 
gourmet, driving them to starvation as it isn’t up to their standard. The bathroom light flutters on eventually and I 
brace myself, with teeth clenched, as I wash the cut with a flannel. Again my face is as it was, restored and replen-
ished, with only a scratch sitting on top of a slightly purple bump. 

I submit to the high demands of my companions and put down the expensive food which is kept in reserve 
for when they refuse everything else. Without turning on the TV I sit on the couch and rub my legs. They don’t 
ache but my pride is still shaken and I can’t help but over analyse why I fall so often. My father once told me it was 
because I lacked concentration, I refused to pay attention to where I was going and him telling me that I should 
pick my feet up. I guess he might be right, as thinking on one topic for too long drives me insane with boredom. It 
isn’t my fault I’m clumsy (in my own opinion) and I don’t see a way around it. I will just trip over any obstacles in 
life and hopefully not be too battered by the end of it.

The next morning my head is sore. I ignore it. Painkillers would be useless, it isn’t a headache and I can’t be 
bothered to find where the remaining pills have hidden themselves. I get dressed and say goodbye to my com-
panions for the day, who watch me in the shower and yell sometimes so I have the feeling they are attached and it 
therefore feels strange if I leave without telling them. 

Watching my feet closely I carefully put one foot in front of the other for a change, making sure not to trip. 
My intense staring contest with my feet is interrupted as I hear a scream from the parallel street. Crossing down 
an adjoining alleyway I spot two men kicking another one on the ground, blood on the tips of the attacker’s Nike 
Airs and cruelty in their eyes. They shout and jeer something which can’t be understood over the thud of the vic-
tim’s chest and ribs being thudded into. 

For the first time in twenty five years I actually have the chance to relive the exploits of superheroes and 
vigilantes I idolised growing up. Without too much hesitation I shout at them from a far to “piss off ” and to “leave 
him alone!” which might not have been so heroic upon reflection. That’s when they decided their previous victim 
had understood the message they were trying to deliver, and it was now time for me to be given the word of the 
day. 

I raised my fists and then, with a quick calculation, realised it was two thugs against one cat-loving git. I 
turned to flee down the dark and desolate alleyway but my foot got caught against the other and I fell on my side. 
Before I could get up I tasted the dirt and felt the pain which I was trying to prevent only ten seconds earlier, their 
blood stained trainers also tasting my blood. 

I couldn’t apologise for my intervention because I was winded, but they probably wouldn’t have cared to 
hear one anyway. The last blow was to my face, one trainer breaking the skin and then they left, not bothering 
to run. The victim had also ran away- I didn’t hear or see him go but he clearly had more important affairs to 
attend to. I returned home (the cats hadn’t moved since I left) to the bathroom where I washed my face to reveal 
a bruised and battered reflection. In the space of twenty four hours I had self-inflicted one cut by being self-ab-
sorbed, and I had received a face-altering beating for trying to be a hero. It was a full cycle of pain to pain, with 
something similar to pride and humiliation in between them.

by Matthew Nolan
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Spark of love

I have spent a whole life pondering

A girl who exceeded the limits of imagination.

She supplies the sun with energy when she smiles,

And grants the universe the passion to write poetry.

Her fascination makes eloquent speakers speechless;

And freezes the ink in the veins of their pens. 

The moon comes down on her walls every night;

To learn from her the rules of beauty 

The rain has written in her his love stories,

And every time he sees her swim to God, perfect

Young people see her as a girl of dreams;

An angel who plants hearts with rose water

Kings and princes desire to stay close to her; 

Although in sight, such a wish is hard to achieve. 

Flowers breathe oxygen from her perfume;

And mountains sit under her feet.

Birds paint her beauty on gold mines,

To take hold of her in our memories 

When she returns to the sky

by Abdulelah M Alnafisah
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A Religious Experience

‘This place is perfect.’ Amanda spun on her heels, staring up to the impossibly high ceiling.
‘Maybe,’ Ben replied uncertainly, not feeling whatever glory seeped from the very walls and into her. He 

didn’t like that they were the only people there, and places like this should never be seen empty.
Amanda noticed his discomfort and drew him in close, ‘We’ll come back tomorrow, and see it in all its glory. 

Yeah?’
‘Thanks,’ and for a moment he thought he felt it too.

It’s dark in the entrance and when they step into the light the effect is even more spectacular. Familiar faces 
are greeted by name at the door; they’re the ones who come every week, more often when they need some peace. 
Ben appreciates the familiarity, but it makes Amanda uncomfortable, as if she expects someone to call her out for 
not belonging.

No one does.
He takes her hand anyway and pulls her into the light.
They are not really late, but the room is already full. There are chairs but no one is sitting. Everyone’s eyes are 

on the man in front, alone in his pulpit with the singular purpose of saving the people before him. Ben is drawn to 
him and somehow they end up in the middle of the crowd. The people are impossibly loud but completely silent 
as their shepherd makes his music.

The press of swaying bodies is almost too much but they both knew they didn’t want it to end. By some si-
lent command the music swells and their hands are in the air, faces turned towards the heavens, eyes shut. Feeling. 
The room reaches a fever pitch and they sing with broken voices that go unheard over the thump of the room.

Their chests heave as one, sweat and tears mingle on their faces lit with glimmers of resplendent coloured 
light. They are synchronised, they are whole and Amanda understands why Ben needs this. There is no air 
between them or the strangers around them, occasionally grinning strangers will take their hands and welcome 
them further into the mass.

It is possible to make out people who knew each other before they arrived, but a keen observer can find the 
few lone strangers. There is nothing particular about them, it’s more a feeling Amanda gets. She wonders if they 
are new, or simply content existing between solitude and intimacy. That is the only word she can use to describe 
how it feels, as if she’s known everyone in the room all her life.

They are at the front now, and the world goes hazy but the light is still crisp and magical. There’s a blast of 
cool air and it is shocking but pleasant as it rolls through the core of their existence. Amanda’s head lolls back but 
she is sustained by the energy in the room and Ben pulls her impossibly closer to speak directly into her ear.

‘Are you okay?’ he seems concerned, but the lazy smile on her face reassures him even though she barely 
responds. He knows exactly how it feels, like being possessed by something impossibly fragile and yet infinite.

Pure, unadulterated love, and goodness radiated from her, the weight of her sins lifted as all was forgiven. 
They existed totally in the present, held in the embrace of the congregation nothing else could touch them. It was 
hard to say where others ended and they began, and finally knowing they were truly safe they lost themselves.

But some edge of Amanda couldn’t quite fall into it any further. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a man 
standing off to the side. He did not look well; utterly baked, even.

Two bouncers appeared and disappeared with the man in a flash. No one else around her noticed, not even 
Ben. It was a silent affirmation of their safety and finally her mind let go.

As if on cue once more the music swelled, the people rose and Ben and Amanda went with them, no appre-
hension. They all rise from the mundane, from their hardships and into paradise, euphoric for the very miracle of 
existence.

A woman near Amanda turned and they danced, grinning face to face, and no words were needed. Amanda 
saw Ben was taken in a closer embrace, but he never let go of her hand. Normally Amanda would be uncomfort-
able, but she was caught up in the sensuality of it all.

She felt Ben’s hand dragging her back to his chest, everyone shifted about like water as she passed them by. 
Suddenly she was dancing and grinding between Ben and another familiar faced stranger. He ran his hand down 
her arm to her hand, a slight pause when he felt the ring. He raised her hand to get a look then back to her face. 
Without bothering to yell over the music he simply mouthed, ‘This okay?’ And a grin was the only response she 
needed to give, before they were dancing again.
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The stranger floated away in the crowd, but more people filled the space, and Amanda and Ben shifted idly 
around the dance floor, pushed and pulled by currents of dancing bodies. Amanda’s whole body buzzed with 
adrenaline, and she assumed by Ben’s silly grin he felt much the same. This was what they were looking for.

Something in the room shifted Amanda was suddenly aware of eyes fixed on her and Ben, but it didn’t 
bother her. He still didn’t let go of her hand. She was thankful on some level for the grounding, but at the same 
time she desperately wanted to break away. She tugged at his hand and they freed themselves from the crowd. 
They wound past the bar, the music dimmed just slightly and the lights were soft on the stairs, just enough to stop 
people falling. They went up, and around following lights they never quite caught up to as if it were the will o’ the 
wisp.

The dance floor was just as loud but there were less people. The roof was lower, and people seemed more 
content to sit about with their drinks. Still there were a few groups dancing and Amanda and Ben joined them. It 
was hot and oppressive, but it still felt good. The room weighed on them and sweat ran down their faces, the space 
was smaller, it felt more intimate. Ben brushed a soft kiss on her cheek, not minding the strong salty taste, but 
she blushed anyway. She untwined their fingers feeling the cool air on her clammy palm, Ben tilted his head, and 
raised an eyebrow. She smiled and laid a hand on the back of his head to bring his ear closer to her lips.

‘Need a drink.’ He nodded, and let her escape back to the floor’s bar. It took a moment to be served but she 
only wanted a bottle of water. The woman behind the bar grabbed one from the fridge behind her in a simple 
sweeping movement, yelling the price and holding out her hand, and already taking another order. She got Aman-
da’s change while she started mixing something with vodka in it.

The crack of the seal seemed loud in her ears as she opened the bottle and took a long drink. They’d been 
dancing almost nonstop for about three hours. Her calves would hate her in the morning, well later that day, but 
she couldn’t bring herself to care. In that moment she still felt brilliant, though standing still made that static 
feeling run up and down her legs.

Heading back to the dance floor, she saw Ben sandwiched between a woman in a tiara and a bright pink 
sash, and another man. It was strange to see because Ben was taller than both of them, though that was partly 
thanks to his pumps.

One of the woman’s friends joined them and pulled her away back to their own little group. Her sash spelt 
out ‘Birthday Girl’ in bold, sparkly letters, and a few envious eyes were cast back at Ben’s shoes. She offered the 
bottle to Ben and the man he was dancing with reluctantly began to back off, but Amanda and Ben both reached 
for him. The empty water bottle was kicked off to the side, skittering away without getting caught under dancing 
feet.

The floor was more crowded, and the heat was building again, and their stranger stayed and danced with 
them for a while before they all drifted apart. They found the birthday girl and her friends, who had brought bub-
bles, and glitter. The group was laughing, they couldn’t hear each other but that didn’t matter as glitter went in all 
direction. Somehow the whole dance floor became a part of it, and everyone was shrouded in little reflective flecks 
of plastic. The light caught people at strange angles and the effect was magical.

Several bottles of water later, the heat was finally too much and Ben and Amanda silently agreed to head 
back down. There was a blast of cool air that came up from between the steps, Amanda hadn’t remembered it 
when they’d gone up but it felt like bliss against the backs of her legs. The sound she made was probably indecent, 
though no one would have heard; Ben smirked at her anyway, amused by the blissful expression. Still covered 
with glitter, which had seemingly bonded with their skin, they followed the path again, not going as far down this 
time. 

They were on a balcony overlooking the first dance floor. The space was vast, and huge fans were at work 
keeping the air moving. The screen behind the DJ must have been at least two stories high, the light show it pro-
duced was the only thing stopping the cavernous room from dwarfing it.

Just before three am there was a stream of people coming in. Some people began to trickle out, but most 
people stayed. They wouldn’t leave for a few hours yet when they would be forced back into the unforgiving arms 
of reality. Amanda and Ben had paused for a while on the balcony, just taking a moment to breathe everything in, 
but they were back on the main dance floor before long.
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Couples had their arms slung around each other, the mood in the room no less subdued from earli-
er but somehow more conducive of tight embraces, than jumping and hand waving. Friends and strang-
ers hung on to each other for dear life letting the music guide them away. Amanda and Ben were in the 
thick of it again. The glitter in their hair and stuck to their bodies turned them into a bizarre human 
disco ball as they spun in the middle of the room.

A cool rush of air came with the blast of artificial smoke. Through the haze Amanda suddenly 
noticed the number of men and woman dancing together around them, she leaned into Ben for support 
feeling some weight lifted. Part of her had been nervous all night, sure that someone would notice them 
and send them away, but apparently it didn’t matter. The straight mingled with gay and lesbian couples 
without anyone fluttering an eyelash. Larger groups and still some people on their own danced and 
swayed in unison. 

It was glorious.
The ring on her middle finger slipped a bit against the back of Ben’s neck. He took her hand, and 

slid the black band back into place, making sure they stayed pressed together. He’d insisted she wear 
it out, and Amanda was pleased he had. That night was the first time anyone apparently knew what it 
meant, it felt so good to be around people who understood.

It was just before closing when they decided to leave. Partly to avoid the crowd on the streets, but 
mostly so they didn’t have to see the illusion inside the club broken when the house lights came on. The 
world felt as if it was underwater as they piled into the back of a waiting taxi. 

They were sure they were shouting, but the driver didn’t seem to mind- they had been a part of 
something real that night. The meaning of life burned to the insides of their eyelids, plans for their own 
club’s renovations formed in their heads. Ben knew the sensation well, but Amanda leant bonelessly 
back in her seat, having experienced for the first -- but certainly not the last -- time, a truly religious 
experience.

by Zoe Power
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Interview with Steve Dearden, 

Co-Director of The Writing Squad
Although Steve Dearden currently resides in West Yorkshire, he has been known to get about a bit. Operating all 
over the north, he has been Writer in Residence at the Wakefield Litfest, an interviewer at the Humber Mouth, 
and a writing consultant for a range of publishers. He is the Co-Director of the Writing Squad, an academy of 
sorts set up to develop young writers in the north of England.

Our Editor-in-Chief, Chaz, was lucky enough to chat to him about his experience working for the Arts 
Council.

So, Steve, tell me about your job

I do a mix of things, I write, prose, short stories mainly, and I have just finished a year’s residency with the Wake-
field Litfest.  I produce literature and site specific projects, do writing workshops, consultancy for companies who 
publish, promote and produce writers. I am also Co-Director of The Writing Squad.

The Writing Squad sounds really interesting. What’s the aim of the group?

To create the next generation of writers in the north.  Every two years we recruit thirty writers aged 16-20 from 
right across the north of England for a series of group workshops, one to one development and projects working 
with professional writers and each other.  Basically we want them to achieve what they want to as writers, whatev-
er that might be, be we also want to open them up to other options, new approaches too.

That’s fantastic. How did you come up with the idea?

I kept meeting writers in their thirties and forties who had had no development early in their writing lives and 
would have been in a much better had they had something similar to what was available to young visual artists, 
dancers, theatre makers, musicians, where the pathways were very clear.  This was a time when there were no un-
dergrad creative writing courses and very few MAs.  Danny Broderick and I were also very taken with the football 
academies, especially the Class of 92 at Man Utd, where cadres of young players grew up together and learnt from 
the best teachers and from each other about skills and technique but also life.  So we set up the Squad.

But how did you get the money to fund such a great project?

We applied to Yorkshire Arts, what is now the regional office of Arts Council England, they have been totally sup-
portive and it just would not have been possible without them.

Working with writers must be... interesting. Does it have an impact on your own work?

Yes and no.  Of course meeting lots of writers, getting my sleeves rolled up and into the engine of other people’s 
work, being part of so many workshops is really useful and inspiring.  Sometimes though I wish my job had noth-
ing to do with the arts or writing, so that I’d be switching zones more in life, occupying a different headspace. But 
I am not complaining!
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Have you made writing connections from working with young people?

The job opens lots of doors because now we have a reputation writers want to come and work with us.  We also 
try to be led by what the Squad writers want, so yes, they have led me towards writers that I might not have come 
across otherwise.  In terms of style and genre too, their experimentation takes me to places I might not find were I 
just reading my own seam of writers I was interested in and writing just what I was interested in writing.

What are the challenges of your job?

The biggest challenge facing us is raising money.  The Government/Arts Council want us to raise more from other 
sources - so that means people paying us to do exciting projects like Project H in Hull, but also private sponsor-
ship, which is very difficult for an outfit focussed on a few elite individuals.

What’s your favourite part of working with young writers?

Oh all of it - the energy, the joy, the sense of journey and discovery, constantly being surprised, seeing how inter-
ventions can make a difference, watching people go on to achieve things, and even for those who don’t go on to 
be writers, seeing how the experience made a difference in other ways.  It is a wonderful balance: seeing how my 
experience can be useful and being constantly refreshed by their new perspectives, needs and knowledge. 

Are you working on any of your own writing right now?

I am tentatively nudging the edges of a new long piece of prose set in Spain, further exploring the territory The 
Things We Did, one of the short stories in my collection Single Skin. 

www.stevedearden.com
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The Soldier
It was a standard visit to the grandparents, more of an obligation than a mutual longing to see each other. Of 

course we wanted to see them. I mean, I got to sleep in a king sized bed and eat like a king too. Just, it would have 
been nicer if it was next weekend, and I’d rather it not be a two hour car journey to get there…and I’d probably 
miss Liverpool vs. Man U.

Grandpa could get on my nerves too. I don’t know if it’s really right to say that, him being my elder and   
supposedly ten times wiser than I am, therefore making any of my opinions invalid, as he’s probably seen and 
done everything there is to see and do in life, the universe and everything.

But he could get on my bloody nerves.
The way his jokes weren’t really that funny was one of my gripes. Grandma laughed at them, and my mum 

too, but they kind of had to. He’d elbow you in the arm after he’d delivered the punch line, as if to knock the 
laughter out of you, and then laugh himself – and for a bit longer too, in order to make up for the lack of it from 
everyone else.

He was always playing the piano and singing, especially at Christmas. What made it worse was that he was 
bloody good at it too, so he’d sing louder than anyone else just to make sure they knew. Grandma would look at 
him as if it was the first time they’d met. It was then that I’d swiftly make my exit.

He must have got all the girls, back in the day. He was in the army as well, got some medals, I suppose. But 
I’d never really asked him about it – I didn’t need to. He’d often bring it up at dinner: his escapades in northern 
France, landing on the beach, pushing back the Germans and all that. It was probably quite interesting, I suppose, 
but he wouldn’t half go on about it…and there’d always be a story of how he’d saved some other poor sod’s life, no 
doubt lacking the superior skill and military prowess of our Grandpa. They’d both had good careers after the war 
and had done retirement well. I suppose you’ve got to give them credit for that.

So here we were again, sitting in the living room of their picturesque out-of-town cottage, overlooking the 
garden, which was twice the size of ours. Grandpa was reading the paper whilst the rest of us chatted. I looked at 
him, his face transfixed on the day’s edition of the Daily Telegraph. It was a Saturday, so there was a huge pile of 
supplements sitting next to his chair, all of which he’d probably look through by the end of the day. Behind him, 
on a small shelf unit, were a few pictures from long ago and, more recently, portraits of my family and me (a few 
of which I was glad I didn’t have to look at every day). One of them showed my Grandparents together by the 
beach, probably in Brighton, looking a lot younger. My Grandpa was well built and tall with short, dark hair and 
my Grandma smaller with long, blonde hair. Actually, she was incredibly attractive. They both were. I mean now, 
looking at them, they were like any other old wrinkly couple…but back then, they could have turned heads.

For some reason my eyes were drawn to his fingers, clasped around the edges of the newspaper, his index 
finger tucked in-between some of the previous pages. They were wrinkly, obviously, but quite rugged still, not 
like the fragile blueness of my grandma’s hands. They were fairly long, as you would imagine for someone who 
played the piano, and the tips appeared worn, probably from ‘tinkling the ivories’ a little too much. But there were 
other blemishes, scars that ran across some of the fingers on his right hand. He removed the index finger from the 
newspaper and I saw a big dark mark all over that finger that I’d never noticed before. I realised it could have been 
from pulling the trigger of a gun or loading bullets into a magazine, his finger, possibly, one time getting caught 
on one of the many nooks on a rifle, tearing the flesh but being left untended, a more important task at hand. The 
other scars on his hand looked like cuts from barbed wire. He’d mentioned the ‘bastard gooseberries’ before in 
conversation, but these scars weren’t from picking fruit in the garden. These ones ran deep. 

I noticed his forearm, his sleeves rolled up. It was quite hairy, but underneath other similar scars could be 
seen wrapping around like a shadow, as if still caught in the barbed wire. His hands had scrambled through the 
dirt and the sand, getting caught on the barbed wire already tangled around his comrade who had blood stream-
ing from a bullet hole in his shoulder. He was wearing shorts now, I noticed, as his legs crossed at the ankles. On 
the side of his leg there was a round scar that I’d certainly never seen before but was now unflinchingly obvious. 
He’d got up from helping his friend, dashing to the side from oncoming artillery fire. He’d got up again…but this 
time, he’d taken a ricocheting bullet to the leg, bringing him once more to the ground, his face slamming into the 
hard wet sand.
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I looked up at his face. He had looked up from the dirt that he lay in, momentarily crippled by the bullet that 
now lay in his unmoving leg, towards the cliffs beyond. This was but the beginning of his journey, but he would 
make it through alive. He had a couple of blemishes on his forehead, but other than that his pretty features had 
been left untouched by war, which was more than could be said for millions. His eyes had seen many things: grue-
some, life changing things no doubt. He’d got scars, mentally and physically.

I guess he’d earned the right to brag a little.
His eyes caught mine and for a moment they looked at me, proud perhaps, proud he’d made it out and made 

all of this, made this life, but probably with a little lingering pain too. They turned away and he gave a little smile, 
putting down the paper. 

 ‘You wanna watch the match? Kick off ’s in ten minutes,’ he said directly to me.
 ‘Sure,’ I said.

by Tim Goodfellow
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Bath Time

The walls come creeping in, laid
Like a lukewarm submarine in this
Rotting bathtub, pubic hair floating 
In primordial soup,
Slowly evolving students into citizens
As the green mould inches closer…
Dead flies, corpses caught in the poison
Ivy that you scream to touch, slipping 
In the shower, grasping mildew, paint
And unemployment
Creeping across your skin –
Lurching spikes – like ladies’ fingers.

Did you know we swallow four thousand spiders – 
In our sleep, where we feel safest – 
Each and every year?

by Else Armitage 
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A Tale of Two
Chapter 1

The Barkwood stretched to the horizon and sunlight beamed, an air current ruffling the feathers of a raven 
as it veered. Trees danced to their puppeteer, rustling voices travelling like whispers as something gold glinted 
between the emerald mesh below. Birds chirped, and dirt swirled in the breezes’ wake as it flew past until, at last, 
it ceased. Everything stood still. The forest grew quiet, and all life froze to give way for a new sound: the beating of 
a heart.

 A man sat bolt upright, black hair stark against the pallor of his skin, hands clenched while he ex-
amined them and toes curling in the powdery soil beneath. Glowing warmly, the sun made the green of his  irises 
distinct and he blinked, raking a hand through hair soft as feather. His naked body pimpled with goosebumps.

Footfalls sounded behind and the man stood, two yellow eyes piercing the undergrowth as a feline slunk 
from cover. He shrank from its size, breath caught somewhere at the back of his throat. Stilled by fascination he 
gaped, the creature’s fur a startling golden sheen that glittered, scattering sunbeams onto trees like shimmers of 
water on rock.

 They stood like that for what seemed like an age, the forest sounds fading to give way for an           
incessant buzz. He frowned, looking round. The creature’s head tilted. 

‘It’s you, isn’t it?’ he wondered.
The buzz grew louder, a bee on the edge of his conscience and he listened. Soon enough it became a hum, an 

itch that needed to be scratched and he frowned as, like the click of a finger, he understood. It was inside his head, 
one with his mind yet separate. It fed him feelings…images.

Through the creature’s eyes he saw the forest, hues bright and distinct rushing past as it ran, the scent of man 
growing stronger, its breath coming in steady gulps. It was instinct. The creature bounded and soon, through the 
brush ahead, the sight of a tall, pale human came into view. Along with the image came emotion. Happiness? 

 The image vanished and the forest was suddenly quiet. Looking up, the man spotted the cat as it ran, 
golden tail whipping from sight, and he took a step after it. He felt a pang of loss. Searching his head for answers, 
he tried to drudge memory from where it was hiding and frowned. He tried again.

 The young man paced round the clearing, wringing his hands, heart hammering.
 ‘How did I get here?’ 
 Squinting, he strained himself, trying – hoping – to recognise something, see something that would 

jog his memory. It was as if he had woken from a long sleep, except he couldn’t remember going to sleep in the 
first place. His memory was gone.

 A twig snapped.
 ‘What now?’ He turned.
 A woman, her rake of a body covered in leaves, stepped from the brush. In her hand she held a 

crudely fashioned short spear and two men stepped out after her. They had blended perfectly.
 ‘Hello,’ he said, wincing as the woman stepped closer. ‘I’m not armed,’ he continued. ‘Look.’ He held 

up his hands.
She advanced, the hand holding her spear rising and he backed away. Her pace quickened.
The young man ran, instinct overtaking as he dashed into the forest, shouted commands issuing from 

behind as they gave chase. Twigs snapped as he batted away bracken, feet pounded as he yearned for escape. His 
pursuers ran with the lope of predators, long legs fast, spears held in white-fisted grips. The young man felt his 
legs begin to ache and with gritted teeth he sped quicker. 

Dashes of colour were gone in an instant, trodden underfoot and left in his wake. He could see her out of the 
corner of his eye, the woman’s tan skin flickering between the leaves. She came from the left and he angled away, 
the only warning the whoosh of air as the butt of a spear crashed into his head. He toppled to the ground, rolling. 
Blackness came close as he balanced on all fours, something warm trickling down his face. 

With another thump he crashed onto his back, breathless. The foot that had kicked him sat firmly on his 
chest, the green of the forest swirling above as something cold touched his neck. In a matter of moments he was 
trapped, the woman holding a dagger to his throat while a man held him firmly to the floor. Slowing, the third 
man surveyed the situation and settled himself against a tree.
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The young man’s eyes travelled up the booted foot and settled on the face of an older man.
 ‘I don’t know-’ he began, when the blade tightened at his throat.
 The old man barked a few words in a language strange to his ears and the woman replied, 

tongue a whiplash. Before long, the dagger was whipped away and the man took away his foot. He ges-
tured and the young man stood, disoriented at the rapid change of events. 

Authority radiated from the old man like an aura, unruly grey hair spilling out and framing a face 
that possessed few wrinkles. His chin looked as if it had been carved from stone, crow’s feet snaking at 
the edges of his eyes. And his eyes. Those chips of ice stared through him, cold yet burning. Eyes made 
hard by a past of turmoil, full of pain.

 ‘Can I go?’ he asked.
 He managed to hold the gaze of the man, waiting, when suddenly he saw something in his 

mind’s eye, clear as day. He could see a village bathed in a sea of fire and blinked. It disappeared. 
It was the same as with the feline, and he knew that what he saw was inside the old man’s head. He 

didn’t know how he knew but he could feel the connection, feel the icy calm as the man stared at him, 
evaluating. There was no buzz this time, just the unrelenting urge to give in. To watch.

The scene of fire returned. As he viewed the village he was aware of the man examining him, the 
woman behind gripping her dagger. He felt the forest beneath his feet, the scene in his mind equally 
distinct. He watched.

The thud of steel clashed with wood, tan-skinned men arrayed in a circle facing outwards. Screams 
split the air, burning huts crackling to the end of their lives as men in plate armour closed in. He could 
feel the heat of the fire.  

 Suddenly, out from the crumbling shell of a hut came a child, rock held in hand, snarl  
painting his face as he raced towards the dwindling circle. Before he could reach them a woman 
snatched him up. Kicking and screaming, he was dragged away.

 The scene switched from one to another, the roaring flames replaced by a hearth burning 
calmly. Three people occupied the small room, one naked, drenched in sweat, chest heaving. By her side 
a man – a younger version of the old man, he realised – grasped her hand, forehead furrowed as he cast 
worried glances at the stain of blood below her hips. A third woman stood, holding a crying baby in her 
arms. The man whispered something into his dying wife’s ear and she smiled. She pulled him closer and 
spoke a few words, staring into his eyes as hers glazed.

The baby wailed while a single tear rolled down its father’s cheek and, without warning, the man 
stood, marching from the room without a word.

 The image disappeared and the young man snapped back to the present, the smells and feel-
ings of the memories giving way for the fresh scent of the forest. The steady breath of the three people 
around him was rhythmic.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, an echo of the old man’s sadness reverberating through him. Somehow, he 
had delved into the man’s memories.

 The man gazed back, brow creasing before giving a signal. Attempting to make sense of 
the matter, the young man failed to see and the woman smirked as she hefted her spear. The last thing 
he heard was the thud as it connected with his skull and, falling to the ground, he plunged back into      
darkness.

by Tyler Cooke
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Fourteen
‘What the hell are you doing?’ a man in a red New York Yankees cap says as rattles his knuckles against my 

car window. His eyes bite at me, and the angry redness of his face contrasts against the traffic lights behind him. 
Traffic lights that are now green, and, judging by his anger, have been for a while. I shake my head and tell myself 
to concentrate. I stall. Cursing under my breath, I put the car into gear.

I glance across at my fourteen-year-old grandson as he traces his fingers over the scratches on his neck. He 
seems so small, as if the space around him has just imploded into him, crushing him. I drive fast. We’re only a few 
blocks away now.

I stomp on the brakes. I need to watch the road. Some construction workers on the pavement yell and make 
obscene gestures at me, and I nod apologetically while my grandson falls back against the leather seat and laughs. 
Should he be laughing? I have no idea what that excited gurgle means anymore. My stomach cramps. I can’t resist 
glaring at him.

He turns to me and his face falls like rocks from a cliff.
‘Do you hate me?’ The words spill through the car like he’s hit a gas pipe.
‘No,’ I choke. My chest feels heavy, constricted.
‘Yes, you do.’ He pauses, stamps his foot, and grows a little larger with every passing second. ‘You’re still 

angry.’
‘I’m not.’ I concentrate on my breathing. Angry was something I’d never been. My daughter, Andrea, had 

been angry.
‘Phone the police, phone the goddamn police Dad, or I will!’ she screamed. And then she cried and took 

Lauren to the hospital. I begged her not to. There were better ways – ways that didn’t involve anyone else. We 
could deal with it. But Lauren was ten; she needed to get looked at.

‘You hate me,’ he whispers, and I shiver. I pull over and take a moment to look at him – to look at him    
properly, without distractions. His blond hair flicks up at the ends and the fringe dips in front of his eyes. He 
needs it cut. His hands clutch the opposite arm as he hugs himself and turns away from me, staring ahead blankly 
before dropping his gaze to his feet. A tear slips down his cheek and I’m slapped by shame. It wasn’t his fault.

Leaning over, I reach out my hand and he looks up at me with bottle green eyes that sparkle. His bottom lip 
trembles and his glassy eyes break. I know, beautiful as he is, it couldn’t have been his fault. I sigh and lay my hand 
on his shoulder. ‘I don’t hate you. If I did, I wouldn’t be taking you for ice cream.’

I’d explain to the others later. We can fix this. We can fix it without people who don’t understand sticking 
their noses in. He will be alright. It wasn’t his fault. He wipes his cheeks and toys with the zip on his jacket.

‘Really?’ he speaks to the floor and then glances out of the window. ‘But the ice cream place was back there.’
I turn us around and head towards the store, winding down the window so he can lean into the wind as it 

brushes his hair back. ‘I was just distracted.’
He bursts out of the passenger side and runs across the gravel, stumbling on the three small steps that lead 

up to the doors before disappearing inside. I sigh. He hasn’t even shut the car door. It’s only then that I realise how 
much I’ve been sweating, so I take off my suit jacket and leave it on the seat. It will have to be dry-cleaned.

Auntie Irene’s is the kind of place parents take their kids after good exam results. Each wall has different 
patterns painted in various colours. Bubbles, teddies, sweets, love hearts. The atmosphere is cool and buzzes with 
friendly conversation. The flesh on my neck trembles as I scan the faces of every person in the room. Have I made 
a mistake? I can’t see him. My heartbeat thumps thick in my ears.

Then I catch sight of him, already settled at a two-seater booth by the bubble wall. A waitress is leaning over 
the table and pointing at the menu.

‘Hey!’ I snap as I approach and notice that his eyes are glued to her cleavage. ‘I didn’t see you for a minute.’
He shrugs and orders a large choco-mint sundae with sprinkles and caramel sauce.
‘Make that two.’
‘You were ages,’ he mutters as the waitress saunters away. ‘I thought you weren’t coming.  I thought you left 

me.’
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I open my mouth but the words jam at my Adam’s apple. His energy wafts over the table like a toxic smell. It 
overpowers me.

‘I want a soda,’ he says. His eyes glint and it hits me – I’ve been duped.
He eats the sundae like any other kid and I poke at mine as I watch him lick the handle of the spoon between 

mouthfuls. My spoon drops from my trembling hands twice but he doesn’t notice. He stares straight through me 
and inspects the other families – the other children. Expressionless. When had I stopped being able to tell what he 
was thinking?

‘I need the bathroom.’ The hairs on the back of my neck stand up at the sound of his voice. It isn’t how it 
used to be; it’s rusty but not fully broken. It’s half broken. He’s half broken.

I go with him because the thought of letting him out of my sight causes shooting pains in my chest. His 
trainers squeak on the light blue tiles. I try to small talk about the cleanliness of the bathroom as we stand by the 
urinal. His silence echoes against the shiny walls while he watches me. As I fasten my belt, his eyes snap up to 
meet mine. He looks up, but the glint in his eyes makes me feel as though he’s looking down.

Back at the table, I let him have the rest of my sundae; it’s half melted anyway. He lifts the bowl and licks it 
before putting it down and smiling over at me with a spot of ice cream on his nose. He’s small again. I wipe it off 
with the cuff of my shirt and he laughs. A normal laugh. Normal.

The waitress strolls over to our table with the bill. Her uniform is blue and vibrant, but her face is sullen 
like a cold night in December. There’s a messy line of raspberry sauce split down her pinafore and without even 
attempting to hide his eyes, my grandson follows that line to her brown breasts. He bites his lip. His hands are 
under the table.

‘Sir?’ the waitress says, waving a chubby hand in front of my face before turning to follow my gaze.
‘No,’ I snap. They both look at me like I’ve just fired a shotgun. ‘Sorry. I’ve left my wallet in the car with my 

jacket.’
My heart pounds as I practically run to the car. Is he normal? I don’t even lock the door before I rush back 

inside.
‘Where is he?’ I say to the waitress.
‘In the bathr-’ I throw some bills at her and tell her to keep the change.
The cubicle door is closed when I enter the bathroom. I knock and feel hot with relief when he answers.
‘Go away then,’ he growls as the door into the bathroom opens and a man walks in with a young boy. ‘I’m... 

I’m taking a dump.’
A feeling of disgust washes over me at his hesitation.
‘Get out of that goddamn stall.’ The man’s judging eyes burn into my back. Silence. The shuffling of feet. 

‘Now!’
The cubicle door opens and he stands there, fly still open, belt undone. He rolls his eyes at me and pushes 

past, zipping up at the sink and nodding at the man and boy. The man shakes his head at me. Am I wrong? He 
didn’t flush the toilet so I lean in to check. Nothing. Like hell he was taking a dump.

‘Why aren’t we going home?’ he groans as I pull into the street.
‘We have to make a stop first. We won’t be long,’ I answer without looking at him. I won’t look at him. Can’t. 

I have to get it over and done with. There is time to fix things. All we need is help. All he needs is help.
‘And then can we watch a movie?’
I nod.
‘With popcorn?’
I nod.
‘Yes! This is gonna be a great day!’ He rests his head against my shoulder. I exhale hard, and nod.
Even with the sun out, the building is still ugly. The grey concrete towers over us, its shadow soaking the 

road as we approach. I bring him round the back so that he won’t read any of the signs. They told me that was the 
best way to do it when I explained the situation. Dr. Shields suggested it. None of it was my idea.

‘But he’s only fourteen!’ I’d yelled.
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‘People of all ages need this sort of help,’ she said with a hint of irritation. ‘Teenagers more than anyone else.’
I’d packed some things and taken them over already. His favourite t-shirts, his most comfortable socks. 

Nothing metal. No jeans, no zips, just like they advised. They told me his room was ready. He will be comfortable. 
He will get help.

We sit in a small room while we wait for the attendants. I tell him we’re meeting an old work colleague to 
hand over some documents. I know it sounds dubious but he just nods and shuffles around in silence. Oblivious. 
I watch him roll his shoulders while he stares out of the window. Then, he turns to me with a stranded expression 
plastered across his face. He takes a few deep breaths and kicks at the ground.

‘I’m...’ His voice is weak and shaky. ‘I’m really sorry Gramps. I don’t know what... I don’t know... I hate –‘
He sobs. My stomach twists as I pull him into my arms. He doesn’t need it. He doesn’t need to be taken away. 

I decide that I’m taking him home, but just as I release him the door swings open. Dr. Shields steps in, the two 
attendants behind her like bodyguards. She holds a clipboard to her chest and flashes us her professional smile. ‘I 
see you’re saying your goodbyes.’

He blinks at the attendants in their white uniforms before reeling away from me as if I’m on fire. He backs 
up against the wall, shaking. As the attendants step around me, his eyes balloon, his mouth drops open but only a 
gargle hobbles out. It’s the most terrified I’ve ever seen anyone. They close in on him, and Dr. Shields lays a gentle 
hand on my bicep and draws me out of the room.

He screams.
‘We don’t need to do this anymore. He was finally talking –’
‘Mr. Clarke,’ she says in a voice colder than winter. ‘Your grandson needs help.’
‘I can help him!’ He’s screaming for me now, begging for me to come back.
‘No.’ She steps in front of me, almost daring me to try push past her. ‘He has been violent. Sexually violent. 

He needs professional help before he hurts someone else.’
I groan. He’s screeching. I think about how I’ve looked after him since he was ten weeks old because his      

father mucked up. Have I messed up? He screams again, and I hear tears bubble up in his voice. Shields looks at 
me with a face of stone. I want to ask if she has children, and if she does, if she could bear to leave them in their 
cot to cry – if she could to listen to them beg for help, for comfort, for love. Could she leave them there?

Something tells me this woman does not have children.
‘What about your family?’ I feel cold, like she’s thrown a bucket of icy water over me. ‘Your granddaughters?’
When I look past her, tears swamp my vision. The attendants hold him to the ground on his back. One holds 

his arms, whilst the other holds his legs. He bashes his head against the floor. His jeans are damp, and I can smell 
the urine.

‘Don’t leave me! Please don’t leave me!’ he screeches. His face is red and wet, the veins on his neck almost 
bursting. His voice sounds so sore, and he looks so small.

‘I’m really sorry, Toby.’ I choke, wipe the tears from my face, and shut the door.
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Poison Study by Maria V. Snyder
Poison Study is different to many of the other young adult fantasy books that you’ll see on the shelf in 

Waterstones, I’ll admit. I’m not sure if it would appeal to many of the teenagers who read other books of this age 
group and genre – maybe because it breaks away from the vampires and werewolves to deal with more traditional 
style fantasy: Fantasy that has rarely appeared in the young adult genre of late in light of urban fantasy. I feared 
that it would be dull, slow, and headache-inducing in its complexity. But I’m pleased to announce that I was 
wrong. 

Completely.
Yelena, about to be executed, becomes the food taster for the king of Ixia, avoiding one death sentence but 

perhaps walking straight into another. To deter her from attempting escape, the chief of security poisons her with 
Butterfly’s Dust, to which she needs to receive the daily antidote to avoid an excruciating death. All the while, 
tension is rising in Ixia, as rebels attempt to take control and magical powers surface in Yelena. 

Honestly, I don’t really have anything bad to say about this book. Whatever I do say should be taken with 
a pinch of salt, because I’m stretching it. I loved this book. There was quite a long period of time where I lost 
my place because I was caught up in life, but I remembered the story perfectly when I went back to it later, and 
I was still as gripped as I was near the start. The only issues that might appear is that Yelena can be a frustrating        
character, in that some of the decisions she makes seem difficult to comprehend. However, isn’t that a character-
istic of so many young adult protagonists, who are misunderstood, confused and going through experiences that 
they don’t really understand? You could just as easily argue that these decisions form a huge part of her develop-
ment as a character. Secondly, you could perhaps argue that some of the subplots are rushed through, too, that is 
not developed to their full potential. But considering how many different characters and themes and other plot 
points Snyder manages to fit into this book, I’m willing to let her off. But even that really - and I mean really really 
- is stretching it. I would quite happily read a seven hundred page version of this book.

As far as I’m concerned, Poison Study is a perfect example of what young adult literature has to offer the 
world. The book is well written with a strong voice, strong writing and a strong plot too. Snyder obviously worked 
hard on perfecting this book because most of the key elements are ticked. When I was reading, I was always    
looking for the fatal flaw…but it never showed. It isn’t your typical fantasy OR young adult novel, but it’s com-
pletely worthy of representing both.

The characters are well developed and I felt that just about every action each of them took was absolutely 
true to them. Nothing about them seemed forced like I’ve found in many young adult novels, where the char-
acters and the plot don’t compliment each other but are awkwardly twisted to fit together. Not only that, but the         
protagonists were so likeable without becoming cliché, and I wanted the best for them all the way through. The 
world was great, too, fantastically built and fascinating throughout. 

What’s also great about this book is that it keeps you guessing. There are twists and turns that I never ex-
pected, both in plot and character. There is a little bit of romance – about that: I won’t say anything other than it 
doesn’t consume the book like many young adult novels. I was always on edge, and Snyder was always one step 
ahead. The novel is well thought out and it’s a huge credit to the author that she’s created such a complex, yet 
enjoyable story. 

All in all, I wouldn’t feel at all like I’m being slack and forgiving if I gave this book the full 5 stars. It proba-
bly deserves more, to be honest. I couldn’t expect a huge amount more from an author and in my opinion Maria 
Snyder has totally nailed it with Poison Study. I’m just going to hope that the sequels aren’t overkill!

by Rebecca Elton
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