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Living with Yourself

Ebony Lewis

My mind is biblical, consumed by sermons and scriptures of suicide.

Behind this hell-painted portrait lies an inferno that's hard for you to

relate to.

When I think back to the dark ages of youth that I thought I had outgrown,

I’'m met with dismay by the turning of days and how the teenage angst never

quite leaves you.

But the numbness of anxiety can be masked by watercolor social sobriety,

‘Carve the cuts where we can’t see them, you’re not dying if you’re doing it quietly’,
heaven fills home comforts, but it's death that truly inspires me.

I'm praying for the anguish to flatline, but they’re blinded by its notoriety.

And you can tell them to ‘be kind’,

but I'm on the frontline at war with my mind,

it's a battle of the sick,

it's a never-ending smile,

it's a tiny trigger that flips the switch,

it's a cliff drop at the end of a mile,

it's the rotting in your bed, a weight that feels like lead,

to paint your effigy pretty for king and kin, whilst

silently pledging allegiance to the Walking Dead.

Life is but a canvas of blue oil paint that covers what I wish the ground’s

soil would smother, an altarpiece fagade that drains all resources till I've no
appetite left for my last supper, and the pain cannot be contained by false promises
of ordainment from the Virgin Mother, but it's a crying shame that we should burn in
eternal flames for all the discomfort we have suffered.

If you peel back the textiles thinly veiling the outside, you’d see that there were
signs — red eyes in the morning, long sleeves in the summer, preemptive mourning
underlining the verbal warning, they tried hard to cover up, glaze over,

and the lust for life cannot be recovered from a walk by the river, so moreover
consider this your closure.



Quietly Beside Myself

Tom Masters



The Butcher’s Gambit

Rosie Carr

After locking up, it’s just me and my tools. I clean, and sharpen, and take pride in my
systems. I built from the ground up, then lost it all with one bad hand.

In late Spring, I opened the doors of The Daily Grind for the first time. Everything
was immaculate — I even wore my three-striped apron to mark the occasion. I had re-tied it
four times because it seemed to be sitting wrong; it was so rigid, as if freshly starched. I
completed my final travel path before the grand opening at 8am. Not a single hazard jumped
out at me, but then again, [ was far too nervous to be sure. In the walk-through of the freezer,
my breath came out in short dense clouds. Returning to the warmth of my kitchen, I found
that I could no longer see through my glasses. Wiping them clean on a cloth, I continued to
complete cleanliness checks. I could see my shaking reflection in the stainless-steel surfaces
that surrounded me, then a hand upon my shoulder.

“Ease up, old man. You’re already a hit.” My apprentice, George, was far too clueless
to comprehend the risks I’d undertaken. He was savvy with a boning knife, but little else. He
towered over me, despite being twelve years my junior, and smiled as though there weren’t a
single thought behind his eyes. He was the ideal person to have around in a crisis, simply
because he barely registered what was happening around him — he kept his head down and
got on with his work until it was time to go home. Nonetheless, The Daily Grind’s opening
day was gruelling, new customers storming the shop I had so meticulously prepared. I spent
endless hours carving and bagging, serving and curing countless cuts of meat. I was
exhausted in every sense of the word, but seeing my risk pay off filled me with an excitement
unlike any other.

In every scenario of the shop’s first day, I never once considered the reality I was
faced with — we had a constant flow of customers, clamouring for what the Medway
Messenger later called ‘A cut above the rest. You can taste the tradition in every slice’. We
broke records I never thought to set for myself, and that feeling of instant success was truly
wonderful.

At 6pm, we locked our doors and took a breath for the first time since they opened, silently
recovering from the day’s onslaught. George cleared his throat,

“So, time to celebrate, I reckon.” He grinned from ear to ear, seemingly already
recovered. I, however, felt like I needed to sit down for a week. I was about to decline when
George held up his hand, signaling me to stop. “One game of poker and one drink, then you
can go back to that hovel you call home. I’ll prep everything for Monday morning.”

“One game,” I told him sternly. “Let’s finish up this close. I need to change, then I’1l
meet you in town in an hour.” He turned on his heel, grinning to himself as he continued
folding cloths.

The walk to the casino felt strenuous, as I forced my already aching muscles to carry me
through the streets of Medway. I couldn’t quite grasp what I was feeling in that moment, the
excitement of The Daily Grind’s first successful day dangerously close to being
overshadowed by the sheer pain of standing — I had somehow pulled it all off. I concluded
that [ deserved to take the win. Putting my tiredness to the back of my mind, I quickened my
pace and hummed quietly an old song I had quite forgotten the name of.



Stepping into the casino, I was greeted by the soft scent of tobacco and spirits. It was
one of those aromas that made me immediately calm. George came bounding up to me as if
he was a puppy I’d left at home all day.

“I am so ready to beat your ass, buddy,” he declared, spilling his pint in the process.

“Easy, fella. Those are fighting words.” I smirked, thinking how easy it would be to
beat him. “Let’s go find us a game.” George nodded and wandered around, completely
missing the poker table and almost knocking over a whole tray of cocktails — I sometimes
can’t believe I hired this guy. In the interest of avoiding embarrassment, I turned away and sat
at the poker table between an old man clutching a glass of whiskey closer to his chest than his
cards and a young woman whom, I noted, did not once look up from the table, save to sip her
martini. The old man was sporting a well-worn leather biker jacket and a black bandana
which did a poor job of hiding the streak of silver running through his hair. I only observed at
first, for the game had already started, avoiding eye contact with George, who was already
swaying a little and dropped into a chair with little decorum.

My firsthand was solid, and with George included in the competition, I felt fairly
confident in my chances. Call it beginner’s luck, but I wiped the floor with all of them. The
rush of winning could hardly be negative — perhaps my hamartia was the thrill of chasing that
relief. Four rounds later, I was on a significant winning streak. Easily done when George’s
poker face was about as believable as my ex-wife promising she didn’t shag her intern. The
old man, who I came to know as Peter, seemed to just be there for the company. He talked
through most of the game without paying much attention, calling it quits and wandering over
to the roulette wheel after he realised no one was listening.

As the game wore on, with me sinking a pint of Guinness at every success, I began to
notice the room spinning. By this time, we were approaching the early hours of the morning —
The Daily Grind was due to open in only eight hours and George was barely coherent. The
dealer began to shuffle the deck ready for the next game.

“I reckon that’s us done for tonight. Come on, George — the smell of victory is
nothing compared to that fresh beef quarter you promised to help me deal with tomorrow
morning.” George grimaced, clearly not as excited as I was. “I suppose one more game
couldn’t hurt,” I told him, “I am on a roll over here.”

I remained sat down for another game, feeling pretty good about myself. I hadn’t told
George, but I’d taken the profits from our first day, convinced I could at least double it — so
far, I had done just that. Distracted somewhat by the excitement of winning, I failed to notice
the game had begun. The dealer burned a card and laid the last one on the felt, revealing the
Ace of Hearts. My heart sank — it wasn’t the spade I needed to complete my hand. The young
woman, who was yet to say a word, gave nothing away; she remained nonchalant as she
drank the last of her martini.

“All in,” she spoke for the first time, making direct eye contact. She had just put her
entire stack, more than three times what I held, into the centre. Like a fool, I watched the
tower of chips I’d won and tried to rationalise the risk. Surely, I had to call. I pushed all of
my chips into the middle, matching her bet.

The dealer nodded, clearing the board. “Showdown.”

Like a massive ‘fuck you’, she flipped her two cards: two Aces. She had a set. My
own hand, a mediocre straight, was subpar. She smiled, a quick, chilling twist of the lips, as
her eyes flicked to the Ace of Spades on the table. All of it — the long day, the meticulous
work, the profit, my future — was swept away in one stroke.

I didn’t wait for the final count. I didn’t wait for George to stand up. I simply tossed
my cards towards the dealer and dragged the useless sod into the back of a taxi.



I directed the taxi to George’s flat, where he staggered unsteadily inside. I don’t know
what happened beyond that point, but I do know he walked into work at 8am exactly, so I
have no complaints — other than the suggestion of a shower next time.

My own journey home was short, slamming my door shut behind me within five
minutes of saying goodnight to George. My ‘hovel’ that George so kindly referred to, was a
studio flat with mould growing in every corner and insulation poking out of cracks in the
plaster — my main aim in opening The Daily Grind was to move out of this shithole, and if
today was any indication, I would be waiting a while.

I moved here in June last year, after a messy divorce with the aforementioned ex-wife,
Alice. She was a cold, angry woman who took great pleasure in kicking me out of the house I
helped to build, maintaining full custody of my son, Charlie, and all of the nice cutlery.
Charlie was the result of a house party we attended on Halloween in our early twenties — I
was Dr Frankenstein, and she, quite aptly, was his monster. We were disgustingly happy
together, until he was born. Alice retreated into herself after giving birth; she turned away
visitors, denying any kind of help, but very clearly not coping with our new routine. I felt
entirely useless watching our home fall into disrepair, each day a blur of screams and
desperation. Alice would sit and stare at the bedroom wall as Charlie wailed. I tried all I
could to help her, creating a routine, taking Charlie out of the house so she could have time
for herself. But she was so irritable that everything I tried became an insult in her twisted,
sleep-deprived mind. I spent eight months walking on eggshells, wanting to cry at the thought
of going home to the prison we had created.

Just as quickly as this nightmare began, she seemingly snapped out of it.

“I’m going back to work next week,” she announced over another tense evening meal.
“I think the routine will help. I’ve made arrangements for a nursery for Charlie.” I wanted to
talk her out of it; I’d seen her suffering for so long, no part of me thought working was going
to fix anything but in all honesty, I just wanted to be alone again. Perhaps this would benefit
me. I just nodded and smiled tersely, stabbing at my mashed potatoes.

The following Monday, she awoke at 6am, dressed in the only smart clothes that still
fitted, and walked out the front door without saying a word to me. She wore the black wedges
she said were uncomfortable but always guaranteed attention — she wore them on our first
date, so I knew their appeal, but doubted they’d have the same effect over a decade later.

Now just me and Charlie, I let out a breath that felt as though it had been held in since
Alice gave birth. Perhaps I should have taken that as the first sign [ wasn’t happy. It didn’t
even feel surprising when she told me, weeks later, about Jacob, the young intern she had
taken on to ‘ease the workload’ during her phased return. She went into horrifying detail,
describing every way he supposedly excelled as a man, where I had failed.

Then came the divorce papers, the eviction, the custody battle — which really wasn’t a
battle at all. The lawyer said the mother often wins in cases like these; I fucking hate
lawyers.

I ended up spending almost everything I had on the divorce settlement and finding
somewhere to live. What was left, a truly dismal amount, I lost in a manic weekend at the
blackjack table. As it turns out, 21 is not my lucky number. Not forgetting, of course, that
Alice also demanded £200 a month in child support — for the child she rarely let me see, who
saw me as a stranger. She even had him calling me by my first name, the dick. I knocked on
the door every Sunday morning to be greeted by this tiny, high-pitched voice saying, “Hi
Frank!” This woman is the devil incarnate.

I had it all under control until that night with George. I was keeping myself in check,
until I became overconfident and bet The Daily Grind’s profits on the final game. The money
that was supposed to pay for the stock and equipment, and George’s assistance. I hoped I
could make it all work, if I just had another day like the first — perhaps with an early night at



the end of it. I kicked some boxes out of my path on the way to the bathroom, cursing under
my breath as they barrelled into a pile of washing I had precariously balanced on the exercise
ball that sat unused in the corner.

I reached around in the bathroom to find the light switch, which hung limply from the
ceiling. As I brushed my teeth, I watched in the mirror, noticing how grim I looked. I really
needed a good night’s sleep.

Opening the next morning, I found The Daily Grind just as I had left it — in pristine condition,
perfectly organised. George was in excellent spirits, despite nursing a violent hangover.

“Last night was insane, man,” he yelled as he pushed through the front door. “I don’t
remember much but there was a fat stack of cash at the end of it, so it has to be good. How
much did we win?”

“We lost it all,” I mumbled, the shame setting in once more.

I spent the rest of the day trying to distract myself, which wasn’t too difficult being a
two-man team in what appeared to be Medway’s favourite butcher shop. George didn’t ask
too many questions once we began breaking down the beef quarter, focused instead on the
sheer size and weight of our task. I was grateful for the lack of time alone — space from my
thought spiral was a wonderful relief, and I got stuck in to working.

I sent George home early that day, thinking prolonging the close of the shop would
allow me time to make a decision. If I could just go back and win all I had lost, we wouldn’t
have any more troubles. The Daily Grind could stay open, and I’d have something to show
for myself after a year of misery. As I wiped down surfaces and organised deliveries, I
poured myself a glass of our Argentinian Malbec to ease my nerves.

I’'m never pleasant when wine drunk, and I should have known this by now but not
many people like to pair a fine sirloin with a draft IPA. Accompanied by my questionable
decision making, I took myself back to the casino. If I couldn’t trust my own judgement, I’d
let the cards decide my fate.



Flesh

Emma Buck

He stood there accepting it, as they tore chunks of flesh from his body, long before it was
rotting. It shouldn’t have been anywhere near to the ground yet, 6 feet was a long way ahead
of him — and yet they discarded the pieces and tossed them aside, to melt back to whence they
had come. Crimson and tan and bright blue veins, pulled in every direction. First straight
from the chest, and he had no choice but to stand and take it. Smiling even, offering himself
up, just to keep everyone else happy. Satisfied. He let them take his lungs, piece by piece,
ripping as though tearing an orange segment away from its whole. Flesh that mirrored his, the
most violent, the most unforgiving. It didn’t recognise itself, its oneness. It only took.

And as he shrunk down and down, skeleton exposed, smile still there, he knew it would never
end. Nerves dissected. He couldn’t see that they hadn’t noticed the old scars, the tougher
pieces of flesh, the way his arms were patchworked. They took ribs, pulling them, as though
hoping to gain something from their nothing. The absence of the ribcage, it couldn’t hurt his
chest any more than it had. There were no tears, for he had no eyes. Someone had taken them.
His own brother, and yet he still couldn’t see. His hands from his mother, and yet she wanted
more, she couldn’t accept the bleeding as a punishment for something he didn’t know he had
done wrong. His sins before his time, and yet repentance was necessary, unavoidable even.
He couldn’t escape it, as they took and chewed, and clawed, and spat. And eventually when
he was dust, it still wasn’t enough, and he never made it to that quiet place that he’d longed
for. To the peace he had always wanted to know. No flowers grew, and no headstone marked
it, and still he must continue as dust, still giving, still being taken.
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The Spoken Word

Lilli Mia Cullen

Rest assured the skin will perform its own return;

an open declaration of healing,

weaving pale threads of reparation where pain had once forced an unnatural void.
Bruises will scream in violet, then ochre and tan,

but as with the ache that leaves, the colour follows along with the memory

of how it came to be there in the first place.

Even fire leaves room for rebirth in its burn,

blistering tension gives way to the fresh flatland, and the scorching agony collapses with it.
Bones remember alignment; their quiet confidence proves they will always mend.
The body,

so complex and fantastical,

relentless in its vow to mend.

But what of the mind?

And how quietly it bleeds.

There is no bandage to hold the broken heart,

no cotton or gauze to wrap the aching soul in warmth,

and there is no remedy to soothe the feverish infection of hurt.

Only the thinnest wisp of care, carried in the fragile air of the spoken word,

can work its way through the finest but most painful cracks in anatomy

to reinstate a spot of light, a touch of warmth,

where darkness festers, all-consuming.

Each syllable a whispered stitch of you are not alone here.

Each breath a murmured balm of this pain is seen.

The body heals in silence and strong physicality;

the soul, through the invisible bandage of the spoken word.



Never Left

Eve Toolan

“How are you feeling, darling?” my mum says to me. The words reach my ears but feel
muffled, as if I’'m listening through glass. I can hear her, but the meaning and emotion are
gone.

“Okay,” I reply, but she knows I am not. My black dress does the speaking for me,

a heavy symbol of what I can’t bring myself to say. Nothing but the dark material that feels
like it is seeping into my body and filling my mind. Nothing will be okay now. I look around
the house, a once vibrant, loving home now hollowed out, the air thick with absence. Photos
of me and him stare back, mocking me with frozen smiles, cruel reminders of what I once
had. We lived a life people dream of, seeing the world together, planning our future. Now, I
am seeing this future with this dress on, and with no one to share it with.

“Have you eaten anything?” My mum replaces my thoughts with something that
seems so insignificant.

“I had something at the wake,” I reply.

“Marie, I saw you take two bites of a ham sandwich. You need to eat something,
let me go and make you a cheese toastie; you always loved them when you were little.”

I nod with a slight smile, not because I am hungry, but it saves me from talking. She
walks into the kitchen, the silence soon replaced with the hum of the toaster, and the smell of
butter and cheese creeps around the house. It used to make me feel safe. Now, it makes me
feel emptier.

When she sets the plate down in front of me, I stare at it. The perfect golden crust
and cheese that is carefully draping around the outside look back at me, and for a moment, I
taste the comfort of being a child again, but it is fleeting. I carry on eating anyway, because |
guess that is what life is like now, doing the same small things, not because they help, but
because they are what’s left. I finish the toastie, with my mum’s eyes on me from the moment
it is set in front of me, with a faint smile that says, I don’t know what to say or do, but how
can | blame her? Neither do I.

She soon takes the plate away and carries on back to the kitchen to wash it up. I get up
and head to the toilet. The amount of tea I drank over the last few days has finally caught up
with me. I hate tea, but it seems to be the only thing people offer you when you have just lost
your husband. Such a small thing compared to what I have lost, but what else can they give?
They cannot bring him back. So, I drink the tea.

As I leave the toilet, the sound of the tap in the kitchen murmurs in the background,
steady, rhythmic, too normal. I walk past the living room and stop. The purr of a motorbike
engine catches my attention. I swivel my head so fast it feels as though my eyes are catching
up with my body, and that is when I spot it. Outside on the street is where I see it, black with
a red accent, shiny, almost new.

My stomach knots, and the air catches sharp in my throat. I cannot breathe. It’s
not his, but it’s close enough. The noise of the engine starts racing around my mind, the lights
in the living room suddenly too bright and that is when my limbs go weak. I do not know
what happens after that, apart from my mum sitting next to me, stroking my hair whilst tears
stream down my face and onto my dress, and I hear the echo of the motorbike pulling away,
the same echo that pulled him away from me.

We sit there for what feels like hours, my mum gently playing with my hair and
whispering quietly in my ear. I feel a small tear drop onto my head and run down my face,
to see her quietly sobbing next to me. I turn and reach out, and we sit wrapped in each
other’s arms, holding on to what warmth we can find, sharing this heaviness between us. Her
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arms around me do not take the pain away, but they keep me from falling apart completely.
The tears keep coming, slow and steady, and I let them. Because for the first time since he
left, I finally can.

After what feels like all night, I let go of my mother’s arms and head to the kitchen
for some water, my mouth and eyes dry, my head pounding. I reach to grab a glass when I see
the chipped plate. I can see him there now, standing at the kitchen counter, sleeves rolled up,
frowning in concentration. He’d spent all evening cooking, determined to make something
‘restaurant worthy’. I was sitting at the table, watching him carry the plates with a grin that
told me he was proud of himself. Then, halfway across the room, his foot caught on the
rug. The crash was deafening. Food everywhere. For a heartbeat, he just stared, and then he
started laughing. Not a nervous laugh, but a deep, uncontrollable one that shook
his shoulders. I couldn’t help it; I joined in. We laughed until our sides ached, tears in our
eyes, the ruined dinner forgotten. His smile was so wide I could see every tooth, that
perfect, reckless grin that made everything else fade away. We ended up eating a takeaway
on the couch, still giggling, watching trashy TV with sauce-stained fingers and sore faces
from laughing too hard. It wasn’t the meal he planned, but it was perfect.

I stare at the chipped plate now, the last one left from that set. The corner of
my mouth almost lifts, but it doesn’t quite make it. The silence presses in again, heavier
than before, and I realise that sometimes the smallest things, a plate, a laugh, a memory, are
what hurt the most. I reach to pick it up and run my finger over the jagged edge. Memories
surface one by one, as if drawn out by the touch of him and me and all the laughs and fun we
had. I stand there for what feels like forever, staring at this broken plate, but not broken to
me, something so whole and perfect. A smile wavers onto my face when I realise how lucky I
am to have experienced a love like this. Tears start to form in my eyes, bittersweet tears that
are filled with sadness, but also filled with love and gratitude.

I take a deep breath, wipe my eyes, and set the plate down. I look up to see the
early morning sun creep into the windows; I pull the curtains and see a beautiful sunrise.
Maybe that is what love is, something that is not always visible, but you can always feel it.
How it can still hold so much meaning even when it is not right in front of you. I look around
the kitchen and see my half-drunk mug of tea sat in the sink, the one I have been drinking out
of habit, out of politeness. I pour the remainders away and go to see if my mum would like
one. I see her curled up, gently snoring away on the couch. I leave her there peacefully, a
peace I am slowly starting to feel.

I put the kettle on, and make myself a fresh mug, not because I am forced to,
but because I want to. The kettle hums softly, filling the air with a gentle steam. Stirring the
tea, | settle into the sofa, next to my mum. As [ am sitting, a fragile smile flickers across my
face, not a false smile, a real smile, remembering that here is where me and him would spend
our lazy Sundays, tangled in each other, watching the world drift by. For the first time since
the accident, I let the silence in without fighting it, it feels peaceful, almost gentle. I glance
toward the window, the same one where I saw the motorbike. This time, the street is empty,
still, and calm. I whisper his name under my breath, not in grief this time, but in thanks,
thanks for all the laughter, the smiles, the love, and the years we shared. The room is now
aglow, the sun has risen and filled the air with a warm golden colour. For the first time, I feel
him here, in the quiet, in the light, in every small piece we built together.

“Thank you,” I whisper. “Thank you for loving me.”

And just like that, the world feels less heavy.

I take another sip of tea and smile.

“I’ll be okay, Dan.”
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The Olden Charm

Kate Neale

Hidden in an overgrown alcove lies a little shop — dewy moss covers the roof, grey stone tiles
dappled with pine needles and tangled ivy. There’s a cold, familiar bite curled in the
woodland air, enveloping all the mature alder trees, violet foxgloves, and every berry-covered
bramble. Sweetness lingers within nature’s breath; a soft blend of scents wafts from the
chimney: mellow chamomile, tender vanilla, roasted lavender, and a hint of something
unspoken.

A row of elf cup mushrooms guides those who are curious towards a tall door — faded
knots wind themselves within the hardwood surface. There’s a silver knocker in the centre,
embellished with guiltless angels. With a low creak, the door opens on its own, revealing a
dimly lit interior.

On a handcrafted oak shelf, an assortment of ornate bottles sits — some decorated in
threads, sealed with warm wax, while others remain bare and empty. There’s a handwritten
sign etched into a craftsman's table: it reads ‘remedies to cure the mind and soul’.

In one lie broken fairy bones, a dozen baby teeth, crushed sky-blue crayons, strands of
fresh grass from your favourite playground. The label reads ‘to relive childhood’. Best used
on days when adulthood gets the better of us and all we need is a long, familiar hug.

In another, a pale white mist swirls — the tall jar engraved with numbers from one to
twelve, eddies of forgotten hours, and a faint ticking sound. The label reads ‘to turn back
time’. Best used on days when we wish to spend time with those who are no longer with us,
when we wish to remind ourselves of days past.

‘Memory mints’ to dull the soreness of unwanted recollections, invisible bandages to
bring immediate relief to inner wounds, ground sea salt, and roses to sprinkle on one’s pillow,
granting a peaceful night and sweet dreams.

For every broken heart, inconsolable loss, and quiet, brutal emptiness, there is an
antidote waiting — whether it is wrapped in silver thread and starlight, or nestled in a foil
packet, shaped like a simple oval tablet.
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The Empty Seat

Grace McKinlay
Evie

7.28am. If you see something that doesn’t look right, speak to staff or text the British
Transport Police on 61016. We’ll sort it. See it. Say it. Sorted.

For the last two years I must have heard this over one thousand times. See it. Say it.
Sorted. Over and over again. I rub my puffy eyes as [ open my book. Part of my new year’s
resolution was to read a classic a month. It’s now March and I’m still on the same. Margaret
Atwood. The Handmaid’s Tale. A book I probably should have read when I was a teenager,
one of those books to make you seem more intellectual than you are. But I find myself in my
mid-twenties, trying to better myself by reading a classic. Sometimes I wonder if self-
improvement is just another routine, something to fill the quiet between work and sleep, the
endless hum of everyday repetition. Maybe that’s what adulthood really is, learning how to
make peace with routine (or in big words monotony), convincing yourself that small habits
mean progress, even when nothing truly changes. In all honesty, I have only made it to
chapter three, I’ve reread the same page about Serena Joy multiple times.

I’'m two stops in and he enters the carriage. I’ve been too busy staring out the window
at the green hills and the cows sitting down, which means it’s going to rain, to even read a
page more of my book. Just like every day he sits in the seat opposite me but on the other
side of the carriage, and just like always we flash each other a small smile. Nothing big
enough to show any teeth, but not small enough that it’s awkward. Every day is the same, and
it has been for two years. He has warm eyes, a bit of stubble which he must keep on top of,
and he has his usual Starbucks coffee in his hand. Sometimes I wonder what he’s drinking, a
cappuccino? A mocha? Maybe in Autumn, he’d switch it up with a pumpkin latte. I could
easily ask. But I never have. And he’s never asked me about the book I’m reading.

7.28am. If you see something that doesn’t look right, speak to staff or text the British
Transport Police on 61016. We’ll sort it. See it. Say it. Sorted.

It’s Thursday, which means it’s only one sleep until Friday. Which means I can
finally stop pretending to be an adult and can share a bottle of wine (or two) with my
girlfriends. This is also a usual occurrence. I haven’t even bothered to get my book out my
bag today. I’m too tired. I will tomorrow. And of course, two stops later and he steps on,
coffee in hand, stubble groomed, and the most important feature about him, no wedding ring.
As usual we share our sweet subtle smile. And I look back out the window, imagining how
freeing the cows must be living in those fields. Wonder if they’ve ever sat and thought what
coffee the mysterious man opposite them is drinking. And wondering if they’d ever have the
courage to ask.

7.28am. If you see something that doesn’t look right, speak to staff or text the British
Transport Police on 61016. We’ll sort it. See it. Say it. Sorted.

My mood is a lot higher today because, as always on a Friday, [ woke up to a message
saying, “Drinks at mine tonight, you bring the crisps and dip (preferably from M&S) and I’ll
supply the wine,” from my best friend. Because [ am in a better mood, I decide to open my
book again, in hopes I can get past chapter three. I sort of lose track of time; I got a bit swept
away. [ am beginning to understand why it’s called a classic. I realise I’ve been on the train
for three stops and only have one more to go until I reach Paddington Station. And I realise
he didn’t get on the train. His empty seat stares at me. Suddenly my book is irrelevant in my
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brain. I focus my eyes up and the light is red, which means unavailable. Which means he did
book it as usual. Maybe he’s ill. Or has an appointment. But I have seen him every day for
the last two years, some days with a tissue constantly at his nose, clearly under the weather.
The abnormality of his empty seat makes the hair on my neck stand up suddenly. I look out
the window and the cows aren’t there. I feel sick.

Him

6.45am. My alarm goes off. I wake up in my cold flat in East Reading and snooze for five
more minutes. My alarm goes off again. I realise if I lay in bed any later, I won’t have time
for a coffee. So, I hop in the shower. I turn it up as hot as I can due to the insufferable
coldness of my flat. But who can afford to put their heating on in this economy? I step out the
shower and head to the mirror and see the shell of the man I used to be. The steam clings to
the glass like it’s refusing to let go, the way I hold on to the faint idea that life might still
surprise me. I grab my razor; I shave every two days. I run on auto-pilot, the cycle of my day
and the lack of spontaneity is unbearable. Sometimes, I feel as though I watch my life like an
outsider. Like I just float through life. I leave to get my coffee.

See it. Say it. Sorted.

It’s the same bullshit every day. It sounds like a ringing in my ear constantly. I
thought I’d be living the dream. Working in London, the city of opportunity. But every day I
wonder if anyone ever find’s any enjoyment in it. ’'m sat in my usual seat, 23b and the
attractive lady I see every day is reading a book. I’m not sure why she even bothers. I watch
her eyes as they travel over the lines and get lost at the end of the sentence. I try not to creep
her out by staring at her too much, but I find her so fascinating. I sit and ponder about where
her mind wanders too every day. Maybe she’s dyslexic and genuinely struggles to read.
Maybe she is thinking about what to have for dinner. Maybe, just sometimes, she might think
of me? Do I cross her mind the way she crosses mine. The blur of the green swiftly turns to a
grey and I know it’s nearly time to get off. We both stand up at the same time, and the natural
gentlemanly instincts in me gesture her to get out into the carriage first. She flashes me her
pretty subtle smile and then looks down.

I step on the train with my caramel latte. 7.45am. Just like always. As the train slows
down, I spot her long blonde hair in the window, and I step on to the train. I flash her a smile
and I sit down. She isn’t reading today. Maybe she has faced the inevitable fact that she will
probably never finish a book. She is probably smart enough, but I think deep down she
genuinely doesn’t enjoy reading. I stare out the window at the fields of green. It’s all so
boring. Life is so boring. I realise the numbness of my mind has made this journey fly by. I
stand up. Let her out. Smile. And wonder if she knows this is the last time that she will see
me.

Evie

It’s been two weeks staring at the empty seat. No one has sat there. It still has a red light
gleaming over it. Reserved, waiting, untouched. I’ve faced the inevitable truth. That I will
never truly know what happened to him. I have this overwhelming gut feeling that something
bad happened. But I will never know. All I have are fragments of memory. I have tried to
search for him. His company. Any information I can find at all. But in all honesty, all I know
about him is he’s handsome, he works in London, he keeps on top of his beard, and he drinks
a coffee every day. I wish with every ounce of my being I would have just asked. Anything.
What are you drinking? How is your day? What are your plans this weekend? I wish I would

16



have put my book down (which I still haven’t finished because all I do is stare at his seat) and
I wish I would have just spoke. I spent all my journeys wondering if I would ever be able to
pluck up the courage to speak to him. And now I live with the fact that I will have to stare at
it every day. The empty seat. His empty seat.
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Twenty Minutes

Sienna Churchill

Laura stepped out of the restaurant, the night air pressing against her face like a cold hand.
The laughter of her friends trailed behind her, caught for a moment in the doorway before the
sound was swallowed by the city. She could still taste wine on her tongue, earthy and sweet,
and the faint scent of jasmine from someone’s perfume lingered in her scarf. The pavement
glistened from rain, each puddle trembling under the streetlights. Their dinner had been a
quiet one, a muted kind of remembrance. They had met to mark a year since Mya’s death, yet
the evening had felt strangely light, filled with anecdotes about work and other people’s lives.
Nobody had said her name until the very end, when someone had raised a glass and
murmured it quickly, as if to release an obligation. The bus stop stood deserted beneath the
weak orange incandescence of the streetlights. The timetable behind the glass told her what
she already knew: the last bus had gone. The glow of her phone screen was a small comfort in
the dark, but her battery was nearly dead. Sighing, she slipped it into her pocket; a taxi would
be easier, but she could not bring herself to spend the money. It was not far to walk. Twenty
minutes, maybe less. That was what everyone had said about Mya’s walk home, too.

The air was thick with the scent of rain and petrol as Laura’s boots echoed against the
pavement, too loud in the emptiness. In the window of a closed shop, she caught her
reflection, a pale face floating behind glass. The sight of it unsettled her, a ghostly image of
herself moving through streets that no longer belonged to her. The grief had become quieter
over the year, but it had not gone. It lived under her ribs like a tender bruise, invisible until
something pressed against it. Sometimes it was guilt that woke it, the memory of Mya’s final
phone call flashing up on her screen while she had been half asleep, too tired to answer. Other
times, it was small things: a scent, a street corner, a voice that caught at the same pitch.
Tonight, it was the sound of her own footsteps, echoing in time with the rthythm of memory.
She crossed the road and entered the narrower part of the street. The air seemed heavier, the
lighting patchy and uncertain. Somewhere far away, a siren wailed, thin and tired; the smell
of damp brick filled her nose, earthy and familiar. Then she heard it. Another set of footsteps,
heavy and steady behind her. At first, they were faint, almost in time with her own. She
slowed, just slightly, to test the pattern. The sound slowed too, a fraction behind her, enough
to carve certainty into her chest. She told herself it was a coincidence. Of course it was. The
words did nothing to calm the spike of heat in her chest.

At the next crossing, she darted across the street. Laura didn’t run, not wanting to give
herself away, but her pace quickened. A glance back confirmed it; the man had crossed too.
Hood up, hands in his pockets, his face lost to darkness. Nothing about him was remarkable.
He could have been a neighbour, a colleague, even someone she’d brushed past earlier
without noticing. But here, in the hollowed-out streets, he was no one and everyone at once,
the only figure that mattered. Her hand closed around the keys in her pocket until their teeth
bit into her skin. It was something Mya had once joked about, showing her how to hold them
like claws. They had laughed then, as they learned the trick, passed like a whispered spell
between women. The memory made her throat tighten as the headlines returned, words that
rang like a litany through her mind. A row of terraced houses loomed close on her right-hand
side; windows blank with curtains pulled shut. Laura imagined knocking at one, but she could
already hear the hesitation on the other side. Who would open their home to a stranger at
midnight? The dark, uninviting night felt full of closed doors, none of them meant for her. A
soft cough came from behind her, then a voice.
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“Miss, wait. You dropped something.” She froze. Her breath locked in her chest, the
words hanging in the air like bait. She forced herself to keep walking, faster now, eyes fixed
on the corner ahead.

He called again, sharper this time, but she didn’t turn. The street veered left, and
there, glowing faintly, was a twenty-four-hour shop. The neon buzzed; half its letters broken
but still enough to light the pavement in washed-out blue. Relief flooded her body in a rush
so sharp it almost hurt. She crossed quickly, pushed the door open and stepped into the
humming warmth of artificial light. Inside, she lingered by the crisps, fingers grazing packets
without focus. The glass door reflected the street outside, where a man in a dark coat stood
under the halo of light. He seemed to look around for a moment, uncertain, before turning
away and continuing down the road. For a moment, she wondered if she’d imagined it all, if
he’d been heading home the whole time, unaware of the fear his presence had carved into her.
She stayed until the silence outside stretched again, until her pulse eased into something like
rhythm. When she finally stepped back onto the pavement, the air felt colder, heavier as
though she’d left her safety behind. The streets were still empty, her footsteps loud.

Halfway down the next street, she reached for her phone. It wasn’t there. She searched her
coat pockets, her bag, the small zip compartment inside. Nothing. She must have dropped it
when she started to run. Maybe that was what the man had meant? She stood under a
streetlight, trembling. She imagined her phone lying somewhere in the dark, screen face
down, the last of its battery fading away. For a moment, she thought of turning back. But the
thought of meeting him again, whether by chance or not, was unbearable.

Her building appeared ahead, the familiar doorway rising from the shadows. Relief
came and went in the same instant, replaced by exhaustion. She climbed the steps, unlocked
the door, and closed it behind her. The sound of the bolt sliding was louder than she expected,
sharp in the stillness. Inside, the air was heavy with the faint scent of candle wax from the
one she’d left burning earlier. She leaned against the door, eyes closed, her breath uneven.
The flat was dark except for a thin line of light from the street filtering through the curtains.
Her heart was still beating too fast, the echo of footsteps that might have been real or might
have been the memory of another woman’s walk home. A soft, hesitant tap on the other side
of the door broke the silence, so faint it could have been the house shifting, or her
imagination turning against her. Once, then again. She stopped breathing. The stillness
surrounded her, the air itself holding its breath. Only the faint hum of the city reached her, the
soft sigh of rain gathering in the gutters. When she finally moved, it was as if her body had
remembered how before her mind could follow. Each step toward the door felt deliberate,
slow, the floor creaking beneath her weight.

Through the peephole, the street lay empty. Rain shimmered on the pavement, the
light from the streetlamp rippling across it like spilt oil. She hesitated, then unlatched the
door, opening it just enough to feel the night’s breath on her skin. Her phone rested on the
step, its black screen glistening with rain. She bent to pick it up, fingers trembling, the chill of
the metal biting into her palm. Somewhere nearby, a fox called out, a long, mournful cry that
rose and fell like a human sob. She looked up and down the street, the phone in her hand felt
heavier than it should, a small, cold weight that no longer seemed entirely hers. Perhaps the
man had meant to help her? Perhaps he had followed her? The thought turned over and over
in her mind, like a coin she could not stop flipping. She closed the door and turned the key,
the sound echoing through the hallway. Across the room, her reflection hovered in the dark
window: pale, uncertain, half vanished into shadow.

Her grief, she thought, reshaped everything it touched, bending sound and light until
the familiar became strange. It made silence a warning, kindness a question, and fear
something that lived quietly in the bones. She stayed there until her breathing steadied and the
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first threads of dawn crept through the curtains, faint and silver. Then she placed the phone on
the table and turned off the light, letting the darkness fold around her once more.

20



Biographies

Ebony Lewis

Ebony Lewis is a third-year English student interested in stories that depict the nuance of
living with invisible illnesses or oppression, such as mental health and intersectionality which
she explores in her own work.

Tom Masters

Tom Masters is the Programme Leader of BA (Hons) English at Bournemouth
University. Quietly Beside Myself'is a digital collage created using PowerPoint, Paint, 3D
Paint, and Photoshop. It explores living with clinical depression.

Rosie Carr

Rosie Carr is an English student working as a manager at McDonald's to fund her studies —
she has succeeded in making it her entire personality. She discovered a passion for writing at
university and enjoys exploring the mundane. So far, Rosie has only read three books whilst
at BU, testing the limit of how far reading really takes you in an English degree.

Emma Buck

Emma is a Business and Management student with a passion for literature. In the second year
of her degree, she has discovered her desire to be involved in the English and creative writing
opportunities within BU. Her work draws from what she sees in the world around her, and
explores the realities of life.

Lilli Mia Cullen

Lilli Mia Cullen is a student and aspiring writer with a passion for storytelling and writing in
all forms. Currently in her final year of studying English in Bournemouth, Lilli writes short
prose and poetry exploring a variety of themes and is looking forward to expanding in
different directions with her writing.

Eve Toolan

Eve Toolan is a 21-year-old writer currently studying for her English degree. She was
recently approached to publish her short story with Fresh Voices, marking her emerging
presence in the literary world. When she isn’t writing, Eve enjoys spending her time reading
and dancing.
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Kate Neale

Inspired by the unconventional nuances of life, Kate Neale is an upcoming Bournemouth-
bred writer. Currently in the final year of her English degree, her creative work draws from
the strange, the unspoken, and the raw reality of life.

Grace McKinlay

Grace McKinlay is a very hard-working English language and literature student in her final
year. She has been inspired by the concept of "Sonder" which can be defined as the
realisation that you are not the only person living, and that everyone has their own emotions
and thoughts. Her short story captures the monotony of life and the lack of real connections
in humanity.

Sienna Churchill

Sienna Churchill is a third-year BA (Hons) English student with a passion for literature in all
its forms. She enjoys exploring a wide variety of themes in her writing and draws inspiration
from her love of reading. She is eager to experiment with different styles and genres as she
grows as a writer.
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Letters from the Fresh Voices Team

From our Editorial Assistant
Dear readers,

Thank you for taking the time to read, share, and support our magazine. It is your
engagement, curiosity, and enthusiasm that allow this publication to carry on. Thank you for
giving our contributors a forum to express themselves.

Thank you to everyone that contributed, and congratulations for creating such moving and
insightful interpretations of this issue’s theme, ‘Invisible Bandages’. It takes courage to share
such personal submissions. Your pieces have deepened my perspective, and I’m sure they will
affect other’s viewpoints and understanding also. This issue would not have been possible
without you.

Finally, thank you to the rest of the team for your continued dedication and support in
bringing the magazine to life. Your work on this publication is ultimately what allows it to be
published. I can’t wait to see what you do with future issues. Moreover, thank you for being
so welcoming and supportive of my joining the team, it has been a pleasure to meet and work
with you all. I look forward to continuing to collaborate with each of you.

Sincerely,
Emma Buck

Editorial Assistant
Fresher Publishing
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From our Deputy Editor

Dear readers,

As we launch the third edition of Fresh Voices, I am filled with profound gratitude for the
expanding community of creatives whose work continues to inspire, challenge, and enhance
the pages of this magazine.

To begin, I want to offer my heartfelt thanks to our wonderful contributors. Whether you are
returning to our pages or sharing your work with us for the first time, your ability to create
with depth and your willingness to share have brought richness and life to this publication
that would not have been possible otherwise. Fresh Voices continues to thrive because of your
talent, dedication, and nuanced perspectives.

To our committed team, your passion and skill across every aspect of the publication are what
make this possible. Every element, from editing and design to marketing and promotion, was
instrumental in shaping this edition, and it is owed to your talent and collaboration. I am
especially thankful to our Editorial Director, Dr Tom Masters, and Editor-in-Chief, Jay
Caitlin Hildreth, for the laughter, thoughtful leadership, and for making this such a genuinely
enjoyable and enriching experience.

To our readers, we are immensely grateful for your time and curiosity. This edition, Hidden
Bandages, brought attention to the challenges, emotions, and experiences beyond the
physical. Through these pieces, we wanted to highlight the overlooked stories and painfully
common silent struggles that deserve recognition and acknowledgment. We hope this
collection speaks to you as powerfully as it did to us while assembling it.

It has been my privilege to be part of a publication that offers the incredible opportunity to
amplify emerging voices, and one that encourages such valuable discussions and incredible
ideas at that. Thank you for joining us, I am so excited to see how Fresh Voices continues to
grow.

Sincerely,
Lilli Mia Cullen

Deputy Editor
Fresher Publishing
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From our Editor-in-Chief
Dear readers,

Thank you for reading Issue III of Fresh Voices literary magazine. Professionally publishing
members of the BU community and providing them with a space to creatively express their
thoughts on serious world issues is something I take great pride in. Once again, we received
incredible pieces, all of which explored the prompt ‘Invisible Bandages’ in a unique way.

111 health is a topic very close to my heart, and I always knew this issue would be particularly
special for me. I was diagnosed with Lyme disease four years ago, but I was bitten by the tick
that gave me the condition at age twelve. This means it took eight years for medical
professionals to believe and diagnose me; that’s nearly a decade of feeling unwell and not
being believed. My story, and others like it, highlights the need for better recognition and
support for those who suffer from long-term illnesses. If you take anything away from this
issue, let it be this: everyone is fighting something, and physical appearance does not reliably
indicate a person’s overall health.

Alongside our readers, I’d like to thank Dr Tom Masters, our Editorial Director at Fresher
Publishing, for supporting the team in all our endeavours and putting up with our chaotic
meetings. Additionally, I’d like to thank my Deputy Editor, Lilli Mia Cullen, and Editorial
Assistant, Emma Buck, for getting stuck in and helping to put this issue together. Lastly, I'd
like to thank my amazing new team of interns: Ebony Lewis, Kate Perry, Carriegan Jandron,
and Bea Taylor. Their energy and passion for everything we do at Fresher Publishing has
made my heart happy, and I’m so excited to see what we can achieve together.

Thank you for spending time with Fresh Voices, and I look forward to the next issue and
other exciting things to come.

Sincerely,
Jay Caitlin Hildreth

Editor-in-Chief
Fresher Publishing
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