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A Stowaway on the Parade

I often go for a ride on the buses for the day, it
gets me out of the house and if it’s chilly it saves me
putting the fire on. Every now and then I’ll stop off
somewhere and have a cup of tea but mainly I just
ride,  and  watch  the  scenery.  Of  course  it’s  all
changed now, and I can’t say Didn’t that used to be a
butcher’s as we go past, because I don’t know anyone
round here any more, and somehow even the old
folk  in the town don’t  seem to  be  as  old  as  me.
Sometimes I feel like everyone else got invited1.00
to a long house-party and they forgot to take me
with them, then I remember all the funerals, and
the cards from grown-up children that said Mother
is now at Sunnydale. Please visit if you can, and I know
there’s  no  party  going  on  without  me.  I  tried
chatting to youngsters on the bus for a while, and
I’d get the odd smile and polite reply, but mostly
they  can’t  hear  you  for  their  headphones,  and
anyway they don’t seem that interested in the area
even when they can remember the changes.

This morning seemed like it might blow cold,
and I got my gas bill  yesterday which gave me a
fright, so I put my warm coat on and set out for the
bus station. It takes a good fifteen minutes to walk
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there now, as long as I don’t get too out of breath; I
used to do it in five when I first moved into this
house. When I started these magical mystery tours,
as  my  great-nephew  calls  them,  there  wasn’t  so
much mystery — I’d look at the destinations and
sometimes even the timetable, but it took me that
long to make up my mind that half  the time I’d
missed the bus I’d decided on, so these days I get
on whichever catches my eye first.

Today’s  was  an  old-fashioned  sort  of  bus,  I
thought  they  all  had  these  lifting  floors  now  to
make  it  easy  to  climb  aboard,  but  then  they’re
bringing trolleybuses back so you never can tell. I
had my stick anyway so I managed. The driver had
slipped  out  —  they  do  seem  to  take  any
opportunity  for  a  cigarette  — but  I  don’t  think
anyone would look at me and wonder if I was over
sixty so I didn’t think he’d mind me going to sit
down. Since the bus wasn’t moving I went halfway
back; it’s alright sitting in the reserved seats at the
front if you’ve got to get sat down in a hurry, but
halfway back you can generally watch a bit of what’s
going on in the bus as well as out in the street. Or
you  can  if  there’s  anyone  else  on,  I  was  alone
downstairs  though I could hear movement above
me. What they need next is a double-decker with a
stairlift: you get a much better view from up there
but I haven’t been able to get upstairs on a bus for
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nearly twenty years.
When the driver swung on he barely glanced

at me — I told you there’s no mistaking me for a
paying customer — and started up straight away.
There were a few spots of rain on the window as we
pulled out of the bus station and I wondered if he
was  having  problems with  his  windscreen  wipers
because we seemed to slow down to walking pace
before we got round the corner.

I get a bit confused about the date sometimes
so I might have seen a poster and not realised, but
evidently there’s been something on this afternoon,
it might have been a royal visit or more likely some
politician  opening  a  new  health  centre.  Anyway
there was bunting out, and people already starting
to  line the main street.  They were excited about
whatever it  was,  some of  them waved as  the bus
went past so I waved back, no harm in that. A few
people pointed me out to their children. Children
do seem to like waving at buses and trains, and I
was all by myself downstairs, though perhaps it was
just  that  they’d  never  seen  a  lady  as  old  as  me
before.  I  had a grand time,  though I  must  have
nodded off because I seemed to be back at the bus
station  before  long.  I  don’t  mind  missing  the
scenery  just  this  once  though;  it  was  lovely  not
being ignored for a change.
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Rain Stopped Play

“That  was  Tim  on  the  phone,”  said  Bryan,
returning  to  the  kitchen  where  his  wife  was
stacking the dishwasher. “He’s planning on going
up on the moor on Saturday, flying his kites. He
wanted to know if the girls wanted to go, but one of
us has to go to keep an eye on them.”

Laura looked up with amusement, her hands
full of forks and spoons.

“So  you’ve  selflessly  volunteered  to  sacrifice
your Saturday to kite-flying, have you?”

“I didn’t think it was your kind of thing, you’ve
never  seemed  to  enjoy  it  before.  He’s  only  got
room in the Land Rover for one of us, anyway, and
I  know  I  said  we’d  all  go  out  somewhere  this
weekend  but  there’s  still  Sunday,”  said  Bryan,
almost pleading with Laura to understand the need
for a big kid to play with other big kids sometimes.

“Your mother’s coming for lunch on Sunday,”
replied Laura. “But I don’t mind, I’m sure you’ll
all  have  a  great  time,”  she  added,  seeing  the
crestfallen  look on her  husband’s  face,  no doubt
preparatory to offering to phone Tim and cancel.

“Really? Are you sure?” Not so much asking, as
giving her a chance to reconfirm his permission. 
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“Yes, really. If it’s nice I might go for a walk or
something; I haven’t just gone for a stroll with the
camera for ages.”

Bryan broke into a grin,  relieved that  Laura
could still make something of her day. He hurried
off  to  tell  the  children,  and  Laura  heard  their
cheers  and  excited  shrieks  as  she  poured  the
powder into the machine.

It  wasn’t  as  if  Laura  didn’t  enjoy  having
children;  Claudia  and  Giselle  were  a  source  of
wonder and joy, as well as housework and chaos,
and  looking  back,  she  could  honestly  say  she’d
enjoyed the  last  eight  years,  if  not  always  at  the
time. Sometimes, though, she felt like she needed a
break. Bryan did his fair share of housework and
the school run, for which Laura was grateful, but
he also got to escape to the pub with his friends, or
go  on  fishing  expeditions.  Even  Saturday  wasn’t
Bryan looking after the girls while they had a day
out, it was Bryan taking the girls along so he didn’t
look like such an idiot spending the day flying his
friend’s  handmade  kites.  All  the  breaks  Laura
seemed to get were outings with other mums and
all  of  their  children;  more  noise,  other  people’s
children to worry about as  well  as  her own,  and
perpetually child-centric conversation. If Tim had
been  in  the  vicinity,  Laura  would  have  been
tempted to kiss him.
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Through  the  rest  of  the  week  the  weather
stayed  fine,  boding  well  for  Saturday’s  outdoor
pursuits.  Tim had insisted on an early start,  thus
freeing up Laura’s Saturday morning. All week she
mused on the possibilities, perhaps an undisturbed
read  over  coffee  before  she  went  out,  or  even
better, a good book and a cappuccino at the Italian
coffee  bar  nearby, so  she  didn’t  have  to  make it
herself.  She  thought  about  where  she’d  like  to
spend the afternoon, where she could find the most
photogenic spots of local nature, then realised she
was over-planning to the point of spoiling the fun.
She was used to over-planning though, with eight
years’ experience of taking young children on day-
trips it was hard not to.

#

Saturday  morning’s  early  alarm  blared  into
Laura’s  dream,  and  she  stirred  with  a  frown,
momentarily poised to get ready for work. When
she woke further and remembered what day it was,
she relaxed her tense shoulders and sprang out of
bed  to  help  the  children  sort  themselves  out.
Indulgently remaining swaddled in her thick green
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dressing-gown,  Laura  made  three  breakfasts,
wrapped up  three  packed lunches,  set  out  three
hats,  three  scarves,  three  pairs  of  gloves  for  the
chilly  morning  air. The  phone rang while  Laura
made  her  own  breakfast.  Bryan  answered  amid
clamouring overexcited daughters. Laura watched
his face fall  and she paused with her knife above
the margarine tub.

“I don’t know. Laura, is it raining here, do you
know?” asked Bryan, moving the phone away from
his mouth. It was still early enough on an autumn
morning to be dark, and the kitchen blinds were
closed.  Laura  padded  across  to  the  window,
gripped  with  near-overwhelming  anxiety;  surely
Tim couldn’t cancel.

“It  doesn’t  look  like  it.  The  ground’s  wet
though,  it  might  be  drizzling  a  bit,”  Laura
informed him as she let the blind swing back into
place.  She  stayed  rooted  to  a  ceramic  floor-tile,
toast  forgotten,  until  Bryan  finished  his
conversation and hung up.

“Sorry girls, that was Uncle Tim. It’s too wet
and misty  today, we’ll  have to  leave  the kites  till
another  time,”  he  explained,  to  a  chorus  of
disappointment  and  petulance  from Claudia  and
Giselle. “I know, I know, but at least we won’t have
to  leave  Mummy by  herself,  will  we?  We can all
make our own kites out of paper, if you like, and
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see whose is the prettiest.”
Bryan turned to his wife for support, and she

managed  a  tight  smile  and  forced  out  some
enthusiastic-sounding agreement. Their daughters
raced off to find paper and felt pens, real kites and
Uncle  Tim  having  been  forgotten  for  the  time
being.

“I’d  go get  dressed if  I  were you — they’re
going to take some keeping up with today. If you
make yourself a packed lunch too, we could have
an indoor picnic,” suggested Bryan, catching sight
of the plastic tubs neatly stacked on the worktop.

“Yes, why not, it might be fun,” smiled Laura,
feeling wretchedly selfish at the way her heart sank
as she watched the Italian coffee bar, the paperback
novel and the long solitary walk recede beyond her
grasp.

#

The  morning  washed  away  on  a  tide  of
competitive  kite-construction  and  biscuit-baking,
with  Laura  throwing  herself  into  the  activities
wholeheartedly, both to forget her disappointment,
and  because  she  felt  so  guilty  for  feeling
disappointed. The rain steadily grew heavier and
the sky remained dusky, requiring constant lighting
indoors. Bryan observed that it  was a good thing
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they’d  stayed  in,  since  the  weather  was
undoubtedly worse on the moor and the journey
would  have  been  wasted.  Claudia  and  Giselle
seemed  reasonably  content  despite  the  cancelled
outing.  Laura  tried  not  to  think  about  long-
exposure  shots  of  rain  slanting  fiercely  into
turbulent  streams,  framed  by  bowing,  half-bare
trees.

Lunch was reaching an end, both girls already
finished,  sitting on the edge  of  a  blanket  on the
living-room floor, beginning to look bored. Their
morning of  rain-enforced captivity  was beginning
to take its  toll.  Bryan returned from the kitchen
with a tray holding four mugs of tea and a plate of
freshly-baked ginger biscuits.

“Who’s for biscuits?” he asked as he placed the
tray in the middle of the blanket and sat beside his
wife with his long legs curled beneath him. “These
look lovely, don’t they? Did Mummy bake them all
by herself?” he asked, innocently. 

Claudia and Giselle couldn’t let him get away
with  that,  knowing  he  had  watched  them
painstakingly  measure  out  the  ingredients  and
make  the  biscuits  themselves  under  Laura’s
watchful gaze, only letting her do the dangerous or
unpleasant parts like lighting the oven, stacking the
dishwasher  and wiping  down the  butter-smeared
tabletop. Bryan laughingly apologised for praising
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the wrong baker, and asked what they wanted to do
next.

“Can we go outside, Daddy? I like the way the
garden smells when it’s rainy. We could sit in the
playhouse,  we  wouldn’t  get  wet,”  coaxed  Giselle,
her  younger  sister  joining  in  with  related
encouragement.

“No, I don’t think so darling,” replied Laura,
looking  at  Bryan,  who  nodded.  “It’s  quite  chilly
today and the wind’s getting up; you’d get soaked
before you got as far  as  your playhouse.  We can
open the window a bit if you like, but if the rain
starts coming in it’ll have to be closed.”

“How  about  a  game  of  hide  and  seek?”
suggested  Bryan,  while  Laura  unlocked  the
window. 

“Mummy, aren’t  you hiding?” asked Claudia,
as Bryan emphatically turned his face against the
sofa  and  began  to  count  loudly, and  Giselle  ran
from the room, giggling.

“Not just now; I have to clear away the picnic,”
explained Laura, and began to gather up the mugs
and plastic forks. 

Laura stood in the kitchen, hands still resting
on the tray handles, leaning over the crumby plates
and not quite empty mugs. She sometimes wished
she could be as playfully childish with the girls as
Bryan was, but someone had to be responsible, and
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unfortunately  that  was  usually  her. She  fought  a
rising wave of childishness of her own. She knew life
was unfair, it shouldn’t elicit comment at her age.
Slowly she turned and stared through the window
at the torrents of cold clear water pouring from the
overloaded sky. She could hear squeaks and giggles
from the hallway: Bryan had found Claudia in the
understair  cupboard.  Laura  lunged  for  the  back
door.

Bryan strode into  the kitchen a  few minutes
later, a laughing Giselle held under one arm, her
legs kicking behind his back. 

“Laura,  guess  where… Oh,  where’s  Mummy
gone?” he asked,  finding the kitchen empty, and
lowering  Giselle  to  her  feet.  He  hadn’t  noticed
Laura  pass  through  the  hallway,  but  then  his
attention had been elsewhere.

“There,  look!”  cried Claudia,  pointing at  the
window.

“That’s  not  fair,  Daddy,”  joined  in  Giselle.
“Why can’t  we  go outside? I  like the smell  of the
rain. Mummy said—”

“Well  Mummy’s  being  very  silly  for  not
following  her  own  advice,”  Bryan  cut  in,  with  a
frown. “You stay here,” he continued, kicking off
his  slippers  and  pulling  on  wellingtons  in  the
doorway to the utility room.

Laura stood in the middle of the lawn in the
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full onslaught of the rain, as though it could wash
the burden of  career-squeezed motherhood from
her sagging shoulders, and smooth her furrowed
brow. In truth it  was only causing her expensive
jeans to cling to her thighs, and her organic wool
jumper  to  give  off  a  cloying  smell  of  wet  sheep,
which caught in her throat.

“What the hell are you playing at?” demanded
Bryan, squelching uncomfortably across the grass
to  his  sodden wife,  his  arms crossed ineffectually
above his head to ward off the downpour. 

Laura  made  no  answer,  only  wriggling  her
clammy toes slightly in her drowned slippers, the
soaked  towelling  making  her  feet  too  heavy  to
move.

“I said…” began Bryan, now beside her.
“I don’t  know,” replied Laura,  looking up at

him through rat-tails of dripping hair. She couldn’t
tell if she was crying, or only felt like she ought to
be;  she  wiped  her  face  on  her  sleeve  anyway,
though the sleeve was at  least  as  wet as her face
was.

“Daddy…” came a  wheedling voice  from the
doorway.

Bryan looked up to see both girls in raincoats
and wellingtons,  hovering  on  the  step,  uncertain
whether  to  risk  darting  out  to  the  playhouse
without him granting permission first.
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“I  told  you  two  to  stay  inside,”  he  shouted,
only meaning to raise his voice to be heard over the
drumming of the rain on the lid of the water-butt,
but somehow managing to make Claudia jump and
burst  into  tears.  “Oh now, I  didn’t…”  he  began,
much softer, then realised they couldn’t hear him at
that  distance.  He  glanced  back  at  his  wife  and
sharply told her to go back inside the house and
get dry, then he ran across the lawn to soothe his
daughter, hitching and snivelling on the threshold,
limp and sagging in her green plastic mac.

Laura didn’t watch him go. She had closed her
eyes  and  thrown  back  her  head,  mouth  open,
catching raindrops the way she used to do before
she was cautioned about the dangers of acid rain.
She wondered if the girls ever did this, or whether
she’d forbidden them enough that they’d obeyed
her. Her feet were sinking into the mud, and she
knew they’d leave a small damaged patch on the
lawn. She also knew she’d have to throw her ruined
slippers  away,  and  that  she  would  find  it  most
unpleasant having to strip off her wet jeans when
she returned to the house. The raindrops spattered
into her mouth and up her nose, making her wince
and  laugh  and  screw  her  face  up,  unconcerned
about who might see her; unaware of anything but
her damp skin and the cold rain.
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There but for the Grace of God…

“Brisbane’s hot at this time of year, I heard,”
said Delia, fanning herself with a magazine.

“I  can  turn  the  fire  down  and  put  another
cardie on,” offered her elderly mother.

“No  mum,  I’ll  be  fine,  you  need  to  keep
warm,”  Delia  reassured  her, wondering  how her
mother’s plastic cardigan buttons didn’t melt into
the surrounding angora. 

Delia  had  never  got  used  to  her  mother
ageing,  still  thinking  of  her  as  the  lively, quick-
witted woman she had been when Delia was a girl.
Now  Delia  herself  was  dyed  and  wrinkled,  her
mother  wizened  and  brittle,  and  they  drifted
through their afternoons in the sauna that passed
for  a  sitting  room  in  Grace’s  bungalow  in  the
suburbs.

“Brisbane’s  probably  even hotter  than here.”
Delia  abandoned  the  magazine  in  order  to  wilt
quietly, causing Grace less concern.

Grace swivelled from side to side in her high-
backed chair, craning  to  see  the  picture  window,
unable to twist very far because of her arthritis.

“I thought it was snowing?” she asked, puzzled
by the apparent temperature-change.
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“Not outside; hotter than it is in this room.”
“I used to like the snow,” mused Grace, absent-

mindedly rotating the wedding ring that she could
no longer move past the swollen knuckle. “When
we used to build snowmen on the grass outside the
library…”

“I  suppose  I’ll  never  know,”  said  Delia,
wistfully,  regretting  her  decision  to  remain  in
England, passing up what she now knew to be her
last opportunity for adventure.

“Well  they’d  paved  it  over  by  the  time  you
were born,” explained Grace. “And we used to go
sledging  down  by  the  open-cast  mine,  but  your
grandad used to get very cross if  he found out.”
Grace smiled to herself, remembering her father’s
anger through the rosy mist of seventy-eight years’
distance.

Delia looked across at her mother’s contented
face  and  wondered  what  she  was  thinking  of,
having no idea what  it  was  that  Grace had been
talking  about.  Delia  knew  most  of  her  mother’s
anecdotes, that reappeared as often as the cuckoo
on the too-loud clock above the fireplace, and she
felt no requirement to listen afresh.

“More tea, Mum?” she asked, rising from the
chintz  sofa  and  smoothing  down  her  smart
trousers,  gently knocking shortbread crumbs into
the deep-pile carpet. Grace reached for her cup on
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the  dark  wooden  table  by  the  chair-arm,  and
tipped it towards her to check it was empty.

“Oh  dear,  look  what  I’ve  done!”  exclaimed
Grace  as  forgotten  tea  sloshed  onto  the  tabletop
and began to drip over the edge. She braced her
stick-like arms on the chair and painfully began to
lever herself  upright.  Delia  had already returned
with a cloth by the time Grace was on her feet.

“How could  I  have  left  you  though,  Mum?”
asked Delia, mostly of herself,  as she mopped up
the pool of cold tea. Grace, not sure what part of
the conversation she might have missed, patted her
daughter on the shoulder and shuffled away to fill
the kettle.
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The Silent Witness

“And I’m sick to the back teeth of chasing after
you, you good for nothing little brat,” I shout, but
of  course  Kitty  doesn’t  look  round.  She  just  sits
there making daisy chains, swishing her feet from
side to side, and no prizes for guessing who Mam’s
going to blame for the grass stains on her socks.

“I’ll bloody kill you one of these days, kid,” I
say, creeping up, but she’s seen my shadow and she
turns right quick then grins when she sees who it is.
“What’re  you  doing  here?”  I  say,  meaning  why
aren’t  you peeling potatoes on the back step like
Mam asked you to.

She’s  got  big  shining  eyes,  my  sister, and  a
smile to match. It’s no use trying to stay annoyed at
her when she turns them on you, I’ve tried and it
doesn’t  work.  So  I  just  watch  her  point  at  the
gravestone  she’s  sat  in  front  of.  Grandad’s
Grandma, she says. Only not out loud, obviously.

I look at the dates and do a bit of counting; it’s
the right sort of time and God knows we’re related
to half the bones in this field. I don’t know who’s
told Kitty about this one but she might even have
worked it out for herself; she’s clever for thirteen. I
bet they’ll even let her stay on at school after next
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year instead of having to get a job like I did.
“Come on  you,  it’s  teatime,”  I  say, grabbing

her hands to pull her up, but I crush one of her
daisy  chains  and  she  looks  that  upset  I  end  up
making her another one before I finally herd her
out of the churchyard and we run up home. A lot
of folk round here think she’s simple, but I reckon
it’s me that’s not right in the head.

Mam’s  another one that  doesn’t  make sense:
“You took your time fetching her back, Edith,” she
says when we get home. 

Not a word to Kitty about sloping off; she can
get  away  with  murder  that  one,  ever  since  her
accident. Ten years since, she fell  over and broke
her arm, and when the bone-setter snapped it back
into place the poor kid screamed and hasn’t said a
word since. We all thought she was dazed, it was a
couple of days before we realised she’d gone deaf,
but no-one’s sure if it was the fall or the setting of
her arm that did that.

“She was in the graveyard.”
“I  don’t  like  her  being  in  places  like  that,”

Mam says, but with her back to Kitty so she can’t
lip-read, and then she gets on with dishing the tea
out.

I  don’t  like  Kitty  being  in  places  like  that,
because it’s always me that has to find her. I’ve had
to  go  door  to  door  asking  if  anyone’s  seen  her
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before  now,  she’s  well-known  for  wandering  by
herself and most people round here keep an eye
out for her. The graveyard’s at least on the main
street, she’s  ended up in much worse places, like
the time Jack Hirst  killed that  dog in the woods
and he thought Kitty was spying on him.

She told me all  about  that,  she had to write
some of  it  down because  I  can’t  always  keep up
with  her  signing  —  how  she  thought  Jack  was
going to hit her, but after a bit he just laughed and
walked off. How the dog had squirmed. I swear if it
had been a cat Kitty would have floored Jack, never
mind he’s  fifteen years  older  and twice  her  size.
Kitty thinks it was guilt stopped Jack from laying
into her; I know he thinks Kitty’s no better than an
animal herself so she’s no threat to him. 

I would say Kitty’s got more brains in her little
finger than Jack Hirst ever had in his thick head,
but he can’t be as stupid as he looks; God knows
it’d take a lot of doing. It turned out the dog he
beat  to  death  belonged  to  Annie  Parker.  Annie
must  be  nearly  thirty-five,  not  married  and  not
much going for her except the row of houses her
dad left her; you’d think she was a teacher unless
you spoke to her for more than two minutes. She
caused a big fuss about this missing dog, and Jack
brought the body out of the woods with some story
about  chasing  off  a  group  of  lads.  Daft  bugger
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believed him and his feet have been firmly under
her table ever since. Jack seems to reckon it’s just a
matter  of  time  till  the  wedding;  she  can’t  have
missed all the stories about him over the years so
it’d  take something big to make her cast  him off
now. Even if  it  wouldn’t  have  got  our  Kitty  into
trouble with Jack, I wouldn’t have bothered telling
Annie Parker the truth; a woman that doesn’t look
out  for  herself  when  it  comes  to  men  doesn’t
deserve help. 

“Edith, I’m going to Mrs Padget’s,” Mam says
when  the  plates  are  sided.  “Your  grandma’s  not
been so well, she’s having a lie down so keep an eye
on Kitty. No sneaking off.” She looks at me and I
know Kitty’s been telling tales again. She does that
when she thinks she can get me in bother. I glance
over  and  Kitty  sticks  her  tongue  out  but  Mam’s
busy  at  the  mirror,  tucking  hair  back  into  a
collapsing bun.

“I’ll chain her to the fireplace,” I say, looking
at Kitty so she can read my lips. Mam tuts as she
goes out, and then I get a shock:

“No!” She sounds like she’s got a mouthful of
marbles but there’s no doubt that was Kitty.

“Say that again.”
Kitty shakes her head so hard she scares the

cat off her knee, and she’s grinning fit to burst.
“Since when could you do that?”
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She  shrugs;  I  bet  she’s  been  keeping  it  to
herself and saving it for effect.

Turns out Grandma thought she heard Kitty
mumbling the other day. That’s  partly  why she’s
having  a  lie  down,  she  thinks  her  mind’s  going.
That means she’s not as cross with me as I thought
she’d be for wakening her up, but she still doesn’t
say  a  word  against  Kitty  upsetting  us  both.
Grandma’s scoured the papers in the last ten years
and she knows Kitty’s not the only kid whose voice
and ears have packed in like that, but Kitty’s the
only one she’s ever heard of that’s started talking
again. It’s all I can do to stop her limping down to
the vicarage to proclaim a miracle.

It’s not till  I’m getting into bed I realise I’ve
forgotten about  Danny in  all  the excitement.  No
point slipping away now: he’ll not likely still be at
the  old  quarry.  It  hasn’t  been  raining,  and  it’s
sheltered enough under the branches we’ve woven
in the undergrowth but I know he’ll be annoyed at
being left waiting. He’s got Irish fire, even though
half his family are from Bradford. That still makes
Danny too Irish for Dad’s liking; I’ve been warned
off him before.

Next morning our kitchen’s like a madhouse.
Grandma dressed for church and waving her stick
and  her  bible  at  everyone.  Mam shouting  about
breakfast and orderly conduct and how we’d all to
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leave Kitty  alone. Dad home from his night shift
and trying to work out if Kitty can hear anything;
you’d think not,  she’s  sitting too calm in all  that
noise, but Dad knows like I do that Kitty can watch
all  placid,  detached  like  she’s  storing  it  up  for
future judgement. It takes Kitty’s cat coughing up a
furball on the hearthrug to bring some normality
back.

“Don’t  you be shouting about this at  church,
Mother,”  says  Mam  as  Grandma’s  leaving.  “We
don’t want our Kitty an exhibit for all to gawp at.”

Dad’s  decided  Kitty’s  still  deaf,  and  we  all
know Grandma may as well be; this will be all over
the  congregation  before  the  vicar’s  so  much  as
drawn breath. 

Kitty doesn’t like being cooped up so Mam tells
me not to let her out of my sight, and sends us both
out. It gives me a chance to signal to Danny over
their back fence, and it looks like I won’t be able to
keep to Mam’s rules after all.

“Go on then, kid, get lost,” I say, and she just
looks at me with those huge eyes. “It’s not as if you
want to spend all afternoon with me. Besides, you
can holler in an emergency now, can’t you?” That’s
unfair and I know it, but even though she already
knows  I’m meeting  Danny, and  if  we’ve  got  our
backs to her we can say anything without her being
any the wiser, there’s still certain things you can’t
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do with your kid sister in tow.
She  turns  and  stalks  up  the  lane,  not  even

keeping to the side in case there’s a wagon behind
her, but I can’t look after her all her life. Something
catches my eye and I see Jack Hirst watching her
from Annie Parker’s window, and he doesn’t look
happy. Jack Hirst hasn’t been to church in his life
but  news travels  fast  round here  and Grandma’s
jubilation must have started doing the rounds. I’ll
have to keep an eye on him, but first off  I’ve an
appointment to keep.

I’m lying in the grass at the edge of the quarry
wondering if Danny’s been held up or just paying
me  back  for  last  night,  when  Kitty  comes
wandering down the path. I don’t think she knows
I’m  here;  if  I  stay  still  she  might  start  climbing
down the rocks  and I  can slip  away without  her
latching onto me again. There’s times I long to be
married  so  she’s  not  my  problem  any  more.  If
Mam was here she’d be having a fit, Kitty so close
to the edge and peering down like that. She’ll be
watching rabbits but that’s good enough for me to
get away and I’m just starting to sit up when I see
him sidling up the path: Jack Hirst. I can read his
face like a film poster — God help me I’ve thought
the same myself before now — her at the top of a
steep  bank and  who’s  to  say  she  didn’t  lose  her
footing? 
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It’s like a nightmare, all in silent slow motion.
He strides  up behind her  and I  leap out  of  the
grass, waving my arms like a windmill in a storm,
hoping she’ll catch it from the corner of her eye.
She  does  and  starts  to  turn,  surprised  but  not
looking scared. Me, I’m terrified — I have time to
wonder what’ll  happen to us if  I miss,  but Jack’s
thrown  by  Kitty  turning  round and  he  starts  to
stumble even before I connect.

“Dangerous  places,  quarries,  kid,”  I  say,  “I
wouldn’t come here again if I were you.” But she
doesn’t pick up on it because we’re side by side, my
arm  round  her  shoulders,  looking  down  at  the
smashed body on the rocks below us.
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My Pale Reflection

Sitting in my mum’s kitchen as  usual  on the
way  home  from  my  Saturday  morning  swim,  I
could tell there was something wrong. For a while
she evaded my questions and concentrated on the
non-events  of  her  week,  but  eventually  she
produced an airmail envelope and handed it to me.

“Your sister’s coming home.”
I  took  the  letter,  wondering  why  Heather

making a trip over from the States  was  made to
sound so ominous,  but  when I  started to read it
soon  became  clear  that  Heather  had  something
more  permanent  in  mind.  I  scanned  the  pages,
absorbing  just  enough  to  pick  up  the  word
‘divorce’.

“Have you spoken to her?”
Mum shook her head. “I don’t know where she

is. She’d already left when she wrote that.”
I glanced at the letter again, the address was

that of a hotel in Maine, near where my sister had
settled with her American husband and their five-
year-old daughter.

“Is  she  bringing  Jenny  with  her?”  I  asked,
thinking I should have read further.

“Well  of  course she is.  She’s  hardly going to

30



abandon her daughter on another continent.”
I  side-stepped  the  emotional  issues  and

focused on the practical. My widowed mother lived
in a small one-bedroom bungalow; Heather alone
might have managed a short stay while she looked
for  somewhere  more  permanent,  but  not  with
Jenny in tow.

“Where will they stay? There isn’t room here.”
“Well, dear,” Mum began with a smile, and I

resigned  myself  to  spending  the  rest  of  the
weekend clearing out my overloaded spare room.

#

The imminent arrival  of  my sister  and niece
worked wonders on my cluttered house; I found
books  I’d  forgotten  I  owned,  and  cleared  out  a
frightening  amount  of  junk.  Living  alone,  I  was
used to taking up every last bit of space, which was
useful since I’d never been the tidiest person. 

On the Thursday evening Mum phoned to say
Heather  had  called  from  the  airport,  and  she’d
sent  her  my  way. I  paced  nervously  around  my
house,  checking  my  preparations.  I  hadn’t  seen
Heather  for  four  years,  when Jenny had been a
baby to be cooed over, not a miniature person to be
interacted  with.  I  needn’t  have  worried;  when  I
opened the door Heather rushed past me carrying
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a sleeping child, and left me to fetch her cases. She
reappeared ten minutes later, having settled Jenny
into the double bed they’d be sharing in the spare
room. The kettle was on, and Heather flopped into
a  chair  at  the  kitchen  table,  either  comfortably
making herself at home, or too tired to care.

She looked up to see me staring at her hair. I
didn’t recall it being a glossy chestnut colour but no
doubt I’d seen photos.

“What?”  she  asked,  her  hand  rising  to  her
head.

“Nothing,  I  was  just  expecting  you  to  be
blonde, that’s all.”

She shrugged. “It’s pathetic really, but a lot of
the people I had to deal with had very firm ideas
about women with blonde hair. They looked at me
and  saw  every  dumb  cliché  they’d  ever  come
across. So I dyed it. You don’t like it, do you?”

“It  was  just  unexpected,  that’s  all.  Jenny’s
blonde,  isn’t  she?”  I  hadn’t  looked  closely  as
Heather had carried her upstairs.

“She’s  five  years  old!  She  can  worry  about
stereotypes when she gets older. At this age she can
be  anything she wants  to  be,  she  hasn’t  had her
horizons narrowed yet.”

The  bitterness  in  Heather’s  voice  made  me
forcibly bright in return. I found myself asking how
the weather compared to Maine at this time of year,
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and  if  Heather  had  noticed  many  changes  after
being away from England for so long. As if she was
nothing  more  than  an  acquaintance  I’d  bumped
into on the bus.

I didn’t point out any more of the differences
I’d  noticed  in  her,  but  after  frequently  being
mistaken for twins throughout our childhood and
teens, despite the fifteen month age-gap, it was odd
to look at Heather and not see myself. Beneath the
chestnut bob she was toned and sporting a tan as
fake as her glued-on nails.  I,  on the other hand,
had  gone  through  well-proportioned  to  reach
plump  in  recent  years,  and  my  pale  face  and
cropped blonde hair made me look as washed-out
and faded as I sometimes felt. The fine lines on her
face  I  put  down  to  the  cares  of  having  a  job,
husband and child to worry about.

We talked for a while about her journey, the
improvements I’d made to my house since her last
visit, and other neutral topics. At last Heather gave
in  to  her  jetlag  and headed up to  bed.  I  stayed
downstairs,  prowling quietly from room to room,
considering what changes I’d made. I’d forgotten
the  kitchen  tiles  had  been  blue  until  Heather
reminded  me,  and  I  wondered  what  else  I’d
forgotten in that time. When I began to brood on
how much hadn’t changed in four years, I went to
bed hoping sleep would come easily; I didn’t want
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another late night of regrets and the realisation of
the swift passage of time.

#

I  left  for  work  on  Friday  morning  while
Heather and Jenny were still asleep, leaving them a
note and the spare key. I spent the day wondering
how I should approach my niece. At thirty-eight, I
was surrounded by friends with children ranging
from month-old babies to teenagers, yet I’d never
got the hang of talking to children. I watched other
people patronise them, but in my efforts to avoid
the  same  mistake  I  often  bewildered  them  with
unfamiliar  words.  I  never  felt  any  maternal
stirrings, but neither was I disdainful or impatient
— I simply had no point of connection.

With  some  trepidation  I  let  myself  into  my
house  that  evening,  not  used  to  going  home  to
anything  but  the  welcoming silence  of  a  familiar
space.  Heather appeared at the top of  the stairs,
looking smarter in jeans and a jumper than I did in
a suit.

“Mum called,” she said trudging down to the
hall. “She wants us to go over for dinner. I’ll wake
Jenny in a minute, she’s having a nap.”

I wanted to protest that Saturday was my day
for visiting Mum, but I knew my routines were all
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temporarily  suspended,  so  I  just  said  “OK,”  and
went up to change.

I  returned to  find Heather waiting with  her
coat on. From behind her legs peered a shy face
framed  by  blonde  pigtails.  Looking  down  into
Jenny’s  serious face  was  like looking in a mirror
that  had frozen thirty  years  ago;  I  even used to
hide behind Heather, though the height difference
was  negligible.  I  smiled  at  her  but  didn’t  say
anything, and ushered them both out to the car.

Predictably enough, Mum ignored me for the
first half-hour while she pried salacious details  of
the marriage breakdown from her eldest daughter,
all  in  a  ridiculous  half-code  they  thought  Jenny
wouldn’t  understand. Jenny and I,  book-ends on
the sofa with our tea and shortbread, stared into
space, each in our separate world. Mum looked up
from her armchair after a while and addressed us
with a laugh:

“She looks more like you, now Heather’s dyed
her  hair.  They’ll  think  you’re  her  mum  and
Heather’s her aunty. Won’t they, Jenny?”

Her voice increased in volume as she turned to
Jenny for affirmation,  as  though youth somehow
implied  deafness.  Jenny, unsure  in  this  room  of
genetically similar strangers, smiled wanly without
it touching her large eyes.

I  began  to  feel  protective  towards  my  quiet
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niece, and was annoyed with my mum for throwing
a spotlight on her when she must be feeling lost
and confused. Although I’d been a year or so older
than Jenny when my dad died, I knew how it felt to
have the certainties of my world wrenched from my
grasp without  quite  knowing  why. Later, when I
was older and the truth didn’t matter so much, I’d
found out why we suddenly had to move into my
grandparents’  terraced  house,  Heather  and  I
having to share a single bed for a while. It never
mattered to me that my dad had been up to his
ears in debt, lying to my mum and using the house
as security, he was still my dad. I’d had such a small
amount of time with him that all my memories of
him were filled with smiles and sunshine. Jenny still
had  the  chance  to  see  her  dad,  and  maybe  his
image would tarnish as she got older, but it seemed
to me that I was the only one to have noticed that
someone had torn down the king of her universe
and transplanted her to a foreign country where
everything was different and nothing was hers.

While  Mum  indulged  in  patronising
conversation with her granddaughter after dinner,
I washed and Heather dried. We didn’t talk much
but  with  everything  she  said  I  noticed  the  gulf
between  my  sister  and  I  widening.  Were  we  so
different when she left,  or was it the years in the
US that had drawn her away? I didn’t think it was
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me that had changed but it’s hard to tell from the
inside.

After a while I left Mum and Heather to chat
over  the  background  television  and  went  to
rummage in the cupboards. I knew Mum had kept
efficiently-packed  boxes  of  our  childhood
possessions, never wanting to admit she might not
need  to  have  them ready  to  pass  on.  I  was  her
biggest  disappointment,  never  even  getting
married,  but  when  Heather  finally  got  pregnant
she didn’t  have the decency to have the child in
England  where  Mum  could  dote  and  spoil.  It’s
hard to slip your granddaughter a bar of chocolate
every week when you’re separated by an ocean.

Behind a box of  our tattered school exercise
books, full of gold stars and neatly-formed words, I
found what I was looking for. I pulled the box out
into  the  light  of  the  hallway  and  began  to  root
through the contents. When I shifted to sit more
comfortably on the floor, I saw Jenny standing in
the living room doorway and I patted the ground
beside me in invitation.

“I  was  just  looking  for  some  books  for  you.
What do you like reading?”

Jenny  came  a  couple  of  steps  closer  and
shrugged.  I  piled  the  musty  books  on  the  floor
between us, reading out the title of each, trying to
give her a brief idea of the story. Before long I was
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lost in the fantasy worlds of my childhood, reliving
my  excitement  as  I  adventured  with  the  Secret
Seven or lounged on the riverbank with Ratty and
Mole. I’d almost forgotten Jenny was there, and the
commentary lapsed as I re-read an opening page to
remind  me  of  the  plot,  or  delved  in  partway
through to check it was the book I was thinking of.

Heather appeared in the doorway and laughed
harshly.

“I wish I had a camera. Mum, have you seen
these two?”

Mum joined her to see Jenny and I looking up
from either side of a teetering pile of story-books,
each  with  our  legs  curled  beneath  us  and  a
paperback open in our hands.

“What?” I asked.
“You don’t change, do you?” said Mum. 
“Jenny’s as bad,” said Heather, as though there

was something wrong with enjoying a good book.
“Take  her  to  the  library  and  she’s  read half  the
book before it’s been stamped.”

They  shook  their  heads  over  our  strange
bibliophilia, and returned to the TV and the sofa.
Jenny looked over at me and smiled, settled herself
more  comfortably  and  returned  to  her  book,
chewing absent-mindedly at the end of a plait.

I decided to dig out the rest of Mum’s boxes of
our  childhood  and  take  home  anything  Jenny
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could use now or in the near future; I may as well
give  it  all  to  her. As  the  years  rushed  by  I  had
sometimes  been  concerned  about  not  having
children,  mainly  an  egotistic  fear  of  not  being
perpetuated, but I looked across the hall at Jenny
and I  realised she was right there in her nest of
books, my pale reflection. 
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Mother Knows Best

Amy shifted in her chair but the rustling of her
raincoat  sounded  too  loud  and  she  stopped
abruptly as though playing musical statues, ending
up less  comfortable  than she’d  been before.  Her
mother  and  three  aunts  sat  to  attention  on  the
settee,  wedged  in  among  over-stuffed  cushions.
Like Amy, two of her aunts still had coats on, Aunt
Lydia  with  a  headscarf  covering  her  tight  curls,
though whether that was absent-mindedness or an
attempt to hide her hair-dye, Amy couldn’t say. 

The  clock  ticked  relentlessly  on  the
mantelpiece  and  the  air  seemed  stale  and
unbreathable. No doubt due in part to the fact that
the  room  hadn’t  been  used  in  months.  Had
Grandma not been in her death-throes on the floor
above, she would have been horrified to find no-
one had thought to dust or air the room for her.
Amy had a strange compulsion to get up and open
the window now, if only to allow herself to breathe,
but as she rustled again, four heads turned and she
sat back, taking shallower breaths.

Amy hadn’t always been so cowed; at sixteen
she’d  been  briefly  rebellious,  resulting  in  Stuart
and a short stint in a home for unmarried mothers.
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They — an unspecified gathering of the family, but
Amy  knew  it  would  have  included  Grandma  —
allowed her to return home on the condition that
Stuart be handed to a childless cousin, older and
married, naturally. The deal was done. At the time
Amy wanted nothing more than to leave the strict
judgemental place she’d been banished to, and she
thought she might get the best of both worlds —
free access to Stuart without having to change any
nappies.

Not long after the cousin had taken charge of
him, Amy went to visit  and made the mistake of
calling  Stuart  Mummy’s  Little  Darling.  No-one  but
Stuart and his stand-in mother heard, but she must
have reported back that Amy was a liability. Despite
pleas  that  it  was  a  lapse  that  would never recur,
Amy  had  been  banished  again,  this  time  to  the
heart  of  the  family,  where  she  would  stay.  The
cousin,  with  husband  and  borrowed  baby,  had
moved away. 

The stairs creaked and all  eyes turned to the
door,  though  no-one  moved  to  open  it.  Amy
realised  she  was  holding  her  breath,  whether
through anticipation or the stuffy room she wasn’t
sure.  The  door  handle  turned  stiffly  and  the
doctor’s head appeared round the door, looking to
the row of sisters on the settee. The nearest to him
was Amy’s mother and she rose and followed him
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into  the  hallway, almost  closing  the  door  behind
her but Amy still caught a few words.  Resting, that
was one of them, and the phrase  as well as can be
expected. There was further muttering and the front
door opened and closed, letting in a brief buzz of
traffic noise from the main road at the bottom of
the hill.

“Well that’s that then,” Amy’s mother said as
she marched back in, brushing her dress down in a
businesslike manner and not looking at anyone.

“She’s not…?” Amy hesitated, confused but not
wanting to let on that she’d heard the doctor. Best
let  her  mother  drip-feed  the  doctor’s
pronouncements to the rest of them; let her savour
the  first  taste  of  the  family  power  she’d  inherit
when  that  really  was  that,  and  the  old  woman
upstairs breathed her last.

“Don’t  be so daft,  Amy. Do you think I’d be
standing here dry-eyed if she was?” 

Amy hoped that was a rhetorical question. The
honest answer was yes, she did think that, but she
didn’t think her mother would appreciate honesty
in this instance.

“You mean we’ve run over here for nothing?”
Aunt Harriet looked furious.

“You’ve run to your dying mother’s bedside,”
Amy’s mother corrected. “How is that nothing?”

Aunt  Harriet  pushed  herself  up  from  the
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settee and squared up to her eldest sister.
“I  haven’t  been  anywhere  near  her  bedside,

I’ve been sat down here an hour—”
“Three-quarters  at  the  most,”  Amy’s  mother

cut in.
“I’ll put the kettle on, shall I?” Amy asked. She

knew no-one was paying any attention to her but it
gave her an excuse to leave the room. Aunts Lydia
and Jane were watching their  sisters  with all  the
avidity of Wimbledon devotees and none of them
looked at Amy as  she slipped past  them and out
into the dim, cool hallway.

Amy  stopped  to  take  a  few  deep  breaths  of
fresh air; somewhere a window was open and she
was glad of it. She didn’t know why they’d all sat in
the front room like Christmas guests. They would
normally have gone straight to the kitchen at the
back of the house and sat around the well-scrubbed
table.  Perhaps  they  needed  permission  to  make
themselves at home, despite all having lived in this
house at one time; Aunt Jane still did. If Grandma
was  indisposed  she  couldn’t  welcome them in  as
family so they had to pretend they were guests. It
seemed barmy to Amy but she could well believe
that was how her mother’s mind worked, and Aunt
Jane, like Amy, did as she was told. Aunts Lydia and
Harriet had arrived together, flushed from rushing
uphill  from the bus stop,  and had been ushered
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straight in to the front room before they could get
their breath back.

Amy thought she would probably be staying a
while.  From  the  raised  voices  behind  her  it
sounded as though Aunts Lydia and Harriet might
be leaving soon, back to their grown-up sons and
the provision of dinner for working men. Amy had
a grown-up son but she wasn’t sure where he was,
certainly nowhere she could cook dinner for him;
they  only  ever  seemed to  discuss  him when  she
wasn’t in the room, she’d overheard the odd word
sometimes  though  the  doors  were  thick,  then
they’d  all  gone  quiet  when she’d  walked in.  She
had once found a photograph of a teenager who
looked like a boy Stuart could have grown into, but
when she went back for a second look it had been
moved.  She hung her  thin  coat  in  the cupboard
and went into the kitchen.

Amy filled the kettle and set it to boil, watching
the climbing rose waft across the upper corner of
the  tall  window.  She  remembered  Grandma
planting it and saying she wanted the back of the
house  to  look  like  a  country  cottage.  Amy  had
never understood why; no-one ever looked at the
back of the house, the yard wall was too high for
passing neighbours. If it had been her house, she
would have set a mirror into the yard wall so she
could admire the effect from indoors, but it wasn’t
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and never would be. Despite being the only child of
Grandma’s eldest daughter, Amy had sacrificed her
place in the matriarchy twenty years ago when she
went too far with the lad from the milk bar. The
kettle  whistled  loudly  in the  quiet  room and the
stray rose stem caught Amy’s eye again; it could do
with being pruned.

“What  are  you  bringing  that  in  here  for?”
Amy’s mother asked as Amy carried the tray into
the front room.

“I thought…”
“Well  you know what  thought did,”  said her

mother, but Amy didn’t know because her mother
only  ever  made  the  allusion  and  then  looked
satisfied in her unassailable logic.

Aunt Jane stood up and held the door open
for Amy to pass back out into the hall, though the
door would have stayed open by itself. She asked
Amy’s mother if she’d like a cup of tea bringing to
her.

“I haven’t time for tea, Jane. There’s nobody
thinks of all that’s to be done.”

Aunts  Harriet  and Lydia  had left  while  Amy
had been swilling out the best teapot in the kitchen.
If  they  were  going  to  use  the  front  room  she
thought they should use the china service that went
with it, but then the front door had slammed back
against the wall and slammed shut, and she’d put
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two of the cups back in the cupboard. Now she put
her mother’s  cup away and was about to replace
the  final  two  when  Aunt  Jane  joined  her  in  the
kitchen and smiled. Aunt Jane had never married,
and  once  or  twice  over  the  years  Amy  had
wondered  if  there  had  been  some  youthful
indiscretion like her own, both her and her aunt
condemned to live with their mothers and be meek
as punishment for something nobody outside the
family remembered or would care much about if
they did.

Amy poured tea into the best china for herself
and  her  aunt.  It  didn’t  taste  any  different  from
usual but there was an added glow from the feeling
of  mild  transgression;  the  way  Aunt  Jane  kept
glancing at the kitchen door let Amy know that she
felt  it  too.  She wondered what  would happen to
Aunt  Jane  when  Grandma  died,  as  she  surely
would someday even if she wasn’t as close to it as
everyone  currently  thought.  Aunt  Jane  seemed
older than fifty-seven, and she’d spent so much of
her  life  being  bossed  around  Amy  was  sure  she
could no longer form independent thoughts  and
opinions. She watched her sipping tea, holding the
cup  with  both  hands  for  extra  stability, and  the
oddness of the moment lent itself to intimacy.

“Can I ask you a question?” said Amy, steeling
herself. If she was wrong in her conjectures she was
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about to insult her least objectionable relative. Aunt
Jane  just  smiled  again  over  the  rim  of  her  cup,
wary and quizzical. “What did you do to get stuck
here?”

Aunt Jane looked shocked for a moment and
Amy regretted asking her, then her mouth twisted
and she said: “I married the wrong man.”

It was so different from any answer Amy had
been expecting that it didn’t immediately register,
then she must have looked as stunned as she felt
because  Aunt  Jane  went  on:  “Oh  yes,  I  was
married. A long time ago. He was Canadian.”

Aunt  Jane’s  watery  blue  eyes  looked  beyond
Amy to a distant point in her past but her blank
face didn’t betray how she felt about it.

“A  war  bride,”  Amy  said,  doing  a  quick
reckoning of Aunt Jane’s age at the end of World
War Two.

Aunt Jane nodded, and now there was a wistful
look for a second. “But Father had just been killed,
and your mother was over the other side of town,
expecting you, and Harriet and Lydia…”

“Would have left school by then,” Amy finished
for her. “They would have managed without you.”

“Canada’s  a  long way away,” said Aunt Jane,
looking  down at  her  ringless  hands;  she  seemed
uncomfortable  and  Amy  felt  a  pang  of  guilt  for
stirring up memories  she had no right  to touch.
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“And  you  know  what  she’s  like.”  Aunt  Jane
motioned  to  the  ceiling,  indicating  God  or
Grandma;  there  wasn’t  much  difference  in  this
family. 

#

“Where  are  you  going?”  Amy’s  mother
demanded.  She’d appeared like a cuckoo from a
Swiss clock the moment Amy had set foot on the
stairs.

Amy considered lying and saying she was on
her way to the bathroom but if her mother didn’t
hear  a  flush  within  two  minutes  she’d  be  up  to
check.

“I’m going to see Grandma,” Amy said.
“She doesn’t want to be bothered with—”
“Have you asked her?” said Amy, continuing

upstairs.
Her mother started to hiss a warning — she

daren’t shout in case she disturbed Grandma — but
Amy  heard  quiet  words  which  presumably
indicated Aunt Jane coming to her defence. Or at
least persuading Amy’s mother to have a cup of tea
instead of working herself up.

Outside Grandma’s bedroom door, Amy could
hear laboured breathing. She wasn’t sure what was
wrong  with  Grandma,  that  was  one  piece  of
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information deemed too sensitive to be passed on,
but  she  could  smell  illness  seeping  out  onto  the
landing.  She  pushed  the  door  slowly  open  and
stepped into the room. There was no change in the
sound of  breathing,  and  no  other  noise  so  Amy
stood  just  inside  the  doorway  letting  her  eyes
adjust; the curtains were closed and if they’d been
fully  lined the darkness in  the room would have
been complete.

“Grandma?” said Amy, taking a step nearer the
bed. “It’s Amy.”

A rustle of pillowcase accompanied the slight
head  movement  that  suggested  Grandma  had
noticed her visitor. Amy stood by the bed looking
down at the sunken cheeks and flattened white hair
of the woman who’d ruled the family for so long. At
times Amy had thought of Grandma as a puppeteer
jerking the fine threads connecting her to all  her
charges. She’d also thought of her as a malevolent
spider sitting engorged at the centre of the family
web, the sticky tangles holding everyone where she
wanted them, within reach and without the ability
to move off independently. Now Amy looked and
saw  the  fragile  form  of  a  woman  in  her  early
eighties,  unable  to  do  anything  for  herself.  She
couldn’t even wipe away the tear leaking from the
corner of one eye.

“Amy.” Such a rustling whisper she almost took
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it  for  another  movement  of  bed  linen,  but  the
pattern  of  breathing  changed  and  she  knew
Grandma had spoken. 

“You took my baby away,” said Amy. Then, as if
realising it herself for the first time: “I let you take
my baby away.”

A loud clicking swallow from Grandma and she
was trying to speak again. A couple of false starts
and then: “For the best.”

“No,” said Amy. “It wasn’t for the best. Not for
me, and not for Stuart. You had no right…”

She could just make out a smile on Grandma’s
face  and  she  almost  wondered  if  Grandma  had
been waiting for her to fight back. If Aunt Jane had
stood up to her mother she’d have spent the last
thirty-five  years  in  Canada  as  a  meek  housewife
instead of here as a meek daughter. It would have
been different even if it wasn’t better.

“You  know  where  he  is,”  said  Amy.  She
reached for Grandma’s handbag, the address book
a  tangible  presence  within  its  leathery  recesses.
Grandma’s head rose a little way off the pillow and
her  breaths  became  long  whooping  gasps;  Amy
could  hardly  breathe  herself,  with  the  rancid  air
and  the  frightening  ease  with  which,  in  a  few
seconds, she would know where her son was. She
dug about in Grandma’s bag, finding by touch the
rough fabric cover of the address book she’d seen
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so often. She took it over to the bay window and
tilted  it  to  the  weak  light  filtering  through  the
curtains. Loose slips of paper got in her way as she
thumbed through for her cousin’s married name.
And  there  it  was,  in  Grandma’s  more  recent
wavering  hand,  underneath  two  crossed-out
addresses. They lived five miles away. She could go
there now, on a bus. She could go see her son and
be home in time for tea. She strode back over to
the  bed,  starting  to  laugh,  but  Grandma  was
beyond  joining  in.  Amy  didn’t  close  Grandma’s
eyes;  best  leave  her  mother  something  to  feel
important about.
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Passing Through

“My  mother  never  mentioned  the  monsoon
season.”

Irene looked past her cousin standing at the
kitchen  window.  The  morning  drizzle  had
hardened into something more powerful but was
still barely worth mentioning. Bill hadn’t been here
long though. 

“The  rain  doesn’t  keep  to  seasons  in  the
Dales,” said Irene. “It comes and goes as it pleases.”

Bill  laughed. “You talk as if  it  was alive,”  he
said, and Irene smiled politely.

You talk as if it isn’t, she thought.  Dangerous
mistake.

Bill had wanted to return to his roots when his
wife  died,  so  he  said,  but  he’d  only  visited  his
mother’s birthplace once as a child, and knew far
fewer folk here than in the suburb he’d left behind
on  the  South  coast.  His  wife  had  handled
Christmas cards,  and Bill  evidently hadn’t known
who or what to expect when he arrived on the farm
that was now Irene’s. He had pulled on a pristine
pair of wellingtons just to walk from his car to the
farmhouse door.

“Shame about the weather,” he said, plucking
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at his lower lip as he stared out into the yard. “I
wouldn’t mind exploring the place a bit.”

“Well if you’re waiting for it to stop raining—”
Irene stopped. She had been going to say he’d be
there all  year, but she didn’t want to put him off
altogether, so instead she finished: “You could look
at a map.”

“You could show me around, Irene. Introduce
me to people; to the family.”

Irene sighed. Because she was past retirement
age like him, Bill seemed blind to her continuing
role in the running of the farm. He didn’t see the
farm as a business at all, with accounts to keep and
cashflow to manage as well as recalcitrant sheep to
manhandle.  If  Bill  was  planning  to  stay  in  their
house long, she’d have to make him understand.

“Do you have  any  histories  of  the  area?”  he
asked.

“Not written down.”
“Not written down?” smirked Bill. “What’s that

supposed to mean?”
How could she begin to explain to him about

history  that’s  passed  from  person  to  person,  in
phrases, and the ways of working in and with the
valley? It  was either in you or it  wasn’t.  She was
saved the attempt by the sudden entrance of her
younger daughter Bonnie,  hair dripping, kicking
her  boots  off  backwards  into  the  porch  as  she
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opened the kitchen door.
“Major’s slid down the sodding bank,” Bonnie

announced  as  she  marched  through  to  the  old
scullery. “I warned her this would happen.”

“What  are  you  looking  for?”  asked  Irene.
“There’s some rope hanging by the door.”

Bill  looked  enquiringly  at  Irene  but  she
ignored him. She could feel her chest tightening.

“Bonnie?” she called. 
“Pony nuts,” Bonnie replied. “Where does she

keep her sodding pony nuts? Why can’t she ever
look after her own animals?”

Bill  was  smiling,  as  if  this  was  just  another
sibling spat, Bonnie railing at her older sister like
any  teenager,  despite  them  both  being  middle-
aged. 

“You’re not going to try and get him out on
your  own,  are  you?”  asked  Irene  as  Bonnie
marched back out of  the scullery  with thick blue
rope  and a pocketful  of  sweet-smelling treats  for
Fran’s elderly pony.

“Who  else  is  going  to  help  me?”  demanded
Bonnie,  gripping  the  door  for  balance  as  she
hurried into her boots.

“I don’t know,” said Irene. She could hear the
higher pitch in her voice and realised her hand was
wavering near her throat. She snatched it back to
her  lap  —  no  sense  looking  like  a  useless  old
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woman, even if she was becoming one. “Remember
Uncle Len though.”

“Mum,” Bonnie  said,  pausing to look at  her,
“It’s  not  raining that  hard.  I  just  don’t  want the
stupid animal breaking his neck trying to get out by
himself. You can tell Fran — when she shows her
face — she owes me some new boots for the ones
I’m about to ruin.”

“Put my waders—” Irene stopped as the door
slammed. The kitchen seemed suddenly quiet, and
she jumped when Bill spoke.

“Len — that  must  be  your brother-in-law, is
it?”

Irene  looked  at  the  stranger  whose  mother
had been her own mother’s sister. 

“Uncle Len was your mother’s older brother,”
she said, and waited for some sign of recognition or
returning memory, but Bill looked confused.

“My mother didn’t have a brother,” he said. 
“Did she never tell  you why she left  home?”

Irene asked, getting drawn into the conversation in
spite  of  herself.  Bill  might  have  turned  up
unannounced with a car-load of belongings and a
vague intention to settle, if not on the family farm,
at least in the valley, but Irene thought it stemmed
from loneliness, and some idealised notion of how
proper families behaved. As if anyone’s family was
proper.
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“I never thought to ask,” said Bill.
You  assume  we  all  want  to  leave, Irene

thought. That some of us get lucky and some don’t.
“Well  it  wasn’t  because she was bewitched by

the  bright  lights  of  the  big  city,”  she  said.  “She
couldn’t bear to stay after Len died.”

“And he was killed by a horse?”
Irene  stared  at  him  for  a  moment,  then

clamped down on laughter so that one small yelp
emerged  and  she  had  to  apologise  it  away  as  a
hiccup. When Bill heard Bonnie say she was going
to fetch a pony from a beck he assumed the pony
was  the  dangerous  part.  That  would  have  made
Irene smile even if Major wasn’t placid, rotund and
pushing thirty.

“He drowned.” She gestured through the back
wall  to  where  in  her  mind’s  eye  the  crumbling
channel  rushed  down  the  hillside  behind  the
house. “Trying to fish a sheep out of the beck. The
rain came on heavier, and they  reckon the bank
gave way.”

“So he was washed away?” asked Bill.
“He banged his head when he fell  and there

was nobody with him to pull him out of the water.”
Bill thought for a moment. “It must have been

before you were born,” he said. “Yet the way you
mentioned  it  to  Bonnie  made  it  sound  like  it
happened last year.”
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She wanted to say: Time’s all  wrapped in on
itself  around here. But  Bill  would  laugh,  so  she
settled for: “The when of it doesn’t matter, it’s the
how and the why we can still learn from.”

“True  enough.”  He  nodded.  “A tale  with  a
moral.”

A moral they rarely had the luxury of acting
on. Irene had been out alone in worse conditions
than this often enough, and had this been how her
mother  had felt  about  it?  If  Irene  had drowned
before Fran was old enough to take over, the farm
would have passed to Bill, she thought. Unless her
husband  had  wanted  it.  That  almost  made  her
laugh again, so she smiled at her cousin and said:

“That’s  part  of  how  you  have  histories  that
aren’t written down.”

“Local legends,” said Bill. “Like the matriarchy
at Glen Farm.” He laughed at that for a moment,
then added: “Len having his accident gave you a
nice pattern. Two daughters, then a daughter, two
daughters, and another daughter.”

“You’re forgetting your own place in that,” said
Irene, glad she hadn’t had to be the one to lose a
son for the sake of a pattern.

“I had no place in it, until now.”
Bill still had no place in it, in Irene’s opinion,

and  neither  should  Fran.  Unlike  her  aunt,  Fran
had been lured away by urban excitement, no word
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for nearly a week after a party in Carlisle, Irene out
of her mind and Bonnie just left school and barely
big enough to climb up into the tractor cab. Then a
phone  call  from  Glasgow:  Fran  was  meant  for
better  things  and  wasn’t  coming  home.  Fifteen
years of occasional postcards till eight years ago a
taxi pulled up in the farmyard and disgorged the
prodigal  daughter  with  a  rucksack  and  an
impending  belly.  A  short  enough  pause  for  no
useful  preparations  to  be  made,  then  Jessica
arrived and turned the place upside down.

“Morning  all.”  Fran  stood  framed  in  the
kitchen door for a moment then flung her cap at
the table and tousled her hair. “What’s wrong with
Bonnie?” she asked, unbuttoning her coat.

Irene froze. “What do you mean?”
“I saw her coming down the hill,  so I waved

and she gave me the finger.”
Irene saw Bill frown and kept her face neutral,

relieved and annoyed and exasperated as she was.
“Major’s  had  some  trouble  trying  to  drink

from the beck; I don’t think you should keep him
up there any more.”

“Nonsense,” said Fran, throwing her coat over
the back of the chair beside the coat-pegs. “He likes
it  there,  he’d  hate  to  be  kept  away  from  his
stream.”

You’d  hate  to  have  to  keep  a  trough  filled,
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thought Irene, but she said nothing in front of Bill.
“Did  you  do  Jessica  a  packed  lunch  this

morning or do I need to go fetch her?” asked Fran,
her hand already on the door to the staircase.

“She’s got sandwiches,” said Irene. 
Fran nodded and they heard the thump of her

feet  on  the  stairs,  and  the  creak  of  the  upstairs
landing. Bonnie burst in from the porch a moment
later, soaked to the knees from the beck, the rest of
her nearly as wet from the rain. 

“Nice to see she hung around to see if I was
ok,” she said, peeling dripping socks off on the way
to the scullery.

“Bill, those maps I mentioned are in the sitting
room,” said Irene, but it  took a pointed stare  to
make him take the hint and leave the room. Bonnie
was still stripping off, piling wet clothes in front of
the washing machine.

“Did she even ask how Major was?”
“Now Bonnie…”
“She hasn’t  ridden him for twenty-five years,

she doesn’t lift a finger, but she won’t let him go.”
Irene  crossed  the  room  and  watched  her

daughter, crouched in her underwear on the stone
floor, furiously cramming balled-up clothes into the
washer. The fate of Major was just the latest battle
in  a  long-running  war.  Like  Irene,  Bonnie  had
stayed behind and worked hard to keep the farm
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going when her sister took off, and like Irene she
should have been rewarded in the end, but they
both knew that Jessica changed things. Glen Farm
had passed down their family for generations and
the important thing was to keep that going. 

“Go on and get dry,” Irene said. “I’ll put the
powder in.”

Bonnie was barely halfway up the stairs when
Bill reappeared.

“Bit nippy in the sitting room, isn’t it?” he said,
before  Irene  had  gathered  her  milling  thoughts.
“I’m surprised you haven’t got a radiator in there.
Come to think of it, I haven’t seen any at all.”

Irene looked at Bill, and past him at the rain-
spattered farmyard and the misty hills beyond. No
point  wasting  time  explaining  anything;  he
wouldn’t last the winter here.
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Viv’s 64th

I was sat in my armchair this afternoon when
the doorbell rang. Dave usually knocks but I was
expecting him so I shouted “It’s open love, come
in,” to save myself trying to get up in a hurry. A
middle-aged woman appeared in the living room
doorway, which  confused  me  for  a  moment,  not
being  the  age  or  gender  I  was  expecting.  “I
thought  you  were  my  nephew,”  I  said,  and  she
introduced herself  as  my new neighbour and sat
down on the settee.

“Mo,” I said as we shook hands. “I’d offer you
a cup of  tea,  but I’m off  to my sister’s  when my
nephew gets here. It’s  her birthday today — our
Viv. Not that she likes to be called that; she won’t
answer to it at all if she’s that way out, only the full
Vivien. She reckons she’s named after Vivien Leigh
— she always did like  Gone With the Wind — but I
was there. I might have only been five but I’ll never
forget  what  Mother  said  when  Dad  suggested
Vivien and she realised it was after that hairdresser
down the road with the legs and the nails. It was a
nice name though, when all’s said and done, and it
stuck.”

She asked me if  I’d  got  my sister  something
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nice.  There’s  an optimist  for  you; mind you, she
doesn’t know our Viv.

“I  never  know  what  to  get  her,”  I  said.  “I
thought  about  that  great  wedge  of  a  book  by
Nelson Mandela but I don’t think she’d get to the
end  of  it,  she’s  no  patience.  She  likes  Nelson
Mandela though — she saw him once in Dewsbury,
just a glimpse through a hedge. He was planting a
tree in between unveiling something in Leeds and
getting  an  honorary  degree  in  Manchester.  His
hands, Maureen, she said — she never calls me Mo,
reckons it makes her a cut above —  You could tell
he’d seen some life with those hands. He’s not blind, Viv,
I said, but I don’t think she got the joke. She rarely
does, our Viv.” 

“So  I  couldn’t  think  of  a  book,  and  she
pretends she doesn’t  watch the telly. You want to
get rid, save yourself the licence fee, I said, but she
says you never know when you want to watch the
news.  The  news  in  her  house  sounds  a  lot  like
Coronation Street when you ring her, I’ll tell you that
for nothing. I mentioned it once, she said she’d sat
on the controls when the phone rang. But a DVD
won’t  do,  not  even  something  like  David
Attenborough,  because she  hasn’t  got  a  machine.
She never had a video recorder either. I have.” I
pointed  it  out  to  her  across  the  room.  “I  forget
where  I  put  the  gadget  though  so  you  can’t  do
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anything fancy, and it’s too far to bend to the slot.
I’ve had  South Pacific in there for six weeks; every
now and then I shove the button with my foot and
watch a bit,  or I’ll  go back to the beginning and
start  again.  Dave,  our  Viv’s  eldest,  comes  round
sometimes on his way home from college and he’ll
put a fresh tape in for me; he offered to get me a
table so I could reach it myself, but it’d take half
the fun out of it.”

I keep a big chocolate box by my chair, and the
woman from next door must have thought it was
the real thing because she asked if that’s what I’d
settled on.

“That’s my sewing box, love,” I said, lifting the
corner of the lid to show her it was full of thread
and  buttons.  “I  did  think  about  chocolates  but
she’ll  just  complain about the way it  goes  to  her
hips — I don’t see why she’s bothered, at her age,
but no point asking for your present to be thrown
back in your face. She’d prefer a bottle of sherry, I
know, but I’m not encouraging her. Not after that
New  Year’s  Eve  when  she  convinced  herself  she
could sing. She was at my house, as well — I got
funny looks round here for months.  I only hope
she hasn’t remembered there’s a perfect song for
today — I can do without her belting out When I’m
64 as  she  sashays  round the  sitting  room with  a
handful of peanuts. Of course she doesn’t have a
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sitting  room,  she  has  a  lounge.  I  have  a  sitting
room, it means I can take my slippers off without
asking  anyone’s  permission.  Viv  doesn’t  have
slippers  though,  she  has  Moroccan  sandals  she
bought  at  Pontefract  market,  or  she  does  when
anyone’s looking. I checked under her bed a while
back and she’s  still  got  her sheepskins,  and they
must have been worn recently. There was a drip of
tea still damp on the toe.”

She  laughed  and  said  I  was  very  observant.
She sounded a bit patronising if you ask me but I
think she meant well.

“Oh, I could have been a detective, me,” I told
her,  “I’ve  watched  enough  Columbo.  There’s
nothing  much  to  detect  round  here  though.”  I
didn’t want to put her off the area, what with her
just moving in. 

I hoped she didn’t think I was being rude, but
I kept watching out of the window, though I can’t
see the path from this chair. “I would have thought
Viv would have wanted her party starting early to
get the most out of the evening. I saw our Hilda’s
car  go past  earlier  and I  wondered if  she might
stop and collect me but she must have been in a
hurry  because  she  never  even  slowed  down  to
wave, and she knows I’m usually watching out the
front.” My new neighbour was shifting in her seat
so I said “I think I’ll have one more cup of tea, to
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put me on — Viv drinks Darjeeling and it’s a bit
weak for me. Will you join me, love?”

She was just politely declining when there was
a knock at the door and a man about her age, in a
dark suit, strolled into the room then stopped and
looked from me to the settee and back again.

“What’s up?” 
“Umbrellas  in  the  rain,”  I  snapped;  it  had

taken me a moment  to  recognise  Dave,  he looks
older in real  life  than he does  in my head these
days. “What’s up, he says, what kind of question’s
that?” I smiled at him but I could have smacked his
hands for showing me up like that.  I  introduced
him to the woman on the settee. “I was just saying,
I’d offer her a cup of tea but I’m waiting for you to
take me to your mum’s party.”

She’d stood up to leave but before she could
get past, Dave knelt down next to my chair. As if
that wasn’t odd enough, he took my hand in both
of his and said “Can you not remember where she
is, Aunty Mo?” Well, I didn’t think she was going
anywhere,  she’d have been getting ready for the
party all day, knowing our Viv.

“She’s in the cemetery,” he said.
“On her birthday?” I looked to see how much

attention the woman from next door was paying; I
know our Viv’s a bit peculiar and so does Dave, but
we needn’t let strangers find out. I leaned nearer to
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Dave over the chair arm so I could ask what she
was doing there, quietly. It went from bad to worse.
Dave knelt up and put his arms round me, I didn’t
know where to put myself. I looked up again and
thankfully my neighbour had stepped over his feet
and gone, so she didn’t hear the strangest thing of
all:

“How many times have we been through this
now, eh? It’s been nearly ten years.”
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Not Such a Cold Fish

I  remember  watching  him  at  last  year’s
Christmas  party  when  the  Fortune-Telling  Fish
from someone’s  cracker was doing the rounds. It
got  to  Geoff,  and  accompanied  by  shrieks  of
laughter  from most  of  the  female  library  staff  it
quickly  shrivelled  up  and  decided  he  was
passionate. Geoff, in his lopsided paper hat, went
red and self-consciously pushed his glasses further
on  until  they  must’ve  been  digging  into  his
forehead.

It  sounds daft  but  it  intrigued me;  I  had to
know if it was true. Too much sherry perhaps.

He may not look much in his grey slacks and
cardie, but without them, in silence in the darkness
we smoulder. Come the morning, when the early
light  seeps  through  the  bedroom  curtains,  he’s
Clark Kent again, polishing his specs and making
observations  on the  weather. Hard  to  believe  it’s
the same person, but me and that red plastic fish
know better.
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