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Poem: ‘Stainless Stephen’
By Helen Mort

He haunts the chippies mostly,
nodding his approval
at the puns: A Salt & Battery,
In Cod We Trust.

He’s dressed up to the nines
in stainless shoes, a plated vest,
two spoons for a bow tie. A fork
to comb his slick, black hair.

He says: I’m aimless comma
brainless comma Stainless Stephen
semi-colon semi-conscious
ordering my chips full stop

and when the shop lads
shove him out into the cold,
he knows a pub across the river
where the doors will never shut,

a shell between the empty works,
where brambles twine around the pumps
and every glass is draped
with webs. Where men stride in


still sweating from the braziers
that vanished thirty years ago
and tug their collars,
loosening the noose of heat.

The jukebox hasn’t changed its tune
since ’71. The landlord stands,
a statue at the bar, as Stainless
saunters in and tips his silver hat,

surveys his audience –
the roughed up chairs, the yawning
window panes, the shabby walls
that echo back each joke

as if they know them off by heart.
Semi-quaver, semi-frantic,
Stainless croons the golden oldies,
sing-alongs to sway to,

here in Sheffield
where they drink till dawn
and beg for encores, know
there’s no such thing as Time.





Poem: ‘The Caged Owl’
By Becci Louise

You first see her as the evening sets in,
those large eyes opening,
the ruffle of her feathers, the way she lifts
those huge claws to her beak to clean.

Tug your mother’s hand, say, “wait!”
and watch the huge owl as she wakes.
Make a quick calculation: from one side of the cage
to the other. Not enough space to open her wings.

How long has she been here?
Stress bars on her feathers go all the way
along her tail—that damage where they have not grown
as they should. Whisper quietly to her,

“What’s your name?” Perhaps she wishes she could tell you.
When no one is looking, maybe you sneak
across the room to unlatch her cage,
maybe you coax her urgently, “Come on!”

And maybe she does hop to the door,
spread those formidable wings…and fall
to the polished floor. Ten years in that cage
and she’s never learned to fly,

and out there, her beak open, panting,
terrified of the sky. What do you do now?
How can you help her when all she wants
is to climb back into that tiny cage,

the only place she has known.
A cell, yes, but somewhere she is safe.





Poem: ‘Monsters’
By Eugenia Leigh

The first time I imagined harming a man,
I was twelve. I imagined that cop
quivering in my fists.

He’d paraded my sister and me
like two prized rats. Bragged, We rescued them
from their kidnapper, and my mouth
sutured shut. I uncapped a permanent marker. Scrawled
onto my arms, Please help. Monsters have stolen my dad.

When our dad ran from California—first on foot,
then by bus—did he drag us out?
Or did my sister and I chase hi? He disguised us
as boys. We left our mom
messaged from payphones. Survived on fries.
And the morning he was arrested
outside that Wisconsin hotel, I stitched into my eyelids

that image of him clinched in handcuffs, mouthing
assurance from the back of that howling car.

		Nine years later, at Incheon International Airport,
	I don’t recognize him, cloaked in monstrous welts.
How does he know to run to me,
older than mom was when I was born?

I had pretended it was a bus trip across the country—
our first family vacation. How could I know
my dad flushed my hair down that hotel toilet
because every cop—everywhere—was studying my photo?

When he’d joked about changing our names, my sister cried.
Did she believe that word? 		Kidnapper?

I should have said, I asked my dad to take me.
I should have said, I promised him
I could be a boy for as long as he needed.

Poem: ‘An Alien in the Back Garden’
By Becci Louise

When your ship lands in our back garden,
bright steam pouring from its belly,
white circles crisping on our lawn
and that black hatch opens, your shape
studded against the lights

we are certain we will die.
Two minutes past midnight and here is the end;
you, descending the steps to the grass,
a diminutive Armageddon, your black pebble eyes
catching the light where our roof

is now burning. You smile
an alien smile—and ask for a cup of tea.
Who knew aliens drank tea?
We watch you sip; your thin legs
swinging over the edge of the chair,

and you ask us if you look as we expected you to?
You’ve researched, studied our expectations
and designed yourself accordingly:
an alien wearing an alien suit—
no sense in upsetting the locals—

you watch us without blinking,
weary and wise as a satellite,
ask us what there is to do around here,
on this planet of green and water,
how lucky we are.

We fall over ourselves to agree with you,
the planet is perfect, don’t worry;
we are treating it well. We stumble on
words empty as a promise
and fall silent all at once.

But you know. You know.
Martian winters, you tell us, last the length
of an Earth year. You can live and die
and never know more
than blasts of frozen hydrogen,

it’s a different way of living.
We process this quietly, each to ourselves,
wonder how different that would make us—
whether Martian ambassadors sit around the cabinet
on the last gathering before hibernation

and, over their Horlicks, suggest
that there is no sense in starting war until Spring,
the presidents will have forgotten by the time they wake
and there will be new problems
when the hibernation ends.

Each of us carries this story differently inside us—
the impatience of Earth,
the impudence of short winters,
how green is the colour of gods
and we expect too much of aliens.

You finish your tea in silence, hop down
from our chair and scratch your small, pointed chin.
you’ll be going now, you say; thank us,
the trip was most illuminating.
You clamber into your ship, up stairs

made of otherworldly metal. You salute us
in a fashion we recognise and, afterwards,
wonder why we do. We watch the arc
of the alien crackling through the atmosphere
and nothing needs to be said.

Your visit settles into us like knowledge of a cancer. 
We have disappointed you.
But you, little Martian, messenger from a slower race
are too polite to show it. We turn back towards the house,
and do not say, we know you won’t be coming back.
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