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A Samaritan
Open my eyes. Ceiling’s still the same grey. I haven’t left this bed in 16 hours. I haven’t left my apartment since the funeral, just before the first Lockdown- March 22nd. The last time I spoke to another person:
“You must be Sarah; I’m so sorry for your loss. Your mother was always so kind to me back in high school.”
“Thank you.”
“Where will you be living during the Lockdown? With your father?”
“I never knew him, he left when I was young.”
“Oh- I see. So, you’ll be by yourself?”
“I have a flatmate, I’ll be fine.”
“Really? And they can cope with your… condition?”
“I can manage alone.”
“Of course, but… Here, put your address down in my phone. There, I’ll set it up so that you and your flatmate get a full delivery of groceries each week.”
“Are you sure? I mean I’ve only just met you. Thank you for the offer and everything but I really can’t take that.”
“No! You must, after everything your mother did for me, this is really the least that I can do for you. Please, take care of yourself Sarah. I’m so sorry.” 
I remember every single detail. The way she flicked her eyes to my arm, glancing pitifully at me, raking her eyes down my body- searching for signs of weakness. She was true to her word though- a double load of shopping every week. Until November 2nd that is. Then the shopping stopped. 
As I do every morning, I rise from my bed, adjust my t-shirt and stagger to the bathroom. Same routine- hands on the sink, count to three and look up. The grey rings that encircle my eye sockets seem to have gotten bigger. With my fingertips I trace my cheekbone and then run my cold hands across my scalp. As I look at my own expression, I find that I feel nothing. I look deep into the big grey eyes I got from my mother and it’s like there’s nothing looking back.
After a cold shower I put on the same old pair of joggers and a grey hoodie. I haven’t worn anything else in weeks. Next stop: kitchen. I take my meds- though God knows why- and I drink a half pint of water, all while making myself a cup of green tea and a bowl of corn flakes. The calendar tells me that it’s the 16th of December. 269 days since I last said anything to anyone. I stare out the window and into the street. Bare. Sometimes people pass. But you never see their faces. The masks hide them. Sometimes one will glance up and see me in my prison, looking down at them through an all-but-barred window. But they never wave. Tearing me from my thoughts, the kettle lets out a harsh click to tell me it’s boiled. I begin to steep my tea and get lost in the patterns the stain leaves in the water. Green swirls caress the clear suspension and my eyes focus in on only that. I can’t hear the trains that run across the track behind me, nor smell anything but the aroma of tea and its subtle citrus undertone. Closing my eyes, I let that smell consume me, and at once I’m back in the old house, Mum boiling the kettle at 8am after I had a night where I couldn’t sleep, sitting on the sofa and talking about why I hadn’t slept, and what I was going to accomplish that day.
Taking my cereal and my tea to the final room in my home I settle on that same sofa, now sat in my living room- a gift for my birthday last year. Birthdays… Holidays… The reality of spending Christmas completely alone hasn’t truly sunk in. They’re saying it could be many more months before people like me can leave our homes. This year Christmas will be just like every other day. To stop myself dwelling on that truth I put on the TV and flick through the channels. Every face I see just looks wrong. It’s a distant memory seeing people’s lips move and sound coming out. I turn off the TV after about ten minutes. It feels sinister, like I’m the one being watched. I can’t finish my cereal, so I throw it away and drink my tea instead. I’ve been struggling to find the motivation to do any such simple ask these days. No Christmas decorations this year- they’ll stay in the cardboard box under my bed. I don’t even have a tree; I can’t be bothered. Maybe I’ll pretend Christmas doesn’t happen this year. That sounds like the best solution. I’m not expecting any calls, any messages or presents. Why would there be? The world has forgotten about me now that there’s nobody left to remember. 
Suddenly, a knock. An unmistakeably human knock. At my door. As a wave of anxiety and hope washes over me I throw my health to the wind and jump up, barrelling down the narrow stairs that lead to the ground level front door. I can make out the outlines of a shape behind the frosted glass, but it’s not moving. I turn the handle and look outside. Nobody there, but there is a large cardboard box- and to my surprise, about two weeks’ worth of groceries. My surprise is matched only by my confusion and I set about bringing everything into the flat. After spending more time than I’d have liked dragging everything up the stairs, I flopped back down onto the sofa and examined the note that was pinned to the box. 
“I was walking past a few days ago and noticed that you didn’t have a tree. I did you some Christmas shopping too- Merry Christmas! X”
Indeed, there was a tree in the box- a 5ft tall plastic Christmas tree. After unpacking the shopping and another cup of tea to get over the shock of the delivery, I get up and retrieve the box of decorations from beneath my bed. I spend the next hour or so fiddling with red tinsel and golden baubles, trying to get the lights to work. Eventually I triumph and stand back to proudly gaze upon my creation. The way the tree lurches to one side, and its haphazard scarf of dazzling gold brings a smile to my face. The muscles in my face strain as I beam at my Christmas tree, and a tear rolls down each cheek. That night, I curl up under a blanket on my sofa, and let the twinkling lights lull me to sleep.










The Confectioner Re-written
I caress my chocolates with care- assessing their quality. I take pride in how each is like another, their smooth, rich tips brushing against my old, rough ones. I note the pale vanilla creams, the rich maple ones too- and the lemon, coconut and orange. All made by me. My hands may tremble, but my chocolates remain perfect. Reaching down helps this, and my arms feel the relief as I judge my creations. Cordial cherries: their hidden crimson centres a tease to the imagination, and almond bark, its rough surface contrasting the other chocolates I have made. Then to a new case- filled with rock candy- hours’ worth of work, and worth every minute. Every one of my chocolates passes the check, I wouldn’t dream of selling an inferior product.
A small jingle from the silver bell that hangs above the door to The Candy Shoppe warns me of someone entering. Not Danny, he uses the back door.  Must be a customer. To appear presentable, I stand upright and remove my hands from the glass case. I take care not to knock over the large jar of lollipops and empty chocolate tins and assess the figure that enters my shop.
She is a regular- has been for weeks. She’ll order two peanut butter smoothies, no doubt about it. She fidgets with her bag and glances around the store as always. Always in a rush, take your time, I have so much else you could buy-
“How are you?” 
She cuts off my train of thought and I reply, “very well” as it was so.
“I’ll just have two peanut butter smoothies.” 
There you go, as I predicted. She passes me the money; I turn around and make her order- revelling in my craftmanship even on a product as simple as these. I give the woman her change- a single dime. The clouds shift outside and we are bathed in sun for a second or two. A truck passes on the road outside. It rattles the thin windows of my establishment. I stare at her, wondering why she hasn’t moved. She opens her mouth and softly says,
“I gave you a five-dollar bill.”
I realise my mistake, mutter my acknowledgement and pass her four dollar bills that flutter on a slight wind as she receives them. She thanks me, staring intently at my frame, so I reply,
“Very well”, once more- but another passing truck drowns out my voice. As silence falls once more, I decide to return to my chocolates- the transaction complete. I hear the bell jingle; she stares one final time and leaves, shutting the door behind her. Ignoring her, I finger the almond butter crunch lovingly- a personal favourite- and linger also on the chocolate-covered mini-pretzels with care. I enjoy making these the most. The way the chocolate drips from the frame of the pretzel after it has been coated mesmerises me every single time. I’m once again roused from my intent by the sound of the doorbell, and so take my place at the counter. I wait for a new customer to appear, but no one does. I venture a “Hello?” but I get no reply. Sensing another opportunity to sell my chocolates, I remain stood waiting- hoping for someone to appear. Once more, “Hello?”, but I am immediately distracted by the sound of Danny coming through the back. 
I recall the topic I need to discuss with my young employee, I should warn him of what is coming, as he seems to have not noticed.
“Danny.” I say, and he responds in kind,
“Mr Feathers.” He nods his head towards me and makes himself busy cleaning the mess he left on the table. He lets out a burp as he does so, clearly satisfied with his lunch. He offered me some, but as usual I declined. Speaking of lunch, I pick up a chocolate and eat it, savouring the fresh taste of the mint wrapped up in a velvety cream, and the way it contrasts the dark chocolate that encases it. Danny has paused his work and is observing me eat. I think perhaps he’s jealous, so I offer him a chocolate. He declines and laughs, saying “I tried to bring you lunch. You never eat nothing.”
After a few minutes of menial tasks, I recall my worry, moving slowly to the calendar, leaning in as close as possible, for my eyes to adjust to the small print. I know the month already, but the impending date is a mystery. The chocolate I ate has left a thirst in my mouth. I need a drink. I can barely move my tongue, the sickly-sweet residue clinging to the insides of my mouth. I begin making my way to the sink, though it takes far too long for my linking. Danny barrels into me slightly on my journey, but he doesn’t apologise. We stand next to each other. He washes the icing from the rag he was using and stares out the window. I’m sure he’d rather be out there, playing football with his friends. All I can see out the window is the car dealership across the road, maybe that’s what distracted him. The urgent need for water becomes too much, and I wave my hand- trying to catch the boy’s attention. He asks what I want, but it takes me a while to manage the word.
“Water.”
It’s too late, he’s already halfway across the room, busy with his sweeping. I can’t find a glass, and my throat, raw, screams for moisture. My hands brush against places a glass should be. They fumble the sink, but nothing comes out. Dry as a bone. I try saying that I just want a glass of water, but I can’t make any sound above a short rasp. I can’t hold my arms up any longer, so I let them fall to the side. My eyes sting, but they can’t even water. The sound of Danny’s sweeping seems so far away, the monotonous brushing echoing around my arid skull. I am forced to return to my seat, out of breath and exhausted from a futile trip.













Bridge on the River, Why?
1964: The Congo Crisis
I’ve been walking along this path amongst the vegetation all God damn day. My khakis are drenched in sweat, their colour artificially darkened from the humidity. My boots are caked in mud, only the black tops above the ankle visible. I come to a stop for the first time since I began the trek this morning. In front of me is a canyon, a gigantic rift in the landscape. Its gigantic stone walls extend down to the uninviting riverbed. A makeshift crossing stretches eight or so metres over the great rock gash.
Leaning over the precipice, the dread rushes through me. My only choice is to cross the bridge. Wooden planks stretched between two thick ropes. It must have been there for years. Who knows how many people have tumbled to their death from it? The fresh smell of greenery clings to the intense moisture seeping into my pores; the trees around me reach towards me as my breath quickens. I haven’t moved a muscle in five minutes- but I feel like I’ve run from here to Kinshasa. The abyss I must cross seems to be dragging me towards it. As I stare down into the elemental chasm, I hear the faint rush of the river in its depths call to me. The heat drags at my body, so I feel like I’m up to my chest in mud as I walk five paces to my right. I’m at the end of the bridge, staring directly across. I grip my gun tightly, as if drawing courage from it. If only my hip flask hadn’t been lost in the scramble. I’d kill to feel the hot whiskey tear my throat raw- the rich, oaky smell would be welcome in this alien environment. I’m shaken from my trance by the scream of a chimp somewhere behind me. I twirl with my gun and fear courses my veins. Chimpanzees are worse than the enemy. They won’t hold back, attacking you with purely animal rage- lacking the basic human empathy even the Belgians have. My panic cannot get much worse when suddenly the beast screams again- though much further away, soothing me slightly. 
It’s imperative for my own survival that I get back to my platoon, not to mention, we can’t afford to lose another man. Being lost out here is a death sentence. The wildlife, the natives and the enemy are all itching to put tooth, claw and lead right into my body. Any one of them could be watching me right now- waiting to pounce- and I wouldn’t know until my blood was sprayed all over the dirt. I shift from foot to foot, uneasy about whether I should attempt going over this sorry excuse for infrastructure or not. The bridge sways slightly in the breeze, as if matching my nervous energy. I feel something flick across my boot and I lash out with my leg- send some offending beastie flying directly into the pit, never to be heard from again. I track back a little, to make sure this is where I’m supposed to be going- but there’s no other bridge marked on the map than this one. 
Coming back to the bridge I decide to grit my teeth and get it over with. My best bet is crawling along on my stomach, to avoid overbalancing and plummeting two hundred feet to my death. I sink to my knees and grip a rope in each hand. I begin the slow crawl across the suspended death-trap. It takes me what seems like an hour to travel three metres ahead of me. I try not to lose my stomach when I’m forced to look back down into the mouth of Hell, with only some rope and rotting wood to keep me aloft. The strap of my Thompson gun constricts my chest and neck as I shimmy my way along- but it’s better than losing it. I can’t imagine being caught out here without a weapon. Birds calling above me, their lurid colours barely registering to me as I focus on not letting go of the thick chords that hold up the bridge. My body has shut down into survival mode, my fear has been put on hold, at least until I reach the other side.
I’m half-way now. I can’t even hear the water anymore- I’m deafened by the pulsing of the blood inside my head. The rough rope sticks to my palms and splinters dig in and out of the flesh of my arms and legs. I am exhausted, my muscles begging for respite. But I carry on, because I can’t turn around. I can taste my own sweat, but with a coppery undertone. I must have bitten my tongue, but the adrenaline numbs all but the deep aching in my joints. 
I manage the last couple of metres, and crawl gratefully onto firm soil. The cross around my neck slips out of my shirt at this moment, and dangles- not quite touching the ground. The light dazzles off its silver body and I thank God for my safe traversal. Somewhere off in the distance a gun cracks the air. Not one of ours. At least its far. I stand up and dust myself off. I go through my equipment; my first aid supplies- check, ammunition- check, combat knife- check, my wits- just about. I made it across in one piece. Turning around I see the bridge behind me sway violently for a few seconds as it adjusts to me leaving its embrace. Mark my words, you’ll never catch me crossing a bridge like that again, as long as I live.
I spend some time gathering my strength, drinking and eating some of my emergency rations. Out in the middle of the wilderness it tastes almost like a burger if I don’t think too hard, and I savour the energy that my meagre food gives me. Now that I can breathe, pain begins to seep into my body from cuts and scrapes all over me. My tongue begins to burn against the salt in the rations. Knew I could taste blood earlier. If I can make it back to camp, I can get it looked at. Cuts can get infected out here. I’d rather not lose an arm or leg to gangrene if I can help it. I’m just about to start off into the bushes when I hear a voice yell from the other side of the bridge. It’s yelling in English! Thank God!
“Hello! You there!” I know that voice too, my commander- Colonel Roger Sharp. A strict but fair man, he’s led us well through this war so far. There’s no one else I’d rather see right now standing before me.
“Colonel Sharp, sir! It’s really you!” I say, barely able to contain my excitement. My body feels like it could float into the skies- briefly my muscles feel light as a feather. 
He replies with, “yes son, of course it is- did you really think we’d leave you to die out here?” 
“No sir! I knew you’d find me.” I lie, having all but given up hope of them locating me alive- let alone dead. 
I beam at my commander and salute with pride, glad to see a friendly face. From the bushes emerge several other members of the squad- Happy, Walker, Mason and Jones are all on the other side of the bridge. They cheer and call to me in unison, praising me for surviving this long without them. Their teasing is welcome- it’s better than the taunts of the apes and birds I’ve been getting used to all day. This awful ordeal has finally come to an end. 
“Well then soldier, make your way over this bridge here, and we’ll be on our way home before you know it.”
My heart sinks in my chest and once again I sink to my knees. 






Excerpt from a fantasy novel: 
Simon the Great ruled his kingdom with an iron fist throughout his six years on the throne. After succeeding his benign, widely loved father, he set his sights on the conquest of every surrounding territory. The neighbouring people were tribesmen mainly- a few larger settlements, but no central authority. Lands ripe for the taking- he viewed its inhabitants with disdain. He gathered his armies and marched them across the borders. He pillaged and raped his way across the lands. He never led his own armies into battle but was quick to send men to their doom. He was assassinated by members of one of the tribes he had attempted to subjugate, and his reign was cut short. 
Two people stand inside an empty stone hut, battered by abuse from nature and man alike. They speak in hushed tones as their clandestine meeting serves but one purpose.
“Look, all I’m saying is the toast “long live the King” might not be in good taste soon.” Replied one shadowy figure to his companion. The woman that he addressed scowled, and hurriedly told her partner to hold his tongue.
“If any Loyalists heard you say that, we’d be drawn and quartered in the Square by tomorrow luncheon. Be wiser Petr, we have a duty to carry out.” 
The man spat and nodded his submission. Oksana was in charge. She was smarter than him, stronger too, but not as fast. Her towering frame blocked out most of the light from the window behind her- adding to the sinister presence she commanded. This mission was personal- the pair had come to the Capital for one reason, and one reason alone. To kill the King. 
“The Elders gave us a great task and we will not let them down. Simon the ‘Great’ will pay for his so-called cleansing of our people. He gave the order for the massacre that killed your father and mine, and by the Gods we shall avenge them.” the imposing woman whispered as she sharpened her dagger on a small whetstone; each time the blade ran across the smooth tool, her eyes would narrow with the sound- showing grim determination to accomplish her mission.
The young man murmured in agreement and set about sorting his own weapons in preparation for the next part of their mission. Carefully, he began fletching arrows in preparation for the assassination attempt. As he sat there crafting, he looked at his friend with respect. This was the Butcher of Queensway standing in front of him. If the story was to be believed, she had killed fifteen of the King’s finest soldiers in a skirmish on the border. He opened his mouth as if to speak but closed it again swiftly. This did not go unnoticed by Oksana, who bid him say what was on his mind, so long as it was at a far quieter volume than before. 
“On that day, one hundred eighty of our tribe died- but three thousand more like us were killed across the land. He put our people to death like drowning rats in a bucket. Murder on a scale unlike anything we have seen before. How can such a man exist, if not infected by demons? I will fight with my body until the day I die, but not my soul. I will not tangle with the Darkness.”
“One day your superstition will get the better of you. He is evil- but he is a man. And we can kill him. We must. Our people have suffered enough.” She thought back as she said this, to the time that the King’s men came to their village when she was seven- and she saw her sisters being dragged away by soldiers. She never heard from them again- perhaps they were killed, if they were lucky. Dwelling on their fate was not something Oksana was willing to do, at least not until she had brought justice to her family- her nation.
“Petr, you know he won’t stop until we’re all dead, our only option is this.”

The Excursion

I climb the hill as the setting-sun bathes my back. 
The closer night gets, the less life I see- the more I hear.
Visions made of great wood jump out of the black.
Night descends and I make my ascent.

The closer night gets, the less life I see- the more I hear
Owls call and deer crack sticks.
Night descends and I make my ascent,
Beasts of all creeds gather to watch me walk.

Owls call and deer crack sticks,
Rats crawl around and foxes prowl, wary of my feet.
Beasts of all creeds gather to watch me walk,
See me trek through ancient trees.

Rats crawl around and foxes prowl, wary of my feet.
Visions made of great wood jump out of the black,
See me trek through ancient trees.
I climb the hill as the setting-sun bathes my back. 









The Meadow in Winter

The meadow’s frost is hungry,
Bites at me with glacial teeth.
The frost covers the ground, invading the grass around me.
Morning chills that warm my soul.

Bites at me with glacial teeth.
Winter hunts and stalks the green.
Morning chills that warm my soul.
The meadow at daybreak is still asleep.

Winter hunts and stalks the green.
The season strips the trees of leaves.
The meadow at daybreak is still asleep.
A world that’s stuck inside my dream.

The season strips the trees of leaves.
The frost covers the ground, invading the grass around me.
A world that’s stuck inside my dream.
The meadow’s frost is hungry.









Night Hunter

Thick fog rolls in from the hills.
It smothers towns and envelopes the valleys. 
The moon almost cuts through, its ghost visible from below.
A phantom that watches over Wales.

It smothers towns and envelopes the valleys. 
Devouring cows, horses and sheep.
A phantom that watches over Wales.
Unaware, the citizens sleep.

Devouring cows, horses and sheep.
The great grey mass moves with ease,
Unaware, the citizens sleep.
The beast moves on- there’s more to eat.

The great grey mass moves with ease,
The moon almost cuts through, its ghost visible from below.
The beast moves on- there’s more to eat.
Thick fog rolls in from the hills.

