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Ann Prescott

Prometheus

Miss Tait sat upright in the adjustable armchair. She was 
dressed in crisp white slacks and a turquoise jumper worn over 
a high-necked blouse. Her sparse hair was confined at the 
nape of her neck by a wisp of chiffon. She was listening intently. 
A barely audible click indicated that the snib had been put down 
on the Yale lock. Lisa was a nice woman – the best of the four 
care-assistants she had weeded out from the motley crew sent 
by the Agency – but you never could tell. The front door gave a 
satisfactory thud. Lisa had shut it behind her, carefully.

Miss Tait relaxed. She reached for the remote and 
extinguished the television.

On the highly polished table to the right of the chair had been 
set a plate holding two thin arrowroot biscuits, a cup of warm 
milk and a worn velvet purse. Miss Tait broke off a tiny portion of 
a biscuit and crushed it finely in the saucer. She moistened the 
crumbs with one drop of milk. Then she vigorously rubbed her 
hands together before lifting the purse and opening the clasp.

“Good evening, Prometheus.”

She held out her forefinger and something settled on it. As it 
felt the heat of her hand it began to glow.

“I trust you have enjoyed a good day’s rest. Breakfast is 
waiting for you.”

She moved her finger towards the rim of the saucer.

Slowly the glow intensified to a pulsating spark.
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For a long while the room was still. Outside the uncurtained 
window dusk darkened into night. Miss Tait sat with cupped 
hands. She frowned from time to time and once she laughed 
out loud. 

“Prometheus! You rogue!”

At last, setting the firefly back on the saucer, she reached for 
the book and, for a moment, gazed at the photograph on its 
front cover. Then she turned to page one. Perched on her 
finger, Prometheus provided the illumination as she traced the 
words, speaking them aloud for his benefit.
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“I knew you would prefer the milk with the chill off. I thought we 
could read for an hour or two this evening. Elspeth collected 
the book from Waterstones – the letters of Air Vice-Marshal 
Herring edited by his grandson. You’ll remember dear Kipper 
when he was Station Commander at Wick? I’ll lay you odds 
the grandson didn’t turn up the likes of his letters to me, eh 
Prometheus? They’d set his blue pencil alight all right.”

The firefly settled back on her finger.

“You’d like Games first? Games it shall be then.”

Miss Tait extracted a tiny lawn handkerchief. She waved it 
in the air, first in a loop, then a figure of eight, and then a 
complicated sequence of arcs and spirals. In the centre of the 
room the firefly mirrored every movement, leaving behind it a 
faint trail of luminescence.

“Not bad for a warm-up,” panted Miss Tait. “Let’s rehearse the 
Jubilee sequence.”

Miss Tait waved her arm in zigzags and the spark flew round 
the room so it seemed the space was ringed in a tiara of light.

“A bit sharper on those points, lad.”

Quite suddenly the spark dimmed. Miss Tait cupped her hands.

“Out of puff? Well, no wonder. We’ll have five minutes and you 
can tell me what you were up to last night. You were mighty 
busy with something when I got up for the bathroom. You 
know, I’m still not sure how I feel about you accompanying me 
there. I’m always delighted to have you with me of course and 
we’ve talked about it and, well, I expect I’m just being a silly 
old woman.”
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Doug Thomson

Wullie the Learie

The gloaming lit the scene as the bulky figure trudged his 
familiar route up the old Hawkhill towards his student digs at 
Blackness. The strong confident gait of his teenage sojourn in 
academia had been replaced by a careful footfall to alleviate 
the arthritic impact on his heavy frame. A group of life sciences 
students hurried past, oblivious to all events to come at the 
students’ union later that night. A wry grin shot across the 
placid features of the mature student as he recognised just 
how much his own interests and priorities had altered since he 
had first stepped on campus, fully thirty-five years previously.

In 1975 the world was a place of unlimited opportunities for 
an academically-inclined young lad with hopes for the future. 
Social mobility was a concept fully observed in practice as 
more and more youngsters became the first in their family to 
attend university. Grants towards fees and living expenses 
removed the threat of paying back debts for decades after 
graduation, with all the attendant effects on house purchase, 
personal security, contentment and the feeling of an 
acknowledged status. Sure, the unions were throwing their 
weight around a bit but wasn’t that all to the good of the vast 
majority of working people?

Nostalgia’s supposed to be a defining idiomatic characteristic 
according to our makar, our second-time-round student mused 
as his mind flashed back to the 1970s Hawkhill. A land of 
pubs, derelict mills, schools, kirks, old tenements and the 
odd corner shop . . . oh, and the gas lamps. Did they really 
still have gas lamps on campus in the 1970s? The original 
population had decanted to Fintry and other suburban housing 
schemes twenty years previously but the street lighting was 
still being lit and snuffed each night and morning by our very 
own ‘Wullie the learie’. This public servant must have been 
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Window Shopping

I long to be bold –
to cross that threshold
and push my way through the door.

But I linger on
and the moment’s gone.
Outside, looking in once more.

Catherine Young



average incomes and also avoid tax by sundry legal loopholes 
which a whole service industry had grown up to serve. When 
did greed, selfishness and putting oneself first at all times 
become national characteristics? Well, at least the Iron Lady 
had made that one easy to answer.

No wonder nostalgia’s our national trait, thought our 
student. Where else do we find security and comfort in the 
face of such inhumanity and uncertainty? A reversion to 
seventeenth-century employment conditions was not what 
he had envisaged back in 1975. Huxley’s brave new world 
indeed; and yet some local fixtures had retained their grip 
on the commercial landscape. There was always Clarkie’s 
twenty-four-hour Peddie Street bakery to look forward to – that 
ever warm and welcoming ‘70s emporium of warm rolls had 
expanded to a wide range of takeaway sweets and savouries. 
Shorn of Wallace’s bridies unfortunately, but then you can’t 
have everything.

Gawd, pull yourself together man, was the thought flashing 
through the head of our homeward-bound student, as another 
group of youngsters flocked past him, heading in the opposite 
direction. Your destiny’s in your own hands; always was. 
Churchill’s famous saying came back to aid his resolve: “We 
make a living by what we get; we make a life by what we give”. 
Mentally fortified, he quickened his pace.

But wait; was that a fleeting shadow of a twenty-first century 
student flashing across the road, or the ghost of auld Wullie 
setting out on his nightly duties once again?
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aware his days were numbered as the anachronism of a paid 
position essentially Victorian in character lingered well past 
its sell-by date. Wonder what happened to Wullie after his 
inevitable redundancy, the student pondered.

Did Wullie take it better than his own redundancy, which 
had necessitated his fateful return to his alma mater, he 
wondered? It had only been a few months since the shortage 
of ready capital in the economy, resulting from the banking 
system collapse, had finally impacted on his own position. 
When the blow came, a combination of the anticipated 
duration of the downturn together with a recognition of a 
personal need to ‘freshen up’, increase qualifications and try 
something new had led him back to his old hunting grounds to 
try for a postgraduate qualification. While he had to admit he 
was enjoying the change, he suspected that, for Wullie, the 
options had been less palatable.

Did he, for example, continue to tramp the streets out of habit 
even though his learie was no longer required? Did he settle 
down to a well-deserved retirement? Or did he scramble for 
another low-paid but socially useful position? A part-time 
lollipop man perhaps, or a street cleaner? All our homeward 
bound student could be sure of was that Wullie was past 
the stage of worrying about an income now. Unlike his own 
position, he reflected, whereby at the end of his course he 
would be facing a re-entry into the job market once again. 
How did thirty-plus years of ‘progress’ manage to concentrate 
wealth and power in the hands of fewer and fewer people 
with consequently increased insecurity and stress for the vast 
majority? The best known measure of inequality, the Gini 
coefficient, had actually deteriorated from twenty-five-ish in 
1979 to above forty in 2012. How had the booming rhetoric 
of politicians led us to this? Was everyone only interested in 
lining their own pockets, to the detriment of everyone else? 
If we were so much richer now, why did students now have 
to self-fund to a much larger extent? Meanwhile captains of 
business were able to pay themselves a huge multiple of 
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Derik Hammond

Treacherous Beach

The beach here is flat. When the tide goes out, the sea 
recedes into the distance a good mile. If the air is still, a 
sudden mist can ooze up from the wet sand. Not wishing to 
meet the same fate that befell the cockle gatherers a few years 
back, I always carry a compass when I venture out to the 
water’s edge to watch the waders. It will prove its worth today. 

The mist thins in a puff of wind but experience tells me this is 
a temporary phenomenon. Ahead, close to the water’s edge, 
there is a boy. He runs towards me, arms waving. It is the 
same boy I saw an hour ago, strong-looking and infamous in 
town because of his violent behaviour. The sand squelches 
under my feet as I take a step or two to pick up a small, 
smooth pebble – surely a sign of providence since there are 
not many stones this far out. It’s heavier than it looks. The 
boy is smiling but I sense there is panic in his soul. When he 
comes into range, I fling the pebble without taking aim – it is 
sufficient that I demonstrate my disgust. The projectile curves 
through the air, its path defined by the forces of gravity and 
fate. If he had kept moving, it would have missed.

“Uhg!”

The boy holds his head. Blood seeps through his fingers, 
staining his fair hair.

“You’re for it now mister – you’ll pay for that,” he rages.

The wind drops, allowing a curtain of mist to fall between us.

“That won’t save you, you bastard. Where are you?” 
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Pearl

Holding to the folds and listening to the tides; 
your evolution of layers 
translucent in the present – memories

of injury, sealed from yourself; 
an irritation received from something 
like breathing or feeding, or a sneeze.

Gleam of your pigment in pause 
– a deferred diffraction, 
crowded by black light too constant

to contemplate. This was your place: 
a dank cave, waved mantle walls, 
uneasy ebbing in your mollusc belly.

Under the shelf of a hard shell, 
you grew concentric habits round yourself – 
washed down in your water-tight mouth until

my fingers slipped under the salty lips 
of your features, opened you, found 
your true nature.

In you I see myself, 
adaptive creatures – sharing 
a reflection, both of us wise

to lustring. Here’s what’s precious: 
no cultivated refraction, this rare thing, 
the gift of life’s healing. 

Keren A. Macpherson
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Kevin Moore

Howard the Tap-Dancing Spider

Now I’ve been around and I’ve seen some things,
I’ve heard the world’s finest orchestras,
Watched opera with kings.
I’ve played with the Beatles,
I’ve sang with the Byrds,
But my latest discovery’s too fantastic for words.

His act is astounding,
Amazing,
Top hole,
Even out-classing Finley the tight-roping mole.
I’ve seen men wrestle bears, and a dog that drinks cider,
But none can touch Howard,
The tap-dancing spider.

In costumes of yellow, purple and pink,
He’ll prance on my draining-board,
And waltz round my sink.
The Tango is easy.
The Quickstep’s a stroll.
He likes disco music and loves rock ‘n’ roll.
Then up in the spotlight, on top of my tap,
He’ll twist to soul music and break-dance to rap.

It’s the show of a life-time that has to be seen.
But don’t take my word for it, ask the people who’ve been.
For the price of two pounds you’ll be glued to your seat,
By the dazzling foot-work of eight magic feet.
You won’t be disappointed, of that I assure,
But come before Friday,
As we’re leaving on tour.
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“Over here,” I answer, knowing that it is impossible to judge 
the direction of sound in these conditions.

“You’re lucky I can’t see you.”

Only now do I notice the sea seeping into my boots. 

“Over hee - eer,” I taunt, listening to the boy’s wild, splashing 
footsteps. Then, for a moment, there is silence.

“Hey mister – I didn’t mean to hurt the fucking bird. I was just 
mucking about.”

I hate swearing. A smile tightens my lips as my fingers find the 
compass in my pocket. I plot a course for the shore. If I find 
the mangled heron, I will bury it in the sand.

Amidst mist-muffled sobbing, the boy pleads, “Help – mister  
– help!”
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Robert crossed the road and settled himself behind the 
old van, unzipped the guitar case and cradled Karen, his 
comforter. She needed some tuning and he had the whole day 
to waste, so he decided to tend to his arms first. He slowly 
peeled his shirtsleeves upwards, grimacing as the shirt pulled 
off the scabs and a little blood began to flow again. For some 
unknown reason the pain the next day was never satisfying – it 
was just bloody painful – and he began to feel sorry for himself 
as he worked on pulling up the other sleeve. Having done that 
he opened the pack of tissues that he carried everywhere with 
him and dabbed at the blood half-heartedly, hoping it would 
stop. Looking around to ensure no one was watching, he took 
his shirt off, feeling pleased with the amount of chest hair he 
had managed to produce over the last few months, and took a 
clean shirt from his bag.

Once he’d covered up his shame sufficiently, he set about 
tuning up Karen. He didn’t find this aspect of being a guitarist 
especially glamorous or entertaining, but it was always a nice 
moment to feel that the instrument had her own soul and 
could misbehave. She was in a bad mood today. The D-string 
snapped. He put Karen down slowly. Then his temper flared up.

“Fuck!” He punched the side of the old van and felt pain 
searing through his knuckles. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” He hit the van 
with each profanity.

Feeling betrayed by both his instrument and his own idiotic 
teenage brain he grabbed his bag and hunted for spare 
strings. He knew there weren’t any in there, he knew what 
he was really searching for, but he didn’t acknowledge it. 
His hand felt the scalpel he’d stolen from a pointless biology 
experiment a year before and pulling his shirt sleeves up he 
began viciously swiping, being careful not to think too much. If 
he thought too much he knew he wouldn’t be able to damage 
himself enough to satisfy. Some of the swipes weren’t even 
drawing blood and this angered him more. Hell-bent on feeling 
some searing pain he drove in the scalpel viciously. The 
pain hit him like a burst of cold water to the face. He spent 
a strange few seconds staring at the gaping hole in his arm 
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Cracks in the Pavement

Robert stumbled in his oversized trainers as he attempted to 
slouch his way down the street. His school bag was falling off 
one shoulder, covered in Tipp-Ex writing and merely a prop 
for another day of truancy. A battered green guitar case was 
slung over his other shoulder, containing Karen, the guitar he’d 
named after his mum. Unlike dad, she had been encouraging 
about the music – but enough of that. Thinking about her still 
made his throat feel sickly and his legs feel weak. He sniffed 
and quickened his stride, heading out of town past the bus 
station. Like so many fifteen-year-olds he had a place he liked 
to go. He loved to sit down by the river, just him and his guitar. 
He’d write words, he’d play until the calluses on his fingers 
throbbed and if that didn’t soothe him he’d do things he wasn’t 
especially proud of. He’d been doing that last night in his 
room. That was why he was avoiding school today: it wasn’t a 
sheer brattishness based on a belief that he was above such 
things; he just knew that he couldn’t get through gym with 
people staring at him again. He’d tried wearing a jumper last 
time and that had only prompted questions which lead to the 
inevitable reveal of his wrists anyway. His dad had been called 
again. Dinner had been scraped up in silence again. Dad had 
cried again. It just wasn’t worth the bother.

Robert could see the lane that led to his spot by the river. He 
was already planning the usual ritual – to lean against the old 
van which was always parked there and go over a few of the 
things he’d been working on. The band was newly formed and 
keen. He’d organised a gig that was fast approaching. A tiny 
venue, a dodgy crowd, but who cared? Every band had to 
start somewhere.

Rachel Emma Jenkins
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Brian Wayne

Hoover

Hoover, hoover, dust-mite mover,
Skirting shover, litter lover,
Entertainment interruptor.
Room vibrator, floor fellator,
Of dirt an eater, fluff a snorter, 
Atmosphere a foul disruptor.
Silence breaker, horrid shaker
That
No-one
Called
A vacuum 
Cleaner.
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before the blood began to spill out. He leant back against 
the van and watched. It looked bad and that made him feel 
excited. But he had to be careful. His dad couldn’t see this. He 
grabbed his already slightly soiled old shirt from the ground 
and scrunched it up, pressing it to his arm.

The last half hour of his life was spent sitting like this. He’d 
gone through too many blood vessels for it to stop without a 
tourniquet. This realisation dawned on him. His dad would 
bloody kill him. He tied the old shirt to his arm and shrugged 
his hoodie on. He shoved Karen into the frayed green case, 
managed to zip his school bag up with his right hand and set 
off home. He felt dazed.

Twenty-one year old Joshua Davies was driving quickly 
through town, heading for a lunch date with his fiancé. He 
didn’t see Robert crossing, but he felt and heard him. Robert’s 
neck was broken on impact. So was Karen’s.



19

“So you were among the suitors?”

“Eh? Yes. Well, it was all the fault of that mischievous little 
bugger Loki. He got me pissed, and then shoved me into the 
line-up for a jape. And I just stood there giggling like a fool with 
my feet poking out.”

“I see. So your sister picked you out, not knowing . . .”

“Well, no, it wasn’t quite that simple. You better sling that bit 
of wood on the fire, and start a new paragraph or whatever. 
Loki couldn’t leave well alone, he had to go and get a long 
piece of cord and tie one end to a goat that was wandering 
about the place stealing scraps. Then he made a noose on 
the other end . . .” 

Niord paused to accept a fresh horn of beer from his wife, took 
a pull at it, burped his appreciation, and said:

“Thanks. Drop o’ good stuff, is that. I was just telling the skald 
here how we got engaged.” 

Skadi dimpled. 
 
“So where was I? Oh yes. Loki. He tied a noose on the end of 
this cord and slipped it on to me wedding tackle. Hey, don’t put 
that down! Let the record show that he tied the cord round my 
waist or something.”

“Of course,” said Ari, lying with the practiced ease of his craft.

“Strictly off the record, this is. Of course I could feel a hand 
fumbling about in my breeches, but I thought it was just Skadi 
fine-tuning her choice. Before we could get that sorted out, 
Loki gave the goat a kick and next thing you know there’s a 
panic-stricken goat racing round Valhalla, and me sprinting 
behind it howling like a banshee. And of course the entire 
bloody pantheon are falling about laughing themselves sick 
– kings rolling about on the floor, dwarves slapping their little 
thighs, trolls booming Ho ho ho and even those weird things 
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Deceivers Ever

“I don’t see what’s so difficult about it,” Niord grumbled. “I’m 
King of the Swedes and I’m God of the Sea. A king is usually 
god of something or other – fertility is popular – and most gods 
are king of somewhere or other. My father Ingvi was King of 
the Turks, for example, and my son Frey is king in Uppsala 
when he isn’t on duty as God of the Earth. Clear?”

Ari the Icelander nodded, hacking furiously at his bundle of 
sticks. Even with a sharp knife, taking notes in runes was hard 
work. He picked up a fresh stick and prepared for some more. 
“So who is your consort – er, queen? – um, goddess?”

“Consort er queen um goddess? If you mean the wife, her 
indoors, she’s Skadi. That’s S - k - a - d - i. Skadi. And if you’re 
going to make a genealogy out of this, she’s also my sister,” 
Niord chuckled. “Hey, here’s a bit for your saga. You want to 
know how I came to marry my own sister? She chose me out 
of a line-up.”

“Really?”

“See, my father – Ingvi, case you’ve forgotten already – didn’t 
know who to marry Skadi off to, so they lined up a bunch 
of likely gods and kings behind a sheet, with only their feet 
sticking out at the bottom. Skadi was supposed to choose her 
future husband by seeing which feet most appealed to her. 
So she walked along the line eyeing up what the fates had 
in store for her. Well, she rejected a couple of dwarf kings 
(very hairy feet, most dwarves have), a troll or two (huge 
great shapeless feet with no proper toes), and one of those 
weird abominations that capers about on cloven hooves. Then 
she stopped and went mm-hmm when she got to my feet. At 
least they were a reasonable shape, and they were clean, on 
account of me being a sea god, and . . .”

Edward Thompson
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Jessma Carter

Windows

In Nice old town I saw a house
my young self would have lived in.

On its left, a slim two storeys,
walls ochred orange, louvred shutters
shut. Thick-skinned ivy’s glossy gleam
holding the walls tight where graceful
groomed people would sip gin-slings
after a day guzzling the sun.

On its right, plain limestone walls,
sedums searching the plaster cracks,
curtains that souffléd when the sun breezed in,
uncared-for plants in crumbling window box,
huddles of pots by the half-open door,
a shaded glimpse of busyness inside.

But there it was, between the two. One door,
one room above and one below where shutters
pinned themselves against the wall in wide-armed welcome.
Two flower pots on the sill, one red flower bursting blooms,
two young hands at the other, dead-heading winter jasmine.
Upstairs a voice calling and then two voices.
Shutters shy, half opened like cupped hands,
Allowing in the modest sun.

By chance, I saw the artist’s painting of my house.
He’d named it as it seemed: “Chez moi, chez toi.”
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with hooves whinnying and snickering. Except for Ingvi, of 
course – he was absolutely furious.” (Ingvi was exceeding 
wroth, Ari scratched, being a poet.) 

“Well anyway, Skadi here came to the rescue and caught the 
goat before the goods were damaged beyond repair. And Ingvi 
calmed down eventually and went all dignified and kingly. He 
decreed that since Skadi had caught me she had bloody well 
better marry me.”

“And here we are,” said Skadi.

“Yes, worked out fine in the end,” said Niord. “Mind you, when 
I get my hands on that Loki . . .”

“Don’t be too hard on him, love,” Skadi said. “It was me that put 
him up to it. Not the goat thing, but putting you on the menu.” 



The otter was perfect but hard and cold to his touch, its face 
frozen in that inquisitive look they had. The whiskers were 
still soft though, bending under his touch. Then he saw it, 
the paw trapped beneath a boulder, and then, a little further 
up, a raw wound where she had bitten down to the bone. He 
tried to move the boulder but it was too firmly wedged into 
its new position, the moss now underneath the water, brown 
and dying. He stopped for a while, damp with sweat and 
soaked by the burn. He wiped his face. Then, taking a deep 
breath, he took out his penknife and finished what the otter 
had started before the rising flood-water had taken it. He cut 
cleanly and quickly through the leg and lifted the otter onto 
his shoulder. Angry, he kicked and hacked his way back to the 
bank. A couple of small boulders became dislodged and he 
watched as the dark water rushed through the breach and the 
water level slowly dropped.
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The Burn

The water, peaty brown, had ponded back, its progress 
impeded by a dam of smooth rounded boulders, dead 
branches, detritus from the farm, and the dead otter – recently 
dead by the look of it. The water swirled and eddied, spinning 
autumn leaves and small twigs like candyfloss. The burn 
had overflowed its banks and spilled onto the path, turning it 
into glutinous dank mud, ankle deep. The stones, now free 
to move, lay hidden in the mud, threatening the balance of 
anyone unlucky enough to step on them.

A contour line of leaves, small stones, cones, and sheep’s 
wool marked the upper limit of the flood, achieved the day 
before, he thought, when the rain had been at its heaviest.

The trees bordering the burn still dripped occasional heavy 
droplets, though the rain had stopped some while before. One 
landed on the back of his neck as he crouched and leaned 
forward. He wiped at it with the collar of his shirt. The autumn 
foliage meant that some weak sunlight could reach the sodden 
floor of the wood but it brought no warmth or colour. He 
shivered and stood up quickly, moving his shoulders inside his 
coat as if to redistribute what warmth there was. He stepped 
onto the mound of boulders, holding onto a branch to steady 
himself and moved to where the otter lay. He recognised its 
face and the shading of its pelt but it was thinner, smaller than 
he remembered; a young female, its body half out of the water. 
He tested the stability of the rock on which he stood and then 
let go of the branch. It whipped away, showering him with 
water. He swore gently.

Carole Tricker
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On the Bridge

One last time.
On the high wire.
One more steel-girded effort,
then down
with a thunderous splash
into the rolling meadows
of Elysian green.

Roddie McKenzie
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