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Flinch
Four writers recall the moments of disgust, decay and betrayal that lingered 
in the mind long after the shock of the memory that made them recoil

War Hero 
words jason ward
In retrospect it was quite a coup for the 
12th Pontypridd Scout Group to come 
into the possession of Lord Nelson’s 
body. He was down in the basement, our 
patrol leader swore, laid out on a table. 
Apparently our 50p weekly dues were 
stretching further than anticipated. 
The patrol was enthusiastic but unfazed: 
when you’re 11 you take a lot of things in 
your stride. We were told that the Hero of 
Trafalgar was in good condition (relatively 
speaking – he’d lost his arm and the use of 
his right eye in battle) despite dying two 

centuries prior. It was forbidden to look 
upon his cadaver. 

One by one we were blindfolded and 
led into the basement. There’s a very 
specific age where you’re old enough to 
know you’re being told a fantastical story 
but young enough that your conviction 
can falter ever so slightly. You may never 
say it out loud, might never admit it to 
another person, but just for a moment you 

can allow yourself to believe in something 
impossible. It wasn’t Nelson’s body, 
obviously, but there had to be something 
down there, right?

The older scouts, who’d undergone this 
in the distant past of a year ago, met our 
queries with silence and amused smiles. 
What occurs to me now is that it wasn’t 
the notion of pawing a historical corpse 
that excited but the prospect of taking 
part in a rite. Others had done this before 
and others would do it afterwards. It was a 
silly game but our turn to play it.

More specifically, it was my turn. The 
scoutmaster went into his spiel. Here lies 

Admiral Horatio Lord Nelson. These are 
his boots. I felt the boots. These are the 
buttons on his jacket. I felt the buttons on 
his jacket. This is his missing arm. My hand 
was guided into the empty sleeve. 
And this is his right eye. I knew then and 
know now that it wasn’t real. Of course it 
wasn’t the damaged eyeball of a famous 
deceased naval figure. Of course it was 
just a tomato that had been left out in 
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maggots moved in her raw places.
Then her eye opened.

I looked away, wildly. From horror, for 
help. Ran to each side of the large field 
looking for a house. Nothing. No one.
So I knelt to it. Tried to concentrate my 
whole self in my hands, so she was not a 
plight — repulsive to me — but a puzzle: 
the brambles only a tangle of yarn like 
the skeins I unpicked and rewound for my 
granny. (A woman who was the true north 
of my childhood. Look how lost I’d become 
away from her.)

At first touch, the ewe struggled, then 
submitted. The grease from her wool soon 
coated my fingers and the maggots stuck 
to them like rice come alive. I wiped them 
on my trousers and spat into the grass, 
over and over. Without a penknife, it took 
hours. My hands bled. I wept, retched. 
Pain, pity. For her. Me.

How long since I’d been touched. How 
far away the girl who shared Granny’s 
big bed, little leg hooked around hers as 
anchor. Where, when, a man who would 
love me finally? And what little care I had 
for others: no brothers, no sisters, no pets. 
My hands only ever turning pages, making 
notes. 

When the last bramble cane came free, 
I lay my palms flat on the sheep’s side. 
Empty of disgust and desire and enjoying 
her heartbeat, her breathing. I had 
imagined sex as the only way to slip the 
confines of my skin and situation, but this 

the sun. Of course this was a trick being 
played in a basement with a kid on a table 
and some fruit. For a moment, though, I 
really did touch Nelson’s eye, and to my 
delight it was absolutely disgusting. 

A Lost Sheep 
words tanya shadrick
That afternoon I would sleep with my 
landlady’s husband. This is why I was 
cutting class and stalking the high-hedged 
lanes that hemmed me in. Bored by  
my out-of-the way village, I got a grant  
at 16 for a distant FE college. But the 
snares of family association drew tight 
and I was lured by cheap rent to a cut-off 
cottage belonging to someone’s father’s 
second wife. 

I was stuck emotionally too. My 
landlady’s husband made a study desk 
for me, kindness which triggered a stray’s 
hunger in my fatherless heart: I skipped 
student parties and hung around while 
he gardened. Blind with desire and 
determination, that day I walked deep 
into the mid-Devon fields, deciding on the 
words, the touch, to make him want me.
Then I walked into it. The body.

An ewe, loose and ragged in her fleece, 
wrapped in brambles like a prisoner in 
barbed-wire. Shock hit like smelling salts, 
and I shivered at the death she’d suffered: 
the thorns winding tighter, biting deeper.  
A long time it took too: the grass all 
around her head was eaten bare and 

fairytale labour had freed me instead. 
The ewe got up and made a straight line 
for home. Mine might take years to find, 
but it was work, not love that would get 
me there. I hurried back, washed myself off 
and got a bus to my afternoon class.

Detached
words layla haidrani
Your eyes stare at me with longing, your 
irises dancing with desire like an old friend. 
One that I flirted with the first time I met 
you. But how can I say it? That I am now 
repulsed by your touch.  

Sometimes there is no one incident 
that changes the course of a relationship 
no matter how hard you try to conjure 
it. Perhaps it was an accumulation of 
insignificant things. The girl in the martini 
bar, laughing raucously in abandonment 
with a senseless joy I’d all but forgotten, 
as you stared wistfully. When you didn’t 
bother opening the car door before I got 
out. Or maybe it was the way you stopped 
calling me by my name, the ‘L’ dancing 
in the air like a firework, replaced with a 
lazier moniker.    

The Sunday morning slot had come 
around yet again that summer, two hours 
of uninterrupted bliss as your hands 
danced across my back, etching your 
name as if to mark me. But this time they 
were hesitant and I flinched, avoiding your 
gaze so I didn’t have to see the hurt bare 
on your face, huddling into myself in a 
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The distance started as summer 
departed, nothing but a lingering 
goosebump-clad ghost. But when I think of 
it later, perhaps it always was there in the 
background and I was in constant pursuit 
for some sort of misplaced belonging.

And yet when I didn’t want you, I 
didn’t want you looking for it elsewhere. 
I dreaded the weekend, with that 
familiar potent mix of possible sex and 
opportunities. 

I knew all too well the ease of 
commanding attention merely through a 

head tilt, drunk on the powers of a slow 
upturned smirk or even a jot of red lipstick. 
You were seemingly forever in pursuit of 
a misplaced youth, winking alluringly as 
I vowed to let you go and then morning 
came, my vow shaky and unresolved. 

She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah.

The interloper
words frances ambler
A well-worn path. First, a line past my 
right ear, drawn with my index finger. I 
pause level with my ear lobe. If all seems 
peaceful, I sweep down, over my chin and 
back, letting my hands trail down the  

futile attempt to make myself so small  
I could escape from the crevice of the  
car door. 

For months, I barely recalled another 
face, yours always in the periphery even 
though I must have walked by hundreds, 
thousands every day, their bodies slipping 
past on the tube and the park, their 
shadows dancing in the bars. It’s strange, 
isn’t it, how I used to wait until the clock 
struck six and I’d be back in Richmond 
Park, craving the seconds until our hands 
met, intertwined so fiercely God himself 

would have had trouble unlinking us. 
That I once counted down the days till 
I saw you and now I count the hours 
till I could come home. Recoiling from 
your hands, even though I was once so 
enveloped in them that I scarcely saw 
myself as a separate person. How so much 
can change in a day. 

I knew your hands better than any other 
part of your body. The clean sharp cut of 
the nails, the jutted bones and the creased 
wrinkles. And I knew they were searching 
when I had already left. I no longer need 
to wonder if your hands played the same 
dance with her. 

right-hand side of my neck. There’s no 
lasting comfort in finding all is calm.

My finger catches and I jolt to attention. 
Half a millimetre, if that, it juts through my 
skin. A blunt interloper in the smooth down 
– the wrong kind of hair. Over its jagged, 
disobedient edge, my finger rocks back 
and forth; repulsed, transfixed; to, fro. It’s 
just it and me until I find the tweezers.  
This tiny rebel has shrunk my world down 
to its size. 

When I follow this route around my 
face, I’m tracing a map of previous sites 
of resistance. First stop: my oldest foe. 
We met in my teens, but who knows how 
long it had been biding its time under my 
baby locks? The most recent – left of my 
chin, where it tips under the jaw line – and 
perhaps the cruellest, the assassinator 
of a potential lover. And so my stealth 
operation continues. 

If, over time, I’ve made peace with 
many aspects of my body, I suspect that 
my wayward hairs and I will never reach 
a truce. They persist stubbornly; I resist 
stubbornly. Again and again: I pluck, they 
grow back. Some days I marvel at this 
relationship we have, an intimacy known to 
me alone. And, as with all my relationships, 
I fear for its future. Each coarse, black 
millimetre points to what might come later, 
when I may no longer be able to play my 
part in the battle. I know they’ll carry on 
without me. My hidden path, plotted out 
for everyone to see. 

Over its jagged, disobedient edge, my 
finger rocks back and forth; repulsed
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