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FOREWORD
Welcome to Issue Two of Vocab, the showcase 
for some of the amazing creative writing that’s 
being produced by OCA students. We’ve kept 
this issue shorter than the last, deliberately. With 
the first issue, we tried to include as much work 
as we could to get it off the ground in a big way. 
With this issue, we’ve been more selective, but 
we feel that the quality is just as high. We hope 
that those of you who’ve submitted will enjoy the 
thrill of seeing your work in a publication and 
that it will give you the ability to show family, 
friends and the outside world just how good your 
writing is. Is you haven’t submitted yet, please 
don’t be shy. It’s great practice for submitting 
your work to the industry.

We noticed in both issues how climate change, 
nature and the environment is a recurring 
theme in your work, so the next issue will be 
particularly themed around environment and 
nature. We’d love to have a great response to this. 
As I write, coronavirus is touching everything we 
do. But we can still write and respond. Stay well, 
and keep writing. 

Best wishes, Barbara
Creative Writing Programme Leader

A wise writer once said: ‘Writing is a noble 
endeavour with the power to effect change, to 
inspire awe, to save lives.’ I firmly believe this to 
be true. Each of us are devoting our time and 
efforts to learning this tremendous craft, and 
here, we have the opportunity to showcase the 
best talent at the OCA.

I am the author of the Nephilium Lands series 
and have several years’ experience working 
with other authors to prepare their work for 
publication. I plan to be one of the best editors in 
the industry after securing my degree and joined 
Vocab Magazine so I could share what I know 
with you beautiful writers.

We have the potential for greatness. Let’s learn 
together. Let’s change the world.

Sophie Edwards
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#StayInsideStayInspired
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If you are worried about the impact of the pandemic on your studies, please contact studentadvice@oca.ac.uk 
for general advice and guidance, and learnersupport@oca.ac.uk for information on extensions and deferrals. 
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Two Nuns 
and a 
Caterpillar

Gwyneth Stoudmann
BA (HONS) Creative Writing Student

Photo by Luke Brugger on Unsplash

Two nuns were sharing a room in an abbey and 
had been given a beautiful deep green plant by 
the abbess. They had grown into the habit of 
taking turns to care for it. They would water it, 
make sure there was enough soil and generally 
keep it in good condition.

One of the nuns was saying her morning 
prayers. As she pressed herself up from her 
prayer pillow next to her bed to continue with 
her daily duties, her eyes caught the plant. 
With a furrowed brow, she padded over and 
examined it. Some of the leaves had been 
gnawed. She scanned the soil, leaves, and 
branches but couldn’t find the culprit. Her 
roommate had gone away on some missionary 
work for a week, so she would have to deal with 
it. The abbey didn’t have much in the way of 
plant care, so if the creature came back, how was 
she supposed to stop it?

Day in and day out she would rummage

through the leaves in search of the culprit, 
careful not to tear off any leaves, but there was 
never anything to be found other than more 
holes and some poop. She recognised the faecal 
matter from biology studies and the silkworm 
collection she had as a child. What she couldn’t 
understand was why she couldn’t find it.

The nun became obsessed with finding the 
caterpillar. During her daily duties, she would 
contemplate what it might look like, where it 
could be hiding, and how it could have gotten 
in to their room. Her eyes had been giving her 
some trouble recently, so she even considered 
borrowing another nun’s monocle to inspect 
with more clarity. When scrubbing the hallway 
floors, her mind would wander to their room 
deliberating whether the brute was exposing 
itself in her absence just to spite her. Edginess 
and resentment replaced the space in her mind 
where God and bible verses once roamed. 

The morning after her roommate’s return, 
they were bowed together in prayer. By now the 
caterpillar had become such a distraction to the 
nun, that she would peek to see if it was back.

Finally, that fateful morning, while on her 
knees, hands folded in prayer, a bright green, fat-
bodied caterpillar appeared. There it sat. Its three 
front legs gripped the tip of the leaf, happily 
eating away at their plant. Its tiny green head 
decorated with black stripes and orange spots 
bowed slight-ly, almost as if it had joined them 
in prayer. The mockery! She squeezed her eyes 
shut and bit her lip. This was prayer time. Time 
to focus. But she could almost hear the creature 
chewing. 

Getting up during their hour of prayer would 
be sacrilege because it would be breaking one 
of the three most important vows to nuns: 
obedience. The punishments varied, but in this 
case, it would include a month-long sentence to 
a cold, empty cell with only bread and water and 
repentance for twelve hours per day.
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She clenched her hands tighter and remained 
on her knees until her body couldn’t hold 
the frustra-tion any longer. She jumped up, 
grabbed the wooden spoon lying on their small 
kitchenette and hurtled over to the plant. She 
flicked the caterpillar off the tip of the leaf while 
whispering under her breath, ‘got you, you little 
demon’. It fell into the soil with a thump and 
curled up to save its own skin. The nun snatched 
the water jar and pushed open the window. 
She jammed the spoon into the loamy soil then 
scooped the poor creature into the jar with a 
satisfied ‘ha!’  

Before the nun could send the fat caterpillar 
flying to its doom, her roommate, still on her 
knees, stiffened and asked, ‘Sister, what are you 
doing?’ Then finally, after all those tormented 
days of trying to rid their beloved plant of the 
incognito caterpillar, she snapped. ‘I’m getting 
rid of this pest that’s been destroying our plant!’

Having carefully observed the scene, her 
roommate took the jar from her and gestured to 
the nun to sit down.

‘I understand your disappointment and 
frustration. But nature is nature, and everything 
is part of creation. If you throw this caterpillar 
out now, it might die and will never have the 
oppor-tunity to become a butterfly.’ 

‘But look at our plant. It’s almost completely 
eaten. If we don’t remove it now we’ll lose our 
plant,’ insisted the nun.

‘Sister, plants can regrow if looked after 
properly. Caterpillars can’t. It would have eaten 
our plant and died a cruel death in vain. There 
is nothing we can do about the holes in the 
leaves other than nurture the plant back to good 
health. This is very possible, and something 
we will have to do, ei-ther way, whether the 
caterpillar lives or dies, so why not make the 
most of it?’

‘So what do you suggest? I have spent weeks 
trying to get rid of it,’ defended the nun.

‘Why not let the caterpillar live in our room 
and eat from our plant? We’re no different. We 
live here in the safety of the abbey and take our 
food from the abbess. When the caterpillar is 
ready, it will feel safe enough to form its pupa, 
and we will be able to observe one of the most 
miraculous phases of its life: the metamorphosis.’

The nun’s eyes dropped in reflection as she 
gazed at the rolled-up caterpillar in its glass 
prison. Fear crept in as she realised that she 
might be curled up in a cell for a month, just like 
the caterpillar in this jar due to her lack of self-
restraint.

‘I guess you have a point. Just like this 
caterpillar, we’re going through a change too.’ 
She wasn’t so different from the caterpillar, 
she thought. Wasn’t she changing each day, 
transforming in her own metamorphosis here 
at the abbey? Wasn’t she trying to become like 
God, working to reach that ultimate, beautiful 
state?   

‘Sometimes, we need others to tolerate us 
while we grow and learn so that we can become 
the best version of ourselves,’ said her roommate. 
If we all kept throwing each other out the 
win-dow before truly seeing the magnificence 
of transformation, then the world would, 
unfortunately, become a very selfish and lonely 
place filled with seeking souls.’   

‘You’re right, nodded the nun. Sometimes 
we have to give a little bit of ourselves like 
patience, kindness, compassion, and also to 
nurture ourselves along the way. Through 
this will we learn to see the miracle of the full 
transformation of one another.’ She looked at the 
holes in the leaves and pressed her lips together 
in the realisation that she also had some leaves 
to shed.

‘And seeing a butterfly being born and 
knowing that we provided safety and sanctuary 
for it while it was undergoing its natural and 
most important process is, and should be 

nothing other than a privilege.’
They smiled at each other and looked at the 
caterpillar, desperately trying to escape. The nun 
looked at the caterpillar and said to it, ‘we have 
much in common’. She took the caterpillar from 
her roommate and carefully let it out of the jar 
back onto the plant. 

‘I guess I’ll have to go and tell Mother Superior 
what happened,’ murmured the nun.

‘Or we could do repentance here together and 
never speak a word of it again.’ suggested her 
roommate in a hushed tone while creases on her 
forehead lifted her habit. 

Word about the caterpillar spread over the 
following weeks. The abbess even offered them 
some plant food. It wasn’t long after that the 
caterpillar made its pupa. In the final days, all 
the nuns, including the abbess, prayed in their 
little room. They all pushed in tightly on their 
knees next to each other, hands folded in unison 
around the bed. There was a lot of peeping going 
on as watching the process of the butterfly’s 
iridescent wings beginning to open was a 
miracle to them. On the fifth day, the butterfly 
was ready. It slowly began opening its newly 
dried wings in slow flaps setting forth a diversity 
of eccentric black and yellow patterns. Dazzling 
elec-tric blue edges framed two bright orange 
dots near the bottom.

The nuns held their breaths and clenched their 
folded hands in anticipation, trying to not break 
the vow of obedience until Mother Superior 
jumped up and ran to open the window. With 
grace and a wide-eyed audience, the butterfly 
took off from the plant. It fluttered its new 
wings towards the window and before leaving 
landed on Mother Superior as if to thank her. It 
undulated its wings, exposing its beauty for the 
last time, and then flew into the morning sun. 
Mother Superior closed the window and looked 
down at the plant. 

‘Sisters, she said, Come, look.’ The nuns all 

teary-eyed scurried over to the plant. A tiny bud 
was growing where the caterpillar used to sit.
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Stone
Gulls circle,
sweep pure white contrails 
through cobalt blue sky,
above the shambling seaside town,

where a flat stone rests
on the dappled brushstroke 
of pebble beach,
among the masses, 
a trillion others.

It is perfect to the skilled
eye, and sandy fingers 
seek it out, 
weigh it deftly,

skip it out, biblical
across the glassy sheet of blue,
dancing, weightless,

before it sinks

like its proverbial self.

A single bubble rises in its wake,
is swallowed by a lick of wave,
as the flat stone is pushed deep
to tide,
the swash,
the backwash.

Jo Robson
BA (HONS) Creative Writing Student
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It was all lies. They told everyone a sorcerer had 
put a curse on the place because of  the heresies 
stored there. One of those fiery curses, that 
consume everything. Then they removed every 
single manuscript under cover of night, and 
persuaded one of the librarians to go into the 
building and rescue the most precious scroll of 
all, the one that Adam and Noah and Seth used 
to swear by. The one that it was death to touch, 
apparently. After that, they set fire to the library, 
and watched it burn from the lighthouse. Good 
view, I’d imagine. They made sure it was known 
that the scroll had been burned along with all the 
others.

“So brave,” they said of the librarian, who had 
unaccountably died of a something weird shortly 
after. “So brave – but a fool, nonetheless. We tried 
to persuade him not to go inside to look for it. 
He didn’t find it, of course. You can’t beat magic, 
even with the best of intentions. A curse is a 
curse.”

A load of tosh, of course. There’s no such thing 
as a curse – or magic, for that matter. Just tried 

Sophocles and Euripides, so that he could have 
them copied. Mind you, rumour has it he sent 
back the copies and kept the originals. And the 
one that the brave librarian paid for with his 
life? The Methuselah Papyrus, they called it. The 
one that mustn’t touch your skin. The one the 
librarians handled with specially impregnated 
gloves. Fear of the supernatural is a very good 
way of enhancing security. The librarian did find 
it, of course. It was worth a fortune. A bit like 
rhino horn, that so-called aphrodisiac which 
costs the earth. But rhino horn, by contrast with 
the Methuselah Papyrus, does absolutely nothing.

I knew they’d moved the scrolls to a safer 
location than Alexandria, although it was 
unlikely to be somewhere with a wetter climate 
due to the preservation issues. 

And then, one by one, they murdered each 
other. 

A sailing accident. A fall from a horse. A 
knifing in a disreputable inn. Food poisoning. I 
was getting worried, believe me, because there 
was a danger they’d all die before I could find out 

the rocks; painted, I imagine, by guards who’d 
tried some of the more psychedelic concoctions 
through sheer boredom. I had to kill both the 
eunuchs who had been deployed there to stop 
any plundering, and return with a king’s ransom 
in camels so that I could transport my prize to 
a more accessible place. And then I had to buy 
a couple of illiterate slaves to help me, as there 
was a lot of stuff to shift. Afterwards, I sold them 
to a man who supplies workers for a salt mine 
in Scythia. Didn’t want them blabbing about my 
expedition too close to home. I suppose deaf and 
dumb slaves would have been preferable, but 
they come expensive.

It took me years to work my way through all 
the scrolls once I had them at my disposal. They 
weren’t all in Greek or Latin or Egyptian; I had 
to master Etruscan and Hebrew and Sanskrit, 
but eventually I found what I was looking 
for. The recipe for the shittim bark elixir that 
enabled Methuselah to live to 969. It’s not terribly 
complicated, you just need to find the right 
tree – and shittim is rather rare these days. They 
used to think it was an acacia, but it’s not. It’s so 
endangered it will probably die out in the next

AD 642
Elizabeth Kay 

 

few years because the rumours persist, and 
people keep stripping off the bark to try different 
recipes. But I’ve got the right formula. The one 
that survived the fire. A very long and very 
luxurious life awaits – because people pay 
good money for information, and I can’t see 
that ever changing. I can sell my translations 
one by one, every time I want a new chariot or 
outlive another concubine. The mathematical 
primers, the philosophical works, the histories, 
the erotica, the bestiaries…  Did you know 
there was a bird as big as an elephant? I’m not 
bothering with the sorcery, obviously. A grimoire 
isn’t worth the papyrus it’s inscribed on. I didn’t 
bother with the gloves, either.

I followed the recipe to the letter. Dried the 
bark, ground it with a pestle and mortar, weighed 
everything really carefully, infused it with olive 
oil, measured out a one-hundred-and-twentieth 
of a qafiz, and drank it down with a glass of wine.

And now I feel different, I really do. So alive. 
As though I’ve got a dozen arms, and a thousand 
fingers. The only trouble is, I can’t get that word 
shittim out of my head and I seem to be rooted to 
the spot...
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Big Brother

The night he disappeared I was
asleep just down the hall.
I did not hear him pack his bag.
Its scrape along the wall

was not enough to rouse our mum,
who slept with one foot out
as if preparing for his flight,
as if it held her doubt.

I wonder if he tiptoed past
our rooms, and down each stair,
or if he was so angry that
he did not give a care.

I think he must have brushed his hands
along the bannister
each finger smoothing out the grooves,
each crease familiar.

It was no latch click that woke me,
instead my mother’s scream
echoed through the silent house.
It woke me from a dream

in which my brother ran away
and did not choose to die,
in which our mother did not find
him dead. It was a lie.

Jacqueline Ursh 
BA (HONS) Creative Writing Student

Photo by kaluci on Unsplash
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The Counting
Justin McReynolds

BA (HONS) Creative Writing Student 

Alexandra walked across the stage. The eyes 
of the audience burned her skin. Her sweaty 
palms squeezed against the crumpled piece 
of paper in her hand. Every year they were 
required to vote. Government officials had 
rolled into town a few days ago to begin 
the Counting. Alexandra had always hated 
it; she had never seen the point in casting 
votes like this. No one ever benefitted, 
despite what the Government said. Last 
year, she was convinced her vote would 
have little consequence, but when that 
person’s name was called, the shriek from 
the chosen was deafening.
The Government called it the highest order 
of service. Ever since the dissent and coup 
fifty years ago, the citizens were reminded 
of their unwavering loyalty and obedience 
to the New Regime. There was no room for 
resistance. Now that the Palace belonged to 
the New Regime, citizens toed the line and 
followed orders. If they did, they

were guaranteed 364 days of peace. The 
remaining day was for the Counting.

Every city across the country had been 
divided into departments and subsections. 
It was easier to be counted this way. 
Alexandra was a citizen of the Quay Ward 
under the ever-watchful eye of Minister 
Syn. The Minister had campaigned heavily 
to be elected as an official once the New 
Regime was established, and now, not only 
did he hold a position of power and esteem, 
but he was also exempt from the Counting. 
A much-desired position.

Minister Syn welcomed the population to 
the Counting Area. Every year followed the 
same routine: The Ballot Box was carried in 
and then unveiled – citizens were required 
to cheer at the presentation of the black 
plastic box – and then the process began. 
One by one the citizens were called across 
the stage and required to place one name in 
the box. The person with the most votes

was then taken.
Alexandra had been on her very best 

behaviour since the last counting, never 
missing her chance to add in a please or 
thank you, always offering to help old ladies 
cross the street or challenge the boys to a 
game of racket ball on sunny days. She was 
popular, and so she felt safe. Still, you could 
never be too careful. Last year, the Primary 
School Headmistress had been called due 
to the parents thinking she was too harsh 
with doling out homework – a mistake that 
wasn’t to be repeated by her successor.

Alexandra reached the box and turned to 
Minister Syn. Her eyes refused to meet his. 
Her heart pounded.

“Ah, Alexandra, how are you, my dear? 
A fine day for the Counting, isn’t it?” He 
grinned at her, flashing stained teeth too big 
for his face.

“No finer day, Minister,” she said, careful 
not to let her voice crack. 

“Go ahead, and cast your vote.”
Alexandra paused, took a deep breath as 

if she was trying to swallow her own heart, 
and dropped her slip of paper into the

box. Cheers erupted from the crowd as the 
guards moved in. Heavy artillery inspired 
the crowd to cheer louder.

Alexandra made her way back through 
the throng, each citizen congratulating her 
on her democratic right. 

“Hope you chose well, Alexandra!”
“Definitely won’t be you!”
“Peace times are almost here again!”
Shifting her eyes downward, she moved 

on through the crowd. Mable had arranged 
to meet her at the ice cream stand: her life-
long friend’s favourite spot in Quay Ward. 
The smell of freshly baked waffle cones 
saturated in sickly, sticky honey coupled 
with the amazing view of the harbour was 
beautiful. On a clear day she could see a 
small island in the distance. The way it 
seemed to shimmer in the hot summer sun 
made it look like an oasis.  Her eyes caught 
sight of Old Man Smith. She flashed him 
the tightest of smiles, he just smiled back 
at her. Just another way to keep safe during 
the Counting.

Mable hadn’t arrived yet, and Alexandra 
was eager for The Calling to be over so she

Photo by Edwin Andrade on Unsplash
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could find somewhere to sit and have a drink. 
The Calling was always conducted in summer, 
and the heat today was absolutely solar. The 
high-rise buildings and swell of the crowd meant 
the heat was locked in the Quay, and the air was 
stifling. She loosened the top button of her dress 
to allow her skin to breathe, but a guard’s eyes 
fell on her, and she re-fastened the button. More 
citizens made their way across the stage to drop 
in their ballots before turning to the cheering 
crowd. A shout drew Alexandra’s attention to the 
front. A fight had broken out between two of the 
town’s younger men. Mable glided through the 
crowd to her.

“Myles and Paul again.” Mable sighed, tugging 
on Alexandra’s sleeve.

“Every year,” she answered. “I don’t know why 
they never learn.”

“The guards won’t tolerate this for this for 
much longer,” Mable said. “And neither will 
they.” Her head turned towards the crowd. Mable 
narrowed her eyes and surveyed the scene.

Guards had rushed in and hauled the men 
away so violently all that was left behind was 
a shoe. one of the men had a black eye, and 
Alexandra couldn’t tell if he had got it from his 
opponent or the state. 

“Sooner or later they’re going to be called, and 
they’ll deserve it.” said Mable.

“Hush, Mable, don’t say such things. You know 
all too well the consequences of the Counting.” 
Alexandra whispered. Memories of the 
Counting two years ago returned to mind. They 
rarely spoke of that year. Mable asked her never 
to mention it again. The shame and grief she 
felt were enormous. Mable’s mother had tried to 
steal them away under the cover of night. There 
was no other name she could vote for that year.

Alexandra had been there for her, there to help 
around the house and send the children off to 
school. They had both suffered as a result of the 
Counting, and now they depended on each

other.
“Best to just put it all behind us,” Mable had 

said one day. And that was that.
“Who did you vote for anyway?” Mable asked, 

her blue eyes staring at Alexandra as if she were 
trying to read her mind. “I’ll tell you if you tell 
me. Oh, please, oh, please!”

“Mable Quinn, you know talk of the Counting 
is forbidden. Do you want us to get in trouble? 
Now, we’ll have no more of this.”

“Aww c’mon. You know you want to. I won’t 
tell anyone, promise. You told me last year, and 
you know what happened the year before that. 
You can trust me. I’ll go first. I voted for –”

“Mable, will you please give it a rest? You know 
what could happen if –”

“Old Man Smith!”
Alexandra gaped at her friend. 
“How could you?” Alexandra struggled to 

comprehend what her friend had said, never 
mind respond to it.

“Oh, he’s a hundred and two,” Mable said. “No 
one will care, and besides, I doubt anyone else 
will vote for him.”

“What?” Mable said. “I can’t hear you. it’s not 
lady-like to mumble.” She joked, referring to the 
New Regime’s handbook of social etiquette.

“I said,” Alexandra breathed. “I voted for no 
one, my paper was blank.”

“Oh, A.” Mable shook her head “You didn’t … 
but … it’s against the –”

“I couldn’t think of anyone! I can’t just add any 
old name. How could I live with that?”

“You live with it the way we all do: for 364 days 
of peace. That’s the way it is. You know that.”

“I know …” Alexandra’s stomach churned, 
and the desire to rush the stage and grab back 
her slip of paper was all consuming. It was too 
late now. Her choice was harder to swallow 
than Mable’s. Minister Syn was about to call the 
Counting to a close, and then everyone would 
know. They would know that someone had gone 
against the Counting, that someone amongst 
them was a rebel. But she wasn’t. She wasn’t a 
rebel. She just couldn’t decide. There was no one 
that she could think of.

“Mable, please don’t speak of this.”
Mable was looking at the stage; Minister Syn 

had started to speak.
“Citizens, good men and women of the Quay 

Ward, welcome to the 49th annual Counting. 
Once the ballots have been checked, we will 
begin. Those of you who fear your name will be 
drawn should indeed be afraid. As you know, the 
Regime has bestowed on us 364 days of peace in 
exchange for one day, one day in the year that 
you, and you alone, choose who will be removed 
from our way of life.”

The crowd erupted in applause, hungry for 
the ceremony and eager to know who was to be 
drawn. The guards had positioned themselves 
around the audience, ready to obey their orders.

“Our ways must continue to grow strong, and 
in order for that to take place, those of you who 
do not share our vision, who do not wish to 
conform, and those of you who would rebel, 

need to be removed. A cautionary tale if you 
like. Our lives, our peace, our Regime must 
flourish! And that is why we hold the Counting.”

Minister Syn’s assistant dashed onto the stage, 
holding his hands up in apology to the baying 
crowd and Minister Syn.  He leaned close to 
Minister Syn and whispered. The crowd fell 
silent. The ceremony had never been interrupted 
before. Alexandra’s heart beat hard against her 
chest, and she wiped her hands on her dress. 
This was it. In a few moments the guards would 
come for her. Where would they take her? How 
long would they keep her there? Her memory 
flashed back to her school days, standing in front 
of the flag of the Regime, chanting her loyalty, 
her dedication – had she learned nothing?

“Fine citizens,” Minister Syn said. “It appears 
that we have a naysayer in our Ward.”

The gasp from the crowd buzzed in Alexandra’s 
head like a swarm of angry wasps. Frenzied 
heads turned. Whispering and mutterings 
created a low hum throughout the citizens. 

Alexandra froze to the spot.
“I ask you,” – Minister Syn’s voice had changed; 

deep and low and spreading through the crowd 
like a virus – “who here knows of the naysayer? 
Tell me, and you shall be rewarded. Tell me, and 
you may leave freely.”

The utterances from the crowd began again. 
Alexandra peered at Mable. Her friend’s eyes 

were wide and full of tears. “I’m sorry.” she 
mouthed, and pointed at her.

Within seconds the guards were on her. They 
dragged her through the crowd. Some of the 
citizens grabbed at her, spat on her and pulled 
her hair. Others shielded their children’s eyes 
from view.

“Oh, Alexandra, really,” Minister Syn said as 
she was trailed across the stage and thrown at his 
feet. 

She looked up at him, eyes wild and terrified. 
“Of all people…you.”

17 18

‘Those of you 
who fear your 
name will be 
drawn should 

indeed be 
afraid.’ 

“Now,” – Mable scooted closer to Alexandra – 
“You tell me, who did you vote for?”

Alexandra looked away and murmured 
something under her breath. “What?” Mable 
said. “I can’t hear you. it’s not lady-like to 
mumble.” She joked, referring to the New 
Regime’s handbook of social etiquette.

“I said,” Alexandra breathed. “I voted for no 
one, my paper was blank.”



“I couldn’t … I’m sorry … I …” She 
stammered, her heart was pounding even harder 
now, and she struggled to swallow or draw in 
enough breath. She wished her throat would 
close over. She would rather fall dead this second 
than suffer whatever punishment the Regime 
had planned for her.

“I, I, I … Spit it out girl! This kind of treason 
will NOT be tolerated in my Ward!”

Alexandra didn’t know that someone could 
shout so loud. It was as if the Devil himself was 
scolding her. She could no longer hold back her 
tears. Her grief and confusion poured out of her 
as if some great hole had appeared in a dam. 
Her cheeks were slick with tears. She could taste 
the salt pooling around her lips. She had meant 
no harm, but that didn’t matter now. She knew 
what she had done. She had rebelled. She’d gone 
against the Regime, and now she would have to 
face the consequences, whatever they may be.

Minister Syn crouched down and took her face 
in his hand. “You.” He spat. Alexandra gasped 
and flinched. “Will soon know what happens 
to those would rebel. This!” Minister Syn took 
hold of Alexandra’s hair and hauled her to her 
feet. “This! Is an example to those who would 
see our system fall. This is what happens to those 
amongst you who wish you harm, who wish to 
take your peace times. And, this … is what we 
do to them.”

The guards rushed the stage once more, 
grabbed Alexandra and dragged her to the side. 
Iron was shackled around her ankles, and a waist 
chain bound her hands to her side. 

“Take her.” Minister Syn sneered. The guards 
dragged Alexandra off the stage, her screams of 
protest filling the air. Each movement caused the 
ice-cold iron to tighten around her ankles, as her 
desperate pleas were drowned out by the baying 
mob.

“Mable, my dear, come. We must rid ourselves 
of this evil.”

Alexandra looked down. The black depths 
beneath her seemed bottomless. Abysmal. 
She twisted against their hold, frantic, looking 
for someone to save her. Those she made eye 
contact with averted their gaze as Minister Syn 
approached her. He placed a leather strap across 
her face and secured the buckles at the back of 
her head. Now muzzled, her cries of protest had 
turned to terrified mumbles, and she rasped 
against the strap.

“Mable, you must do your duty to the Regime. 
Cleanse this Ward so we may live in peace.”

Mable stepped forward until she was behind 
Alexandra. She placed her hand on her back and 
leant in close, so close that Alexandra could feel 
her friend’s breath on her neck. It sent shivers 
down her spine. 

Alexandra hit the water.

Bicker

Do you remember how the sparrows fought
amongst the honeysuckle branches that
had tangled, like my hair, into a knot?
Those tiny fighting birds engrossed our cat.
The honeysuckle’s gone now, so are you-
it won’t be long before I leave, as well
for ‘pastures new’, they call it. But what’s true
is nothing’s dear without you. Though I sell,
the one thing I refuse to do is run.
We did have fun together, even when
we argued. Though you called me ‘highly strung’
my names for you were worse than that, my friend.
I miss our arguments so fiercely, hell,
I miss the things we never meant to yell.

Jacqueline Urch 
BA (HONS) Creative Writing Student
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‘She had meant 
no harm, but that 
didn’t matter now. 
She knew what she 

had done.’
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To the Camel Valley Pylon

Silver monster, how you
dwarf this peaceful valley
with your feet firmly bedded in the earth.

Wrapped in coiling, spiky wire
no human can embrace you,
your bristling presence is designed
to incite fear, yet on those thrumming cables-
their vibrations cause a tremor through my ribs-
jackdaws preen their feathers.
Amongst your rusting scaffold one has made a nest.

In your shadow the scent of burning power hurts the air,
yet there are those who long to climb your frame,
to master what you represent,
to conquer death.

You are old now,
a ‘twenties metal icon most no longer note,
yet how you stamped upon this landscape.
Should I lament the loss of empty views
or celebrate your elegant design?
Truth is this valley’s fleeting, as are you
and I. Nothing stays for long.

Those cables stretched across to brothers,
bowed by distance and years,
are linking arms.
You could kick your feet at any moment,

throw off your earthy boots
and shake this hillside down.

Jacqueline Urch 
OCA BA (HONS) Creative student
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WHITE GOLD 
Mary Jupp 

BA (HONS) Creative Writing Student

‘Okay. Laugh. Laugh your stupid head off but 
give me a hand.’ 

Nothing. The kid just brays like a donkey. 
‘When you’ve finished peeing your pants with 

laughter, Ravi, perhaps a hand out of this hole?’
‘I’m sorry, my brother, but, that was so—so 

funny. The way you fell back-wards into that 
hole.’ And off he goes again.

The kid’s got attitude. I dunno, sometimes 
I can’t imagine life without him and then 
sometimes I hate him. And no respect for age. 
And maybe he is my brother, but right now I 
want to swat him like a troublesome fly.

 ‘How old are you, Ravi?’
‘Um…’ The kid screws up his face. ‘Seven, I 

reckon.’
‘And how old am I?’
‘You’re nearly twelve.’

‘And how long have you been swinging on my 
shirt tails? Three years? Four?’

‘Sandeep, man, you got no shirt tails.’ He rolls 
up again. ‘Man, you got no shirt!’

‘Stupid. You know what I mean. You’ve been 
hanging around me, like a bad smell since—
since I dunno.’ I lean back and squint up at him. 
‘And you are sup-posed to be my brother?’ 

‘I am.’
‘What? Supposed to be or is?’
‘Dunno. Yeah, think I is— am...’
 ‘So…’ I say slowly, ‘On the basis that we might 

be relat-ed…get…me…OUT.’
This area of the rubbish dump we’re working 

on is out of the way. The other kids don’t come 
near here because some seriously toxic waste 
was dumped a week or two back and since then 
it stinks worse than the breath of the old swami

Photo by Yaopey Yong on Unsplash
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in town. . So we’re alone; it’s just me and the kid. 
Kid brother? Maybe. I dunno. The kid works 
hard and usually does what he’s told. We’re slick 
and fast and can get good stuff out and under 
the other kids’ feet before they can get their 
bags open and ready. But on this patch, we are 
collecting on our own. No one wants to be over 
here. Tying wet rags over our noses and mouths 
to keep out the stench, we look like bad guys. 
Yeah!

He reaches down and gives my hand a yank. 
It’s enough and I get a foothold on something 
sticking out from the side of the hole. 

‘Hang on, Rav, not so fast, what’s this?’ I bend 
down, pulling my rag mask off. There’s a stiff bag 
poking out from the rest of the stuff; it’s wide. 
Fat. Full.

‘Hey, Sandeep let me look.’
‘No, idiot, you’ll cave the sides in.’
Ravi leans forward into the hole anyway, 

ignoring me. ‘Give it a tug.’ 
So I do. Nothing moves.
‘Tug it again.’
‘Oy!’ I shout and a seagull takes off. ‘I give the 

orders in this team. Right? And I’ll tug it when I 
am good and ready.’

 The kid looks abashed and I feel a bit guilty 
but the kid’s got to learn his place. Because one 
day, when he gets a job, his boss will demand 
respect. 

‘Ok, stand back Rav, cos after I pull this lot, 
there could be another hole, a Ravi size one. Stop 
laughing. I am being serious. Stand back.’ 

I give the bag a pull and it starts to move 
towards me. We’re both holding our breath 
because we can see what is stuffed into it: layer 
upon layer. 

‘Sheeeesh.’ breathes out Ravi.
‘Yes!’ I shout and punch the air. ‘White gold! 

We are rich!’ Then I remem-ber that sound 
travels over the dump and I tell Ravi to shut up 
which is a bit off cos I am the one making the 

noise. 
‘How many?’ Ravi is watching me count them 

out while I’m still in the hole.
 ‘Man, there’s got to be thirty at least and I’m 

still counting.’ All clean, all packed really flat into 
the bag. Fifty four plastic bottles and not just 
any, but white plastic. ‘Milk bottles.’ I say. Almost 
the best. Got to be worth, ooh, at least more than 
we earn in a week, two weeks sometimes.

‘Sandeep—’
‘Shut up, Rav, I am thinking.’
‘Yes so am I. How are we—?’
‘—going to get them off the dump? I’m 

working on it.’
The bag is torn and useless. What we need is 

what we’ve got at home. Home is our hut. Six 
feet square, no window and nearly no roof. 

‘Ravi that bag you got in the hut…’ 
He’s using it as a cover for the newspapers he 

sleeps on and it’s big and no holes.
 ‘We’ve got to get this stuff to Uncle Jolly.’ Oh, 

and he’s no uncle, just likes the kids to call him 
that. Right. Time to get the kid off the dump and 
down to the town.

‘No.’
‘No what?’
‘No Sandeep, I’m not going, not on my own.’ 

He rolls away from the edge.
I look over. ‘Agh, listen you fool, I go off 

the heap and what happens? I’ll tell you what 
happens. Look at me when I’m talking.’

‘You’re not talking, you’re telling and I’m not 
doing it, not on my own. You know why.’

I sigh. Yes, I know why. The Ashraf gang; 
numbering about fifteen now and all shapes, 
sizes, sores, boils, and very, very toxic. In the 
sense they are evil, not actually toxic, like 
glowing or anything. Nah, just evil. 

‘If I move off the heap and leave you here and 
they see you, alone, they’ll be over here faster 
than a blowfly on a dead man’s eye, even with the 
smelly stuff going on. And I’m not risking this.’

‘Sandeep…please.’ 
‘No, we are not having a debate. You, Ravi, are 

going down the hill, down into town, into the 
hut and dragging the bag and your sorry butt 
back here.’ 

The kid looks scared. 
‘Look. The gang are working away, way over to 

our left. The path down is nowhere near them. 
Seriously, it’s miles away. Miles. Seriously.’ 

He gives me a stare. 
‘And another thing. Don’t let anyone see you. I 

mean it. They’ll guess we’ve got something going 
on and that gives us only a short time to get off 
the hill and down to Uncle Jolly’s shop before 
they realise what’s smoozing out from under 
their noses.’ 

‘And another 
thing. Don’t 

let anyone see 
you. I mean 

it.’
And I don’t remind him they’ve got a look-out 

and his name is Randawallah Majing. He’s built 
as big as a bull. And me? I’m scared of him but 
I’m not let-ting that on to Ravi now, am I? Cos 
that would sink my plans of a hot meal or two 
and maybe a trip to the cinema or get into a 
game of cards. Yeah, cool. Can’t keep the money, 
only get nicked. So, spend it like there’s no 
tomorrow, but hope there will be. 

‘No.’ Ravi brings me back from my daydream 
of plenty. Somebody once said to me where there 
is a willing heart, there’s a way through. But Rav, 
he’s got no willing heart. 

‘Ravi. Brother.’
‘Oh brother is it now…you, you only say that 

when you want something. Look at last week.’ 
What is he babbling on about?
 ‘Last week? What did we do last week any 

different to what we did this week, and what 
we’ll do next week and the week after that?’ I 
wait.

 The kid is mustering up for an argument but 
he’s not going to win. ‘You made me go down 
to Uncle Jolly’s with some of the rags in a bag. 
You never said you’d stuffed the bottom out 
with paper to make it look like more rags. He 
clipped me round the ear and pushed me out 
the door.’

I snorted. But really, I know we shouldn’t—
mustn’t—try to cheat Uncle Jol-ly. Time is 
marching on and the light is fading. Soon there 
will be pin pricks of candle light as the gangs 
who work through the night light up. And the 
odd scream as they ignite something with their 
matches. An aerosol can makes a good flame 
thrower. We’ve got to move. And soon.

‘Rav. I’m not asking. I am telling. This is the 
kind of find, oh, of the year, the millennium, 
the—the universe for us. We’re never going to 
find anything like this again for ages, maybe 
never.’ I stop. And have a think. ‘And—and 
there’ll be…a… hot meal… for you.’ I smile like 
a crocodile. 

‘Really,’ says the kid and I’m kind of surprised 
to hear a cynical sound in that one word. Like 
he’s been having a sift through my brain instead 
of a sift through the rubbish.

‘Yeah. And ice cream.’ 
Just at the point I think we are having a 

breakthrough and I’m poking my head above 
the edge of the hole to check we’re clear, 
something looms over the top of the nearest 
mound. It’s massive. It’s Majing’s head. You can 
tell by the ears or rather ear. He’s got two but 
only one is pointing out, a blow to the head
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flattened the other. Uncle Jolly again. Ravi got off 
light with a clip round the earhole. It’s definitely 
him. I duck back down. ‘Into the hole, Rav, now. 
Quickly.’

Ravi jumps down beside me; I catch him 
round the waist to stop him falling. He’s a bag of 
bones. Maybe he does need a hot meal. I can’t do 
this; send him out to certain death. We sit in the 
hole for a bit. 

‘I could be your brother.’ says Ravi.
‘Don’t start all that again.’ I pick at a bit of loose 

plastic. ‘Could be? So what? Like I remember 
everything that happened five, six years ago. 
Family. It’s just a blur, you know? Can’t recall 
faces.’ Families disappear and break your heart. 
I look at his face, all earnest and serious. ‘Sure, 
look, Rav, you can be anyone, anything you 
want.’

‘A cinema star.’ 
‘Eh…?’
‘You know a cinema star. Like— like Shashi 

Kapoor! I will have a big car with a driver and 
wear beautiful clothes and wave to people.’ 
The kid’s touched in the head, must have been 
Uncle Jolly’s blow. And none of this is solving 
the problem of how we get our white gold off 
this mound and down into the shop. It’s getting 
darker. I risk another look. The bull head of 
Majing has gone. I chew my finger; it tastes of 
stale milk and mildew. It’s tearing me up but I’ve 
made a decision. The kid’s looking at me kind of 
funny.

‘Yeah? Kid, you seen enough? This is my face. 
This is my hole and I am go-ing to say what we 
do.’

‘No,’ says Ravi. Now what’s he cheeping about? 
‘Don’t start that again, kid. I’m not going to 

kick you out of my hole or make you go down 
the mound on your own. It’s…it’s not safe.’

‘No, it’s not your hole. It’s just a hole. I can do 
this. I’m going, Sandeep. I’ll get that bag and I’ll 
be back here before you or Ashraf ’s gang know 

it. And I’m a better runner than you and I…I 
can slip and slide down the mound faster than 
you an’ all.’

‘Yeah, slip and slide and get your butt cut to 
pieces and more.’ There’s sy-ringes and all sorts 
sticking out. Sliding is not an option in the dark. 
Not even in daylight... But running? And best 
runner here? Really? 

‘Hey, I can outrun any kid, including you, on 
this dump.’ I poke him in the chest. ‘ and you 
know this so what you playing at? And—and 
what’s made you change your mind? Eh? Not 
that I’m agreeing or nothing but one minute you 
are pooing yourself and the next you are all—all 
Shashi Superhero.’

 ‘I’ve got a 
plan.’ The kid 
is grinning. 
‘Trust me.’

The kid’s giving me another look, but this one 
is hard, stony. ‘You’ll cheat me.’

 There, it’s out in the open and can’t be 
unsaid. The kid thinks I won’t play fair by him. 
Outrageous. As if.

 ‘You’ll go get the bag and how do I know you 
won’t do a deal with Uncle Jolly before you come 
back? You’ll cheat me. I know.’ 

Well, this is nice. Just as I was planning to 
spend some of the lolly on him. Little punk.

‘So I will get it and I will come straight back.’
Just at the moment we are having this standoff 

or sit-down-off or whatever, there’s a noise, a 
loud scrabbling, definitely not a rat sound. It’s 
the Ashrafs on the move. 

I could cry. ‘We’ve taken too long to sort this,’ I 
wail.. ‘ and now everything is going to go wrong 
and if we don’t move they will be over us in 
moment, and if we move, if we run—,’ I want to

punch something. ‘—if we run, we will have to 
leave the haul behind .’ I shake my fist at the air.

‘Sandeep, man, hang on, I’m going to do my—
my thing.’

‘Your thing? Your thing? Oh yeah—your 
thing!’

He slips his mask down and pokes about with 
his eyelids then turns to me. It is truly horrific. 
The kid can turn his eyeballs almost inside 
out and all you can see is the bloody whites. It 
makes me sick to look at him. He stands on my 
shoulders, arms waving and his head appears 
over the top of the hole.

‘Aggggh…agggh…something is killing me…
the smell…and it’s—it’s burn-ing....AAAAA…
aaaa…’ He tails off his screaming and slowly 
subsides back in-to the hole. The kid is good. 
There is another scrambling noise and retreating 
voices. And we know. 

‘They’ve gone,’ says the kid, popping his eyes 
back.

I slap him on the back. ‘Kid, Rav, brother, you 
are the man.’ But there’s still the problem of 
shifting the stuff off the mound. 

 ‘I’ve got a plan.’ The kid is grinning. ‘Trust me.’ 
‘Hmmm…okaaay…’
‘Take your trousers off…’
‘Whaaat?’
‘Trousers—off.’ 
Now we are both wearing I guess what a long 

time ago were tracksuit bot-toms, but we never 
had the tops and these bottoms have seen better 
days. It’s one size fits all, or rather fits no-one. 
But I think I see what the kid is doing. I shake 
myself out of my trousers, glad that today I have 
some pants on. The kid is naked under his but 
does he care? Nah.

‘Knot them good and tight, Sandeep, round 
each ankle. Make it tight so nothing can get 
through. Now, stuff the bottles into each leg. I 
estimate we will get most of the stuff in them 
and the rest we will carry under the other arm. 
Good plan? Yes?’

Yes and I want to kiss him. What a plan. With 
the swag in the trouser legs and some more 
under our arms we get down off the mound, 
picking our way through the rubbish.

‘Ravi?’ 
 ‘Yeah my brother?’ 
I need to fess up. ‘Rav, I wasn’t going to cheat 

you with Uncle, but I was go-ing to spend all our 
riches on me.’ 

It’s some time later and we are sitting in our 
hut, a plate licked clean be-tween us of the finest 
food we can buy on our street. We’re rich, stuffed 
and feeling lazy. But I have a hot feeling inside 
that’s not the food.

He looks at me. Not with the cynical stare of 
earlier but something else. ‘I know, cos I know 
you so well.’ 

Now I feel like I’m being boiled. Am I that 
nasty?

‘And I know you changed your mind. Thank 
you.’

‘For what, for not cheating you?’
‘Yeah and for changing your mind ‘bout me 

going down the hill on my own. Now, I’m going 
to have some rest before we go back for the other 
bag.’

The other bag? 
‘While you was knotting your trousers man, 

there’s another bag behind you, same as the first.’
‘And you never said nothing?’ 
He smiles at me. ‘Now, brother, would I cheat 

you? Go to sleep.’ He snuffs out the candle and 
he turns away, face to the wall. I can see his 
shoulders are shaking as he silently laughs. We’ll 
go and retrieve the rest of the stuff in the early 
light of the new day. And we won’t forget to take 
our bag, even if I have to roll Ravi off it while he 
sleeps. I take one more look at him before I close 
my eyes. Yes, it’s good to have a brother to share 
stuff with. Even one as annoying as him. Even 
one that might not be my real brother. I sleep. 
And dream of our white gold.
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The Stranger from Abroad

From bright whitewashed streets
cobbled with scorching stones,
to the open starry nights,
the terrace life of there,

she wore the sun, a cloak, 
embroidered silk jasmine,
ripples in the air.

She spoke in local tongues,
sounds she dressed as her own,
reshaping the physiology of her mouth.

Her self fell; a snakeskin
shed somewhere 
between here and there.

For years and years, I was her
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