
The Prisoner 

 

"This is your final chance: submit or you leave me with little alternative."  

 

"I'm not the one with the gun. The decision is yours. Don't try to pass off the responsibility to me, 

you coward!"  

 

The guard lifted his rifle and aimed it at the head of the prisoner. His nerves were expressed in a 

violent trembling. Beads of sweat rolled down his forehead, burning his blood-shot eyes. His 

uniform, muddied and ragged from months of guerilla warfare in the mountains, turned a darker 

shade of green as it absorbed the perspiration. Over his left shoulder, a superior officer stood 

patiently, delighted by the test of loyalty that had presented itself.  

 

"I'm giving you the chance to save yourself here. Don't be stupid!"  

 

"I want you to decide: are you a killer or aren't you?"  

 

The trembling in the guard's knees accelerated. His mental fragility became ever more apparent on 

his face. Shifting his feet in an attempt to steady himself, he caught a glimpse of his superior officer 

out the corner of his eye. Feeling the officer's gaze on the back of his neck, he re-positioned his aim.  

 

"Since you have failed to submit, I have no choice but to kill you."  

 

The prisoner, whose composure suggested a long-held acceptance of his fate, laughed upon hearing 

the guard's rationalisation.   

 

"It won't help, you know. You'll still remember my face for the rest of your life."  

 

The prisoner smiled sardonically, looking to the sky as though the clouds were curious spectators at 

his execution. He was a campesino accused of communist sympathies. Having lost his wife and 

children to the terror campaign of the paramilitaries, he seemed to enjoy the opportunity to 

provoke the guard. The commanding officer appeared to be willing on the prisoner's testing words. 

It allowed him to see what his man was made of. The paramilitaries could not afford to carry 

weakness in their cause. But the time for words was over. The guard tensed his entire body in an 

attempt to stop the trembling, looked down the length of his rifle, and fired a shot straight into the 

forehead of the prisoner. A loud clap echoed through the valley where the paramilitaries had set-up 

camp. The body of the prisoner slumped to the ground. The guard stood frozen to the spot; his rifle 



still aiming where the prisoner had stood. The commanding officer took a long final draw of his 

cigarette, threw the butt to the floor, placed his pistol back in its holster, and walked away from the 

scene of the execution without saying a word. Behind him the sound of shifting feet could be heard, 

and another clap echoed through the valley...  

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

-------  

 

Insomnia 

 

Angela looked at the digital clock on her nightstand: '03:23'. The sleeping pills had been ineffective 

yet again. She'd have to phone her GP surgery and ask them to try something else. She had already 

been on the sick twice, and the grace of her bosses at work had grown increasingly thin since the re-

structuring. She could not afford to take any more time off to address her mental health problems.   

 

One-by-one, her financial obligations passed across her mind like adverts on a cinema screen. What 

they advertised evoked panic in her breast: rent-arrears; the cutting off of her power supply; no 

internet or television; her daughter struggling at school because of an empty stomach and dirty 

clothes. Every night these thoughts surged through her head. The chance of a good night's sleep was 

a distant dream that her insomnia did not allow her to have.   

 

Red-eyed and irritable, Angela got through her morning routine thanks to muscle memory. Without 

being mentally present, she got herself and her daughter ready for the day and out the door on 

time. Eilidh had recently started in primary four and, as she walked with her mother to school, she 

would list all of the new and exciting things that her young mind had only started to contemplate. 

Angela was unable to reciprocate the enthusiasm. Her mind had wandered well ahead of the two of 

them: it was Friday today, and if she could get through another day at work, the weekend's rest 

would do her the world of good. Reaching the school gates, Angela gave her daughter a half-hearted 

hug. As she felt Eilidh's arms around her neck, she thought to herself that when everything gets 

better she would be the best mother possible, and that her recent coldness was only the result of 

her insomnia.   

 

Angela arrived at her place of work to find posters covering the walls and the hand-rail leading to the 

front door. As she made her way up the steps she caught a glimpse of some of the messages: 'STOP 

Benefit Sanctions!'; 'State Sadism'; 'Austerity Kills'. A feeling of remorse jostled with her anxiety to 

become the dominant feeling in her breast. As she entered the building a transformation occurred: 

she was no longer the person defined by her beliefs, actions, desires, memories and relationships; 

she was now an agent of the State, answerable to her supervisors and managers, who themselves 

were answerable to the Department for Work and Pensions.   

 



Angela observed that the nature of the job had changed significantly in recent years. In the past, she 

felt that her job was to try and help people secure employment or get access to any benefits that 

they qualified for. Nowadays, however, the approach was different, and Angela felt as though her 

purpose was to try and lower the cost of benefits to the UK government. Having seen the reality 

shows on the television, she felt as though she had a moral duty to seek out those who abused the 

system and relieve the tax-payer of burdensome 'scroungers'. It wasn't fair that hard-working 

women like herself were struggling to make ends meet, while work-shy families, who passed on their 

idleness from generation to generation, enjoyed comparatively luxurious lifestyles. It was hard 

learning of the effects of sanctions on decent people, but to Angela's mind it was necessary to create 

an incentive to work. That being said, the zeal that some of her supervisors showed when handing 

out sanctions troubled her. But so long as she stuck to her principles and made honest judgements, 

she thought, she could perform a public service in good conscience.   

 

The work day was slow. Angela had seen several claimants and was comfortable with their sincerity 

and endeavours to find employment. The thought of a couple of days of rest had given her a burst of 

energy and she could feel the anxiety recede a little in her breast. Her conversation with a co-worker 

was interrupted by a phone-call. It was one of her clients who was due to report to her the following 

Monday morning. The man explained to Angela that his best-friend had recently passed away and 

that he would have to reschedule the appointment. Angela had been instructed to consult with her 

supervisors any time a claimant could not make a scheduled appointment, so she took the issue up 

with her superior. The supervisor handled the phone call personally, and then told Angela that he 

had instructed the man to honour the original appointment. " If he fails to show on Monday 

morning, sanction him."  

 

Angela could not enjoy her days off. Her whole weekend was spent worrying about Monday 

morning. She had felt it was entirely appropriate to reschedule the man's appointment, given the 

circumstances. Indeed, she herself would forgo almost any appointment to attend the funeral of 

someone she cared deeply for. She was on thin ice with her bosses having been on the sick twice, 

and allowing the rescheduling of an appointment without consultation with her superiors a couple 

of months earlier. She was in no position to take any risks. The claimant in question, a middle-aged 

man named Peter, had always seemed honest and hard-working. He had lost his wife to cancer and 

quit his job because of the emotional toll his partner's death had taken. He was trying everything to 

get back into work, even though his doctor had told him that he shouldn't rush back into things 

before he was ready. The loss of his closest friend would have been absolutely devastating. The least 

the DWP could do is let him attend the funeral.   

 

Monday morning arrived and Angela ghosted through her routine again. She dropped Eilidh off at 

school and then silently made her way to the job centre, ready for her transformation. The 

appointment was at 10am. The first hour of her shift felt like an eternity. She had remembered the 

first time Peter had come to the job centre. The expression on his face revealed the trauma of losing 

a life partner. He was a proud man and had always tried to pay his own way in life. Angela had given 

him a referral to the local food bank. Over the last month or so he had lost several stone in weight. 

The thought of sanctioning him made Angela feel sick.   

 



At six minutes past ten, Angela's supervisor approached her desk. " Did your ten o'clock not show 

then? I need you to implement a six-week sanction. I explained this to him on Friday, so he knew 

what the consequences of a no-show were." The supervisor walked away, whistling to himself, 

seemingly undisturbed by the gravity of his decision. Angela sat staring blankly at her computer. A 

few clicks of the mouse and she would cut Peter's money for six weeks, leaving him destitute, and all 

because he had the gall to say goodbye to his closest friend. As the late-morning light shone in 

through the job centre windows, Angela could see herself reflected in her computer screen. But who 

was it that looked back at her? Eilidh's mother? The woman who believed in kindness and 

compassion? The woman with dreams of taking her daughter to Barcelona and Paris? The young girl 

that had wanted to be a veterinary nurse so she could help sick animals? Or the agent of the State; a 

foot soldier in the DWP's war against the people who had fallen through the cracks? What choice did 

she have?    

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

-------------  

Charity 

 

What a fine day here in Glasgow. Too fine a day to waste sitting here in this dusty old flat. If I leave 

now I'll hopefully snatch a seat at the bookshop cafe. Given the fine weather, they usually set up 

some tables outside. It's settled, then.   

 

The bookshop cafe has always been a place of meditation for me. Surrounded by ideas and the 

products of great imaginations, I feel myself slip from one state of mind to another as soon as I enter 

through the doorway. When I am here, I wear my philosopher's cap. Perhaps today I will think about 

ethics and whether there are any objective moral standards. But first I should order my coffee and 

claim a table.   

 

Perfect! A seat outside in the glorious weather. The coffee tastes a little bitter today, so perhaps I 

ought to utilise one of these brown sugars. There we go, a nice balanced taste. Looking about I see a 

typical scene for Byers Road. Across the street there is a man playing some sort of string instrument, 

akin to a violin with a horn attached to it. He looks like he may be from Eastern Europe, and the 

music further informs this guess. I don't like the sound of the instrument he is playing, it is very 

screechy. The passers-by are all purposefully avoiding eye-contact with him as he tries to smile at 

them, hoping for a flick of a coin into his instrument case. He is playing outside of the public library, 

where I imagine the screeching sound is unwelcome. In fact, looking along a little further, there is a 

man standing outside the library smoking a cigarette, glancing unfavourably at the musician. We all 

have to make compromises, I suppose, to tolerate the existence of other people and their 

idiosyncrasies. That is true here more than most places, where the upper-middle class coexist with 

the bohemian students and their youthful idealism.   

 

A few more sips of coffee has got me thinking: this street, like many others, is a marketplace. It's 

what they like to talk about in economics. There are lots of shops, most of which are there to make a 



profit. On the shelves of each shop there are commodities along with the "phantom objectivity" that 

is their price tag. There are people working in the shops and people shopping in them. The process 

of production doesn't appear to happen anywhere, with the commodities standing alone as though, 

like trees and rocks, we just happen to find them cohabiting our environment with us. A lot of the 

interactions here are transactional. "I've got x, but I want y. You've got y, and you desire x. Let's do a 

deal." In fact, the purchasing of my coffee followed the very same logic. That being said, the barista 

did smile a lot and make polite conversation. It felt more human because of that. Then again, what if 

her politeness was all about trying to ensure a further business relationship. No, it was politeness, 

pure and simple. I'm sure of it.   

 

I have noticed there are quite a few homeless people on this street. It's tragic, really. Nowhere else 

is Scotland's wealth more apparent than in Glasgow's west end, and yet we have still got people 

living on the streets. Here comes one now.  

 

" Any spare change, pal?"  

 

" Sure, give us a minute. Erm... I've only got about a quid here, mate, sorry."   

 

" No bother, mate, that's very generous. Can I tell you a secret?"  

 

A secret. Do I really want to hear this?  

 

" Aye, go on."  

 

" I've just stolen this jumper fae the charity shop. Can ye believe that? I stole fae charity. How low 

can ye get?"  

 

I don't really know what to say. Is he looking for me to condemn him or to laugh about it with him? 

Is he looking for trouble or... I don't know what the hell this is all about. Man, I look very 

uncomfortable right now, I hope he buggers off.   

 

" Imagine stealing fae charity, eh? But I um charity. They're sending aw that money tae weans in 

Africa and they've got folk here raidin' the bins. Anyhow, cheers for the change, pal. God bless."  

 

Is he gone. Dare I look? Thank goodness. He's away. Jesus! It's not often someone just comes up to 

you and confesses to stealing. Poor guy. I suppose this is another feature of the market place: if you 

have y and I don't have x, but need y, then you better have the backing of the State to protect you!  



 

That coffee really hit the spot. I'll take a wee walk down the street and have a look about. There's so 

much choice here for food, nowadays. Vietnamese, Japanese, Mexican, Italian, French, Indian, 

Chinese, Malaysian, Thai, Spanish. The world has come to Byers Road. With all the international 

students here, too, you really feel like a global citizen. National borders and identities, though it may 

be a hot topic in much of the world right now, cease to be important here.   

 

Another feature of the west end is the charity shops. Ordinarily, when a town is inundated with 

charity shops it means the high street has suffered greatly, and most businesses have shut shop. But 

here, the things you can find in these places makes it a very exciting adventure. Just before the last 

winter I managed to snag myself a great waterproof jacket for £10. It is the ethical way to shop, no 

doubt. You are recycling instead of buying new, and the money goes to helping those in need. I'll 

pop in to this one up ahead.   

 

I'm not a big fan of the ornaments they sell. Too 'old lady' for me. Mind you, these couch pullovers 

are pretty cool. They look very Andean. Cozy. Christ! Who's going to buy that tweed jacket? It looks 

like it has been peeled off of a landowner who has been lynched by some hunt-saboteurs. Oh shit! 

There's that homeless guy coming in. Where's the cashier, I hope she is keeping her eyes open. But 

you'd surely be thinking to yourself 'I don't need to be that vigilant, because who is going to steal 

from charity?' Should I say something to her? I hope this guy doesn't clock me and come over to 

speak to me. I want nothing to do with him. Damn! The cashier is distracted. Where is he? Oi! He 

just stuffed something into his pocket. What do I do? I mean, he is poor himself, so it's hardly like he 

just steals out of pure badness. There he has just put something else into his pocket! Aww no. He's 

seen me. It looks like he is making a quick getaway...  

 

" Excuse me!"  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


