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Can we have the ball back please? 
 
Mark Niel 
 
 
Wimbledon Umpire Number One Court  
  
The life cycle of the ace 
starts with selection. 
Three balls audition for the starring role. 
One is cruelly discarded, 
another sits in the pocket as understudy, 
the last lands the part. 
  
Bounce, bounce from  
Hand-to-grass-to-hand-to-grass-to-hand. 
The player composes,  
sets and settles, 
kiss of ball to racquet handle 
then  
  
a heart beat‟s pause..... 
  
before  
toss of ball; arc of strings; 
flex of arm; snap of wrist. 
Latent energy turns kinetic 
in one frenetic  
rhythm. 
  
The strings sing  
if weighted with spin, 
whisper of gut on fuzz. 
Or sound the whip crack  
of all-out power: 
sport as blunt force trauma. 
  
This one loops and swerves 
defying time in the humid air 
bites the grass, 
high kicks away 
as ricochet 
takes it into the crowd. 
  
A quick fire rally of emotion follows  
crowd gasp, laughter then applause 
for the lady‟s neat catch. 
She hesitates, hoping the prize is hers. 
The Umpire strikes back, 
“Can we have the ball back please?” 
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 In a moment I travel to the last time 
I spoke these words. 
They made the summers better then: 
hotter, longer, brighter. 
Days when dusk won every match 
I played against bedtime. 
  
A reluctant throw reunites  
the ball with his brothers. 
The time when all eyes  
follow them is so very short.  
Something we‟d do well to remember. 
Play! 
 

 

On the A468   

 

Lynda Nash 

 

Voices murmur 

beneath the whirr  

of diesel engine, the spin 

of wheels as they spit up  

gravel from the unsurfaced road. 

 

A newspaper rustles 

I look up, but its only branches 

brushing the bus 

a green blur alongside  

passengers like shop mannequins  

on their way to the depot. 

 

Someone asks, OK, my love? 

But I think it‟s leaves whispering  

to the window. 

 

These are quiet people, refined:  

but this is the 11.45 not the 3.15 

and this is the Beige Brigade 

 

not the Monday to Friday  

(except for holidays) 

boarders from the station  
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with their red and black uniforms  

and over-sized bags spilling 

Coke and obscenities in the aisle. 

 

A woman in the next row 

talks about her granddaughter. 

She‟s a lovely little kid, she says. 

They all are. 

 

 

Multiculture (overheard) 
 

Anna Lindsay  
 
 
“In two years‟ time.” 

   Whispers from the library air. 
“Yeah well, I said.” 

 “No regrets?” 
“liked the black ones best” 

“Not really, though 
there was a girl” 

“Forty ninety-nine, they were” 

“I met  fairy-tale bliss across the room 
for a term before exchanging words.” 

“Go well with my dress” 
“Most beautiful I‟ve ever known; 
the sweetest too.” 

“... the party. James was there” 
“Misunderstanding. 

Said I needed time   

She thought I didn‟t care  
and now ” 

“Forget the essay.” 
“demand tradition... 
we‟ve never met, but 
they‟ve chosen her. 
It will be  
a proper wedding.” 
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Tall Blonde 
 
Alex Kaminsky 
 
I have come back as a giraffe. 
It was the rule: 
whatever they said about you at the funeral - 
you came back nearest to. 
 
So „she was a tall, graceful woman,  
with a sweet nature 
and a relaxed outlook ..‟ 
And I should be glad - 
it‟s a good life. 
 
We are of course the gentlest of creatures. 
I‟m told we have a sweet, sweet smell 
like lanolin or lavender, and of course 
we eat the tastiest of fruits and leaves: 
no competition, dear, don‟t you see. 
 
They say we have a laid-back sense of humour 
and well, we are laid back, particularly between  
the hours of one and three: siesta, ah, siesta ...  
 
Naturally we see further than anyone else, 
have lofty ideals, high principles: 
„wise beyond our ears‟ is the old joke  
amongst giraffe wags. 
 
We do what we want, meet our own needs, 
but respect others and show kindness; 
we‟re self aware, centred in ourselves. 
(I think it‟s the neck that does it). 
 
And then, there‟s always those beautiful long eyelashes 
to flutter should you meet a fellow giraffe… 
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Best of Intentions 
 

Sarah James 
 
“I have not intentionally intended 
to discover a better understanding… 
I just tripped over it on route to the pub, 
carelessly dumped at the bottom of a lamppost, 
blocking my path and half of the pavement. 
I couldn‟t leave it there, of course, 
too much risk to health and safety. 
But a shovel and a brush 
and it was soon cleared away, 
just in time to get on with my pint – 
and whatever it was I was thinking 
before I bumped into it, 
left there so inconsiderately, 
right in my way.” 
 
 
 
Second Hand News 
 
Siobhan Harper 
 

„Do you see her?‟ 

„See who?‟ 

„Look, out there! There she is!‟ 

Outside, a woman lingered by the doors. She drew a cigarette out of a 

crumpled packet, and fumbled with a lighter. She wants to be here, she doesn‟t want 

to be here. She wants to go inside, but she doesn‟t. The two women inside watched 

her surreptitiously, hoping she wouldn‟t see them watching. The woman sucked on 

the cigarette deeply, looking away from the building.  

„Is that...‟ 

„Yeah, it‟s her, has to be!‟ The second woman shifted in her seat to get a better 

view. Her coffee sat gently steaming on the table, all but forgotten. „I can‟t believe 

she came!‟ 

„Can‟t believe she had the nerve‟. The first woman leant in and whispered to 

her cohort, „You know, after what she did‟.  

„What did she do?‟ The second woman leant in too and nearly banged heads 

with her friend in her excitement. „Nothing to do with...‟ 
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„Oh yes. I heard that they were going at it the whole time at school‟. The first 

woman smiled, as if sharing this news was a special treat. „That‟s why he got the 

sack‟.  

„I thought he quit?‟ 

„No! After what he did? The parents would never allow him to stay, would 

they?‟ 

The women considered this in silence for a moment. The woman outside 

continued to drag on her cigarette, trying to draw the whole process out. She was 

here, she was just having a quick smoke first. There was no rush. No one could say 

she hadn‟t shown up. 

„How do you know what they did?‟ asked the second woman. „You never... 

caught them, did you?‟ She grimaced. 

„Oh no, oh God no. But Linda did.‟ The first woman grinned this time. This 

wasn‟t character assassination, it was just sport. „Told me all about‟. She leant back, 

relishing the suspense. 

The second woman couldn‟t wait that long. „Well? Tell me! What did they do?‟ 

„Well‟. The first woman leant in again. „Linda says that she went to his room, 

you know, to get a book or something. Said she‟d forgotten it after the lesson. I think 

she was after something else, if you know what I mean‟. She winked. „She knocked 

on the door but she didn‟t get an answer, but she heard movement in there. 

Someone scuffling about, she said, like she‟d just been disturbed. She decided to 

open the door anyway, she knew where the book would be, she‟d just grab it and go, 

lunch was in five minutes and she needed to get in the queue...‟ 

The second woman was nearly bouncing up and down in her chair now. „Well? 

Well?‟ 

„Linda went in and saw them at it, didn‟t she?‟ 

„No! Really? No wonder she caught them, she‟ – she nodded to the woman 

outside – „was always filth, wasn‟t she?‟  

The first woman nodded. „She didn‟t see them doing anything, but he was 

buttoning up his shirt and she was lying on the desk with her skirt ridden up, Linda 

says. He got all flustered and shooed her out, some daft excuse like she‟d been 

feeling ill and he‟d been looking after her, but Linda knew the truth‟.  

The second woman was nearly squealing. „Oh my God!‟ she breathed. „And 

then, of course...‟ 
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„She got pregnant‟. The first woman nodded. „Blamed it all on him, said he‟d 

abused her, said she was only a kid, she didn‟t know any better‟.  

The second woman snorted. „Whatever. She was 15, she knew right from 

wrong‟. 

„Of course. But she reckoned it had been going on for years. In the end, it was 

her word against his, until the kid was born and it turned out to be his‟. 

„Oooh.‟ 

„Exactly. After that, he had to give up, didn‟t he? Admitted to having an affair 

with her and gave himself in for having sexual relations with an underage girl. He 

was adamant she was consenting to it the whole time, though‟ 

„But she said he abused her?‟ 

„Well, prove it. He was sacked and she went away, to one of those schools for 

teenage mums, you know the ones, you‟ve seen them on the telly‟. 

„Mmm. Who do you believe?‟ 

The first woman sat back. „I think I believe him. She was always weird. 

Wouldn‟t hang around with the other kids. Always sat in a corner at lunch scribbling 

in that notebook of hers, you remember?‟ 

„Yeah I do! Wouldn‟t talk to anyone, would she? Flinched if you went near her‟. 

The second woman added, „I always thought she‟d go off the rails, you know‟. 

Outside, the woman finished her cigarette and stubbed it out. She was here 

now, and there was nothing to be ashamed of. She sneaked a peek inside. 

Oh God. Them. Hopefully they hadn‟t seen her yet. They‟d be there, having a 

good gossip. They were complete hags, even back at secondary school. She didn‟t 

want to speak to them, now or ever. She had no choice, though. She‟d come to 

prove how she‟d made something of herself, been a good mother, turned everything 

around after... after him. She shouldn‟t care what others thought of her, she knew 

that, but she wanted a second chance. The chance she‟d been denied. 

Everyone else must still be on their way, she thought. She checked her watch. 

It was still early. She may as well get this reunion started, if not now then never. She 

smoothed her hair in the coffee shop window, brushed her suit jacket down, and then 

walked in, head held almost self consciously high. The two women stared at her.  

She reached their table. „Hello ladies! You‟re very quiet all of a sudden! Not 

talking about me I hope?‟ 
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Unanswered question 
 
Maggie Doyle 
 
Listening intently in the local ladies loo 
Waiting for women to do what they do 
A fragmented phrase drifted out from the queue 
"Why is it always the green ones?" 
 


