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Leaving for Dummies

Leaving

for

Dummies

Dorrie shifts the box under her arm, fumbles with the key and opens the 

back door of the shop. She steps in to the dimness, shuts the door and leans 

against it, slightly out of breath. She feels like a heroine in a war movie, 

evading the Nazis, but she is only fleeing the heat.

The heat wave would last one more day the announcer had said at breakfast 

on the radio. She had been feeding Josh and the sound of her voice made her 

pause with the spoon halfway to his mouth.

'Today will be hotter than yesterday, becoming cooler tomorrow.'

The announcer's careful modulation, the way her tone fell away at the end 

made the day seem as if it might be bearable, that something was passing from 

yesterday to today, through to tomorrow, like the movement of air through a 

house.

In the tiny kitchen at the back of her bookshop she sets the box on the table, 

lifts the lid and pulls out what looks like a glittering beige fez. She holds it up,
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examining it critically. It had taken her most of the previous evening to work out 

how to get a sandcastle to hold its shape for a whole week. She'd experimented 

with mixtures of sand and wallpaper paste, all now lying stickily at the bottom of 

the bin, before she finally hit on the idea of wrapping sand paper round Josh's 

plastic bucket. Last night it had seemed perfect, but now, even in the tiny back 

room, she can see that it is not big enough. It is smaller and plainer than the 

sandcastle she had imagined. She realises now (too late, because the display must 

be finished today) that she needed a more theatrical sandcastle, the kind with 

battlements, a moat and flags.

No-one will come into the shop today. A doctor on the radio had said to 

avoid going out if at all possible and to drink plenty of water. Dorrie told Olive 

what he had said before she left. Good old Olive. Solid Olive. She had hoped that 

quoting the doctor would make her sound confident, but she still came over as 

fussy. Olive waited by the high chair while Dorrie looked for Josh's favourite 

teething ring in the fridge. She was always looking for something when Olive 

arrived, flapping around the kitchen like an awkward flightless bird. She told 

Olive what time she had given Josh medicine for his sore gums, and when the 

next dose should be, but only if he needed it because she'd heard that babies got 

used to painkillers and they stopped being effective.. .but not to let him cry or get 

feverish.. .she'd leave it up to her though, obviously, but if she was in any doubt 

just ring, she knew where the number was, didn't she, on the fridge door.. .and 

she walked down the drive, still talking like an idiot, all those words trailing 

behind her. She worried all along the ten minute walk to the shop, in turns 

wondering if she had said too much and offended Olive, who after all had three 

children and countless grandchildren, or if she hadn't been clear enough about
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when Josh had his last dose of medicine, and how hard he'd cried during the 

night, even though he was only teething. But Olive is calm and reliable. She isn't 

excitable or colourful or talkative. She is large and soft and Dorrie knows she 

will absorb her anxiety the way an amoeba would deal with a foreign particle. 

She will surround it with calmness and it will just cease to exist. She was lucky, 

she knew that. After only a week she can't imagine anyone else looking after 

Josh.

She carries the box and the sandcastle into the shop and balances them on top 

of a stool. Even though she knows they are there it is still a shock to see them, 

lying naked on their sides on the floor behind the counter, knees bent up towards 

their chins, like a couple of doomed hostages. Clarissa, the mother, has pale flock 

skin and jointed limbs. Pinky is half sized but otherwise the same; the same 

smile, same round brown eyes and woolly hair. Clarissa and Pinky ski or 

toboggan for a week every winter through polystyrene snow. In the autumn they 

walk through fallen leaves and summers are usually spent windsurfing on a 

cellophane sea. The sight of the colourful sails, like giant butterflies dipping 

down for a drink, attracts the young water sports crowd. This year she thought 

she'd try something different - an outing to the beach. She hoists Clarissa into a 

sitting position and pulls a halter-neck top and shorts out of the box, and a frayed 

straw hat she had picked up in the charity shop. She wonders what it must look 

like, two grown women struggling together, one of them flopping heavily 

forward like a corpse. Pinky is easy, she just has to snap on some tiny swimming 

trunks and balance a pair of purple sunglasses, shaped like stars, on his button 

nose. Tom had started the displays. He bought the life-size dummies at a 

bankruptcy auction. He had been drawn by their smiles, he said. They didn't look
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manic or eerily blank, the way some dummies can. Their smiles were dreamy, 

even a little sad, and their eyes were cast down, which made them look 

contentedly preoccupied. The last display Tom did before he died was the best. 

He borrowed trees from the amateur dramatics society and made a wood with a 

dark path disappearing off to the side of the window. There were mice on a 

gingham cloth having a picnic of crackers and cheese, and some rabbits reading. 

Pinky and Clarissa played hide and seek. Everyone loved it. Tom moved Pinky 

every night and mothers and their children stopped on the way to nursery to look. 

'Where's Pinky?' they asked, and damp hands pointed to Pinky, just visible 

behind a tree, or his woolly head sticking up from behind a mound of leaves. 

Everyone said there had never been a display as good as Where's Pinky?

This year she had made a rock pool using the liner for a small garden pond, 

and borrowed silver and gold fish from the pet shop. She covered the floor with 

sand and shells and edged the pool with rocks from the garden. In the pool along 

with the fish she has put weeds and a sunken galleon and a treasure chest with 

tiny gold coins spilling out of it.

She misses him, O how she misses him. While Josh is at home doing 

whatever he does with Olive, his ghost follows her around the shop so that she 

pushes tottering piles of books away from the edge of the counter and says, 

aloud, 'look, tractor' when one chugs along the High Street. It feels to her that he 

has always been here with her in the shop, even during the years when it was just 

her and Tom; he was there, somewhere, hiding. And she liked to think that he'd 

been conceived in the shop, although she knows it isn't really true. She had been 

out at the back taking an inventory and she told Tom that tonight was the night. 

Her temperature was slightly raised and, in some way that was otherwise hidden
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to her, her body was ready. At lunch time Tom had come into the store room. He 

looked at her shyly, as though he had a secret present for her.

'What?' she said.

'I've put the 'back in five' sign on the door.' He came closer and she could 

smell his dry papery smell. She set the stack of paperbacks down and stepped 

towards him.

'Five minutes?' she said.

'Mmm hmm.' He held her, folded her into his arms. 'Is five too ambitious, do 

you think?' he said. 'I could cross it out and put three.'

Before she could say anything else they had lowered themselves onto the 

floor between the piles of paperbacks. She would like to think that this was 

where they had made Josh, amongst the cookery and garden design books, but it 

wasn't. Tom had asked her, between gasps, what would be a good name for a 

child conceived in the shop, and she said 'Booklyn', and they laughed so much 

that they couldn't keep going. He must have been conceived later that night when 

they made love again at home, but they had invited him to come, she thought. 

The laughter had beckoned him and made it easy for him to decide to come and 

stay.

It has been just two weeks since Olive came into the shop. Josh was sitting in the 

round mesh playpen, like a fat little monarch caught in a lobster pot. Olive had 

bent down and chucked his cheek. 'You'll be up and off soon, won't you pet?' 

He smiled up at her and put out his arms. Dorrie wanted to say no, not for a while 

yet, to show Olive that she had some special knowledge of her own child's 

timetable but she knew that Olive had recognised something about her own child
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before she had. Much as Dorrie wanted to disagree she knew she couldn't. He 

had been holding on to table and chair legs, even using Dome's legs to pull 

himself upright and sway for a few triumphant seconds.

Olive was an inspired choice to mind Josh; everyone said so, although Dorrie 

felt that really Olive had chosen them. After many years of looking after her own 

family, and then a long line of grandchildren, Olive's life suddenly changed. 

They were all at school. Without a child tagging along at her heels Olive looked 

untethered and lost. It was as if the game was finally up - it had been the children 

who had been looking after Olive all along.

Josh had done just what Olive had said. Within the week he'd found his feet 

and he was off, with such a sense of purpose that she suspected that while he'd 

been sitting dribbling and smiling all those months he'd also been planning 

exactly where he was going to go, and what he'd do when he got there. At the 

end of the first day of Josh emptying shelves and heading for the door every time 

a customer came in, she fished Olive's number from her customer file and gave 

her a ring.

She tries to imagine them together in her house, Josh and Olive, but it is 

difficult. It feels like imagining your husband with someone else. When she gets 

back in the evening she detects small signs of what they've done, but Olive and 

Josh spend the last ten minutes of every day 'putting away'. In fact she thinks 

Josh said 'put away' yesterday when she pulled out his toy box. So the house is 

back more or less the way it was when she left in the morning, like a cleaned up 

crime scene. Josh and Olive are always waiting for her when she conies home, 

sitting at the table, looking at a puzzle or a book, serious as a pair of scholars.
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Clarissa is finished. She carries her to the window and arranges her on the 

deck chair. At her feet is a raffia bag with several books sticking out - 1000 

Things To Do With Kids In The Holidays, Shell Craft For Beginners, and 50 

Great Bike Rides, as well as sun block and a bottle of water. She puts a novel in 

Clarissa's hands - One Summer in Tuscany. Last night she opened it in the 

middle and glued all the pages on either side together, so it stayed stiffly open. 

She angles Clarissa's head downwards, so she can read the single page.

...picked her way through the burnt out ruins of the farmhouse. It was the end 

of her dream, their dream, and all because of her foolishness.

'Oh, Antonio!' she cried. 'What have I done?'

Then she stands Pinky by the rock pool with the sandpaper castle at his feet. 

She balances him so that she can raise one of his feet above it, his arms above his 

head. Josh loves knocking down, it's his favourite game. She builds the bricks 

up, he swipes them with his fist, delighted at what he can erase, then impatient to 

do it all again.

She shouldn't be doing this, she's read the books. Never spy, they say, it creates 

an atmosphere of distrust. It will be unsettling for the child if you turn up 

unexpectedly. The pavement feels tacky under her soles. She walks to the corner 

and crosses the road. The church clock makes an effort to strike ten and she holds 

her breath going past the newsagents. The smell of newsprint still makes her 

nauseous. When she was carrying Josh she couldn't bear newspapers or 

magazines. For all those months she didn't know what was going on or which 

celebrity was loved or hated. She was carrying all the news she needed inside 

her.
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Sonia's garden on the corner of her road is edged all around with great fat 

cabbage roses. Their pink heads hang down, making them look defeated or 

ashamed. She watches a bee trying to clamber into the dense ball of petals, 

buzzing angrily. Sonia had come in last week, red-eyed, to order a book on 

cancer. For herself? For Ron or her mother? Not little Georgia surely. But she 

won't ask. Women come to the shop sometimes from neighbouring towns and 

villages because they know she is discreet and she will get their order quickly. 

They scrabble in their bags for pieces of paper, greasy from the kitchen table, or 

efficiently printed off the internet. Endometriosis, depression, alcoholism, debt, 

bereavement. Women's woes, Tom used to say.

She rums into her road, grateful to have the sun on her back for a few 

minutes. The houses look impassive, black-eyed in the glare. Her stomach 

suddenly tightens. The road is empty - the heat has defeated even the young. 

Scattered over every brown lawn are bright primary coloured toys. They seem 

hastily abandoned, like a scene from an old scaremongering film about nuclear 

war she remembers being frightened by when she was a child.

Ahead she can see Josh's trike, the handlebars skewed at a crazy angle, lying 

by the side of the front door. She quickens her step. Next door's noisy Alsatian is 

lying under a shrub at the gate, his nose poking through the bars. She moves 

closer to the kerb, but he only follows her with his amber eyes. Her dress is 

sticking to her now and there is a slick of sweat on her back. A small plane flies 

overhead, valiantly beating a path through the thick air. She can hear two people, 

agitated.

'But you never said anything...'

'No, but I told you...'
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'But you didn't say...'

Then there is jeering from a crowd. Just one of those talk shows. Shout 

shows.

She walks down the path to the back garden and steps up onto a raised drain 

cover. She can hear a voice, Olive's voice. She peers in round the side of the 

kitchen window, shielding her eyes against the glare. Olive has her back to her, 

sitting at the table. Josh is in his high chair, wearing only a nappy. She imagines 

how carefully she would peel his hot legs away from the seat. His hair sticks to 

his head and his eyes look heavy, sleepy again after their restless night. There is 

a bunch of black grapes in a bowl on the table between them.

'Daaaaa!' He points at the grapes. Olive pulls one off and holds it out, just 

beyond his reach. 'Daaaaa!' he says again.

'Ahhhhhhh,' Olive says on a rising note, and slowly moves the grape away 

from Josh and pops it into her mouth. 'Mmmmm. Yum yum.'

Dorrie can feel the size of the grape in her own mouth, like a marble you 

were warned against sucking as a child, and there is a sudden pain under her 

tongue when she salivates. She imagines biting down on it, the resistance of the 

skin, then the burst and spread of juicy flesh.

Josh thinks. He is perfectly still for a moment, his plump arms and legs stick 

out sideways like a teddy. Her heart clenches with love and longing. There is 

nothing more serious than her baby's seriousness. Then suddenly he is all 

movement again, arms and legs circling, his mouth open wide. He tips his head 

back and his tummy jiggles in and out. Olive claps her hands.

'Gone!' she says and spreads her hands out. 'Gone away!'

Slowly his body winds down and he focuses again on the grapes.
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'Here we go, Josh-io.' Her hand is a pale fleshy spider walking across the 

table. Josh's eyes widen, as black as the grapes. His mouth forms a soft moist 0. 

Olive pulls another grape off and zooms it towards him. He sways back, blinking 

and laughing. Dorrie steps down and leans against the wall. Heat beats upwards 

from the concrete onto her face. Olive claps and Josh squeals, waiting for the 

hand to creep along the table.

'Shall we make it disappear? Shall we? Shall we?'

She half runs back, imagining precious deliveries spilling out of the doorway and 

onto the road, a queue of disgruntled customers, but the shop is as she left it, still 

there like a dog tethered in the street.

She lets herself in and goes to the display. Only the fish move. Clarissa hasn't 

turned the page of her book; Pinky hasn't stamped on the castle. She can barely 

see after the brightness outside. She lifts Clarissa off the deckchair and makes her 

kneel on the floor, facing the street. She puts one of Clarissa's hands up to her 

eyes, as if she is shielding them from the sun, and stretches her other arm out 

straight, pointing to the horizon of Clarissa's world. She raises Pinky's arms into 

the air and brings his foot down on top of the sandpaper castle. Some shells land 

in the pool and scatter the fish. She tilts his head back and cups his face with her 

hands as if she is going to kiss him.

'Here we go, Josh-io,' she sings.

'Here we go.

Here we go.'
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Queen of the Slipstream

Queen 

of the 

Slipstream

Your stride has purpose as you set out towards the fat woman in the mirror. You 

have locked onto her eyes, as if someone has told you to meet her, as if you have bad 

news to break to her. You keep walking, but you never close the distance between 

the two of you, between the treadmill and the mirrored wall.

Joining the gym was your own idea. It sounded like it would be a laugh, and 

besides, the first session is free for you and a friend. Tina comes along with you 

because you do everything together, but she doesn't like the place and her eyes slide 

around the reception area.

'I bet it's full of posers and perverts,' she says, not bothering to lower her voice.
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A serious young man with a clipboard comes up to you. He is a personal 

instructor - personal to you for a whole half an hour. He doesn't laugh like you and 

Tina do when he asks what you want to get from coming to a gym.

You don't like the weights room. Sweaty men are crouched over equipment, 

gasping as if they're humping it. You watch a woman, with her legs in stirrups, 

scissor them open and shut. You can hear her counting under her breath, eighteen... 

nineteen... twenty.

'This piece of equipment works your adductors,' says the instructor and he 

points them out on a poster of a smiling man with a flayed body. He has blue and red 

muscles like skeins of thread.

'What he means is, it'll give you a dimple on your bum,' the counting woman 

explains to you.

'Well, at least it won't be lonely,' says Tina and she goes out to the car park for a 

smoke.

He takes you on to the dance studio, which is lined entirely with mirrors and 

under the lights your skin looks the colour of a surgical appliance. There are three 

rows of women, their bodies stretched out into X shapes, the palms of their hands 

raised to the ceiling. There are only about ten of them, but they are reflected 

endlessly in the mirrors, so they seem like an army. A woman at the front is shouting 

at them above some thudding music. Her voice is too echoey to make out, but she is 

saying something urgent, as if they are doing nothing less than stopping the sky from 

falling. You can see twenty, thirty of yourself, all tugging at the tee shirt you bought 

specially, the one you thought would be baggy but is stretched tight across your
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stomach. You are beginning to think that maybe Tina is right, about posers and 

perverts. Why else would they need so many mirrors, as if that's all this place is 

about, keeping an eye on yourself, watching your step. You'd feel better if there was 

a window, and then you'd be able to see Tina out in the car park, having her fag. 

You could get her attention, pull some faces. You'll have tell her about it later. Go 

down the cafe for a hot chocolate and whipped cream as soon as you get out of here. 

Make it funny like you always do, look out for her smile.

The young man touches your elbow and points back to the corridor. 'Just one 

more,' he says and he shows you through another door, marked Fitness Suite. The 

thudding techno music disappears once the door is shut and is replaced with the 

whisper and hum of the equipment and a song you like, playing quietly on a radio. 

There are some mirrors of course, and French windows, which open out onto a small 

garden. Two people are sitting at a picnic table under the dark arms of a copper 

beech. You relax a little and look around. You like the look of the treadmills and the 

bikes. It's a relief to see people doing things that you recognise - simply walking or 

cycling. You turn to the young man. 'I want to do this,'' you say, pointing to a 

treadmill. 'I want to walk.' And he smiles.

You come back the next day for your first proper session. All the treadmills face 

mirrors and you realise that you will have to decide where to look. At first you read 

and re-read the poster taped to the wall - Every Body Can Be Some Body - until you 

want to scream. Then you look down at the belt moving under your feet, but it 

makes you dizzy; so you try focussing on a point just to the left of your shoulder, but

13



Queen of the Slipstream

you feel foolish, as if you are snubbing yourself in the street. In the end you rest 

your gaze just above your swaying, bouncing flesh, and look into your own eyes. 

You have nice eyes, Tina always says. Tina, who has nice legs, nice boobs, nice 

bum. You keep walking and try not to think about what is missing from your list of 

one.

You keep coming. Once, then twice a week. Your rhythm is awkward at first. It is 

like carrying a bowl of water, your weight shifts one way and then another. It pulls 

you from side to side, as if your body is in opposition to itself. But you are getting 

used to moving, and to the way that you move. Sometimes you find that your stride 

matches the person next to you and you feel (childlike, ridiculous, you know, almost 

as soon as you feel it), but you feel the pleasure of walking in step with someone 

else. Exhilarating, wholesome and quite unexpected.

Tina wants you to go shopping with her. You both know that's not strictly true. 

What Tina really wants, and what you always do, is help her while she shops for 

herself. So you are standing outside the changing room holding her bags while Tina 

has a trying on session. A blue strappy dress is thrown into the air, over the top of 

the door, unfurling like a streamer. It lands on your head. 

'Get me that in a ten,' Tina shouts.

You tug the dress away and catch sight of a woman at the opposite end of the 

line of cubicles. She is bored, laden with too much stuff. And pulling a blue dress off 

her head.
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You mean to go towards the racks of dresses, but suddenly you find that you are 

doing something else. You are walking towards the exit. You push the bags into the 

arms of an assistant and step out.

You take the long way home.

You love being on the treadmill next to the joggers; their economy of movement 

amazes you. They skim along, elbows tucked in, compact, like stones skipping over 

water. There is something beautiful about a big body too, you think, and slowly you 

lower your gaze. You see that walking has set your body in motion, your strong 

shoulders and your beautiful breasts, your legs that are stretching out, taking longer 

and longer steps.

A slow song comes on the radio and you match your rhythm to it, deepen your 

stride.

'You 're the Queen of the Slipstream

With eyes that shine

You have crossed many waters

To be here...'

You walk on to the end of the song and then bring the belt to a halt. You step 

over the end of the treadmill and move purposefully toward the woman in the 

mirror, smiling into her eyes. As if you are meeting someone you love, after too long 

apart.
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Little Fish

Little 

Fish

Her dad found the holiday on the internet and he keeps telling everyone how 

much money he has saved. They have been planning it since before Christmas, 

when it was always dark and cold. Every night before bed Lucy and her Mum 

look at the brochure, which has photos of where they are going to stay. Lucy cuts 

the photos out and starts a scrapbook. When they come back they could put in 

their holiday snaps, her mum says. They will be close enough to the theme park 

for them to go as often as they want and they will have a pool all to themselves. 

They've always had to share a pool before with lots of other families, but this 

holiday is special. The house isn't called a house, it's a villa, and it has a garden 

as well as the pool. The garden looks very green, not like their own which is 

mostly brown and covered with Owen's toys. They will have a bedroom each, so 

she doesn't have to share with Owen like she does at home. Everyone thinks 

Owen is cute, but he pulls her things out of her cupboard and uses her best 

colouring pens on her bit of the wall. She will have a double bed to herself,
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which her mum says she is jealous of, because almost every night Owen ends up 

sleeping in her Mum and Dad's bed.

Her mum takes her and Owen to the pool every week. Mum is trying to lose 

weight so she can fit into the swimsuit she bought in the sales. She stands at the 

side of the big pool and holds on to the edge like a ballet dancer and jumps up 

and down and pushes her leg out to the side. Lucy has to stay in the baby pool 

with Owen while her mum does her exercises. The water hardly even covers her 

ankles and there are lots of babies with nappies full of water, which makes her 

feel sick. They aren't allowed to put their heads under the water. Owen gets 

earache all the time and mum says the pool is full of germs. Once he put his head 

down and lapped up the water like a dog, but she didn't tell her mum in case she 

got into trouble. When her mum is finished they all go in the shallow end of the 

big pool and Lucy can practise her swimming. She wears a ring around her 

middle and one on each arm. They get in the way but she can swim with them 

almost from one side to the other. Owen doesn't like the big pool and he clings to 

her mother like a monkey, pointing all the time to the way to the changing 

rooms. They bob up and down and her mother sings Pop Goes the Weasel to him 

while Lucy swims. Doggy paddle her father calls it. No, says Lucy, it's 

swimming, and they argue about it in the car until her mother tells them both to 

be quiet.

At Christmas she gets an Ariel towel from her Nan. Owen gets a Mickey one. 

She doesn't mind not getting a toy because Ariel is her favourite character and 

because Nan said it was especially for using by the pool. She is going to grow
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her hair so it will be long like Ariel's when she meets her at the theme park.

A pool holiday, her Mum tells her best friend Ro over coffee. Ooohh! Ro 

says. That sounds lovely.

One night when they are looking through the scrapbook Mum says she has a 

surprise. Someone else is going on holiday with them. Can she guess who that 

might be? Nan doesn't like the heat and her auntie and her mum don't like each 

other, so she can't think who. It's Ro and her friend Steve her mum says. They 

liked the sound of it so much they wanted to come too, and there is plenty of 

room. Where will they sleep? she asks. Her mother pulls her on to her lap and 

strokes her hair. They will have to stay in your room, she said. She sounds extra 

cheerful, like when she tries to get Owen to take his ear medicine. They need the 

double bed. And Owen's room is big. He'll be asleep in a corner in a little cot - 

you'll hardly know he's there. She slides off her mother's lap and gets into bed 

and turns on her side. Her mother rubs her back. I'll get you something really 

special to make up for it, she says. When her mother closes the bedroom door 

Lucy pulls the scrapbook out again and looks at the photos. In every picture she 

has to imagine more people. Ro and her mum are always laughing and Ro says 

she would love to have a little girl just like her.

Her dad and Steve have gone off to have their last decent pint for a while and Ro 

is helping her mum with the packing. Her mum's wedding dress is in her 

wardrobe in a long black bag with a zip up the middle. It's like having a body in 

the cupboard, her dad says. Ro wants to look at the dress, and so does Lucy.
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Owen is asleep, so he won't be a nuisance. They all have to wash their hands first 

and her mum spreads the dress out on the bed. It makes everything else in the 

room look dull and dirty. Ro strokes the veil and looks as if she is going to cry. 

The dress is for Lucy when she grows up, the tiara too, which is being taken out 

of its special velvet box. You'll look like a dream, her mum tells her. Every girl 

should look like a princess one day in her life, Ro says. Then her mum says 

something about frogs and she and Ro laugh until they snort.

They arrive early in the morning, but it feels like the middle of the night. At the 

airport everyone is grumpy and her mum and dad have a fight when they're 

waiting for their bags. They all cheer up when they get the car and drive to the 

house. The car is white and bigger and cleaner than their car at home. The sky is 

very blue and there are tall palm trees. Everyone finds something new to point 

out to the others. There are signs to the theme park everywhere. Owen starts to 

grizzle and pulls on his ear. Her mum says uh-oh and looks in his bag for the 

thermometer and his medicine. By the time they get to the villa his ears are bright 

red and he is screaming. Mum takes him for a nap while they all look around.

The villa looks like the photos, except it's even pinker. Her dad and Steve make 

jokes about it. They walk from room to room wiggling their hips like women and 

talking in funny voices. The garden has two orange trees and pink and purple 

flowers and scratchy grass. Ro says they will pick oranges every morning to 

make juice for breakfast. The pool is even better than in the brochure. It is level 

with the ground and it shimmers in the sun. It's like Aladdin's magic carpet, Ro 

says. They kneel at the edge and look down. On the bottom there are glass tiles
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shaped like little fish. Ro swishes the water with her hand and the fish waver and 

wobble. Owen's going to love this, she says. There is a shower by the pool and a 

white fence around it with a gate that shuts itself to stop Owen from crawling 

into it by mistake. Everything pretty and special has to be kept out of Owen's 

reach. He doesn't realise that some things have to be treated carefully because 

he's not as old as she is, and because he is a boy.

Owen screams in their room the whole time they are unloading the car. Steve 

says he has something in his case that would sort him pretty quick, and Ro tells 

him to behave. Eventually her mum comes out looking cross and hot. Owen has a 

temperature, so it would be better if he stayed home today to give the medicine 

time to work. Her mum takes Lucy by the hand. I think you could do with a nap 

too, she says and they go into the house. Lucy hasn't slept during the day for 

years and she isn't tired. She wants to make orange juice with Ro and find her 

swimsuit so they can go in the pool, but her mother says no nonsense.

She can't make out the bedroom very well as the curtains are closed, but she can 

see that Owen's cot is not in the corner like her mum said it would be, it is right 

next to her bed. She throws herself on the bed and cries. Outside there are 

orange trees and Ariel and and the magic carpet pool, but she has to lie down in a 

dark room with her brother snuffling next to her. Her mother rubs her tummy like 

she does when she's sick and tells her there will be plenty of time to do 

everything she wants to and when she wakes up there will be a special surprise 

waiting for her.
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When she wakes up there is only a crumpled sheet in the middle of Owen's cot. 

She can hear her dad and Steve laughing and something is cooking on the 

barbeque. She sits up on the edge of the bed. It doesn't seem like either breakfast 

or lunchtime, but it must be one of the two. Out of the corner of her eye she sees 

something glimmer. There is a shining torso hanging on the wardrobe door. A 

swimsuit. An Ariel swimsuit. She tugs it off the hanger and holds it up by the 

shoulders. It is slippery and cool, with fish scales that change colour in the light. 

She peels off her clothes and puts it on. It is like wearing someone else's skin.

She steps out into the glare of the sun as if it is a spotlight. Everyone turns to 

look. They all clap and cheer and her father says whoo-hoo and her mum takes a 

photo for her scrapbook. Owen is sitting on her father's lap playing with a toy. 

His cheeks are pink and his hair is stuck to his scalp and he is sucking his fist. 

You're a beautiful mermaid, her mum says. You're an angel fish, Ro tells her. 

You're a duck-filled fatty puss, Steve says. What Steve said was rude so she 

pinches his arm hard. His face collapses and his eyes get big with tears, just the 

way Owen's do. He's only pretending, Ro says. Do it harder next time.

She wants to go in the water straight away. Her mum pulls her over. One or two 

things first young lady. She smears her with sun cream which smells of coconut 

and asks Steve to pass her a bag of small white rectangles. Steve says they are 

heavy and he drags the bag along the ground and grunts and groans when he lifts 

them up. Owen giggles. What are they? Lucy asks. Floats, her mum says. They 

go in these special pockets round your middle. On the inside of the costume there 

is a row of pockets and the floats fit neatly inside. Lucy can hardly feel them and 

they don't stick out like her old ring. If you practise hard this week maybe we
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will be able to take some of the floats out, her mum says. Steve leans over and 

whispers in her ear. Don't listen to your mum, he says, these aren't floats, they're 

weights. They're trying to drown you, like a kitten. Ro gives him a funny look 

and says do you have to? She walks away quickly into the house and doesn't 

come out for the barbeque.

Ro is asleep by the pool, lying on a sun bed. Lucy and Steve are playing Snap 

and Steve makes up a song about Ro.

Ro Ro Ro, you goat,

Snoring in and out.

Let Stevie have his way,

And you 'II be up the spout.

Sing it to her tonight after she reads you a story, he says. She'd like that, she 

loves singing.

Ro and Steve are in charge. Her mum and dad have gone off to get groceries and 

to have a meal out. They sit by the pool eating pizza and Ro tells Lucy that when 

she has a baby of her own she's going to call it Melody because she loves music 

so much. What if it's a boy? Lucy asks. We'll call it Crotchet, Steve says and Ro 

tells him it might not be up to him what it was called. Lucy wants a song with her 

name in it and Steve sings Lucy in a Pie with Flies On. It isn't as good as Ro Ro 

Ro You Goat. Mostly he sings her name - Loo-say Loo-say Loo-sa-ay-ay - and 

drums on the table with a knife.
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Owen has gone down for the night and Lucy and Steve are watching cartoons 

and eating popcorn. Ro runs in. Her face is flushed and she looks young, not like 

a grown up at all. Come and see, she says, come and see. She runs back outside 

and they follow her. It has become dark since they went indoors and there is a 

loud high noise in the air which Steve says are insects. He makes a hissing sound 

when he says insects and pretends his fingers are flies getting stuck in her hair. 

Ro says not to listen to him, they are only grasshoppers, like Jiminy Cricket. 

They must be everywhere because the sound never stops, but Lucy can't see 

them. Ro kneels by the pool, pointing at something in the water. Lucy crouches 

next to her. The glass fish light up in the dark. They glow blue and gold and 

silver. Well bugger me, says Steve.

Ro says Lucy really should duck under the water to look at the fish. You'll never 

be a proper mermaid if you don't, she tells her. She takes a mouthful and spits it 

out again, squirting it up in the air like a fountain. Would I do that if it was dirty, 

she asks. Come on, we'll do it together. They hold hands in the shallow end and 

Lucy lowers her head in up to her chin, then over her mouth. Then, the most 

difficult bit, over her nose. Ro claps her hands. You star, she says. Lucy puts her 

whole head under but keeps her eyes closed. The sharp insect sound suddenly 

stops and there are other deeper sounds which waver and wobble like the fish. 

They are so close they seem to be coming from inside her own head, as if she is 

making them happen herself. She wants to see the fish properly, under the water.

Ro says opening her eyes underwater will feel funny at first but she'll soon get 

used to it. They duck down together after three. Lucy keeps her eyes wide open.
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Ro is smiling at her and she lets go of her hands and gives her the thumbs up. 

Lucy can feel the floats tug her upwards to the surface. Ro is fat under the water 

and her skin is blotchy and green, like a sea witch. Lucy points to the fish. Her 

fingers are fat and green too. Tiny silver bubbles rise from her skin.

Her mum phones to check that Owen is OK. They'd like to go on to a film, she 

says, if it's all right with Ro. Ro says that's fine, Owen is fast asleep and she'll 

ring if there's a problem. They are having girly fun, she says. Oh yes, Steve 

shouts in a high voice from the kitchen, and then he belches. Is Steve your 

friend? Lucy asks. Ro wrinkles up her nose. You 're my friend, she says and she 

gives her a hug. You're my special holiday buddy.

Lucy's getting ready for bed. Ro does her hair with the hair dryer and tugs it 

back from her forehead with a big brush. She makes it look just like Ariel's. Can 

I wear my swimsuit in bed? Lucy asks. It is hanging up in the bathroom next to 

the bag of floats. She rinsed it out in clean water like you are supposed to and it 

is already dry. She is always going to look after it and keep it good. She will 

never leave it rolled up in a towel for days like she did with her old costume. Of 

course you can sweetheart, says Ro. It's a holiday after all.

Lucy wakes up. She can hear people splashing about in the pool but it isn't 

morning. It is very dark. She opens the curtains. Steve and Ro are in the pool. 

They are both floating on their backs with their arms and legs stretched out wide, 

like starfish. They aren't wearing their swimming things. Ro's breasts are very 

white and her two dark nipples point to the sky. They look like giant staring eyes.
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Steve's doo-dah is pointing up too. That's what her mum calls Owen's - his little 

doo-dah, like it's a pet. Zippedy doo-dah her dad sings when he's putting Owen's 

nappy on. They are giggling and Ro starts to sing.

Ro Ro Ro's a goat

Snoring in and out

Let Stevie stick it in

And she 'II be up the spout.

She sings in a high-pitched voice so that she sounds like a little girl. So that she 

sounds like Lucy. Ro splashes Steve and laughs. Steve suddenly flips over and 

she can see his shiny white bum. Ro squeals and they splash about. They get out 

and stand under the shower kissing. Then they dry themselves off. Steve uses her 

Ariel towel on his bum. On the way out he hangs it over the gate. When the gate 

swings back it catches in the towel and bounces off the latch.

She can hear them shouting and banging in their bedroom. In the room that was 

supposed to be hers. Oh. Oh. Oh. Owen has woken up. She goes over to the 

window and looks out but there is still no car. One of Owen's ears is redder than 

the other and he is pulling at it and staring around the room. He probably doesn't 

remember that they are on holiday, he's too little. She tries not to look at him 

when she gets back into bed. If you look at him when he wants something he 

starts to cry. Oh. Oh. Oh. She lies down and closes her eyes. Maybe Owen will 

copy her. He gives a shout and pulls himself up and shakes the bars of the cot. If 

he gets into bed with her he'll go to sleep, like he does in mum and dad's bed. 

She can't work the catch on the cot, so she has to pull him over the bars. His foot 

gets caught and he opens his mouth to scream. She makes her voice sound very
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high and excited, like mum does when she wants Owen to forget about why he is 

crying. Do you want to see something special, she says, and he stops and looks at 

her. He tugs his ear again and nods. You have to be very quiet though, or you'll 

scare them away she tells him. Is Owen going to be quiet? He nods twice and 

lifts his arms up. You have to hold on tight, like you do with mummy when we 

go swimming. He wraps his legs around her middle and puts his thumb in his 

mouth. He feels very hot.

It is difficult to tell where the edge of the pool is, water has splashed over the 

sides and made the paving slabs wet. Lucy stands well back. Little fish, she says. 

Owen twists round to look and pulls on her neck. Her arms are getting tired. She 

looks down the road to see if her mum and dad are coming back yet, but the road 

is empty. Owen starts to kick and fuss, 'ish, he says, pointing at the water, 'ish. 

He has a fish mobile over his cot at home and she pushes it to make it go round 

for him. She sits cross-legged by the edge of the pool and watches the fish. Owen 

grizzles. He can't see them properly. She wriggles along until she feels the edge 

of the pool and dangles her legs in the water. It is cool and for a while Owen 

stops fussing and sits quietly, twiddling the fabric of her swimsuit. She hums Pop 

Goes the Weasel like mum does when they go swimming at home. She swishes 

her legs, making waves. The water rocks back and forth and the fish seem to 

leap.

'ish, says Owen and he leans out over the pool.
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A Bolt 

from the 

Blue

She was going to have to dig in, Ruby told herself. Knuckle down. Bury herself 

for the next couple of days. Waiting on her desk in the next room was a month's 

worth of revisions to be done in forty-eight hours. But there were distractions. 

She had opened the curtains in the front room and there was a pillar of colour (a 

deep pink-red) leaning against the door of the house across the road, like a drunk 

waiting to be let in. As she turned away from staring at it, wondering what this 

brazen thing could be, and whether it would spoil in the rain that was threatening, 

she suddenly remembered her mother.

She went back to her desk, thoughts of her mother trailing after her, 

fluttering through the dull rooms like a flag. She worked in the middle room of 

the house, a long narrow terrace, gloomy with crinkle-leafed ferns and over-due 

bills. 'I thought artists were supposed to be in love with light,' her friend Annie 

had said to her when she first moved in. She tried to explain to Annie for what 

seemed like the hundredth time that she wasn't an artist, she was an illustrator 

and all she needed was her angle poise lamp. She pulled up her chair and looked
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down at the sheaf of paper on her desk. Edward's anguished little rabbit face 

stared up at her from the top page, with Ron's terse instruction on a post it note 

in the corner. Make It Darker.

Something was wrong. That was all she could think. She has looked through 

the drawings a hundred times, but she can't pin it down. Something just isn't 

right. In despair the previous evening she had asked Annie to come over. Annie 

could be relied on to be perceptive and honest when drunk.

'My God,' she said, waving her fourth glass of Merlot over the drawing. 'It's 

the Munch Bunny.'

She had thought it would get easier. It was the fifth book in a series about a 

family of rabbits: mother and father and Edward and their assorted friends and 

neighbours. They were beginning to earn praise for their 'subtle warmth' and 

'quiet appreciation of the worrisome world of the introspective child.' Taped to 

her fridge is a recent review - the first in a broadsheet -'If you like your 

children's books with no harmful E numbers and without a global marketing 

strategy which encompasses merchandise from lampshades to yoghurt...then this 

is the series for you.'

It was a small publishing house, which believes that authors and illustrators 

know best and should be left to get on with it, so for the last month she and Ron 

have gone through their ritual. She sends him the proofs of the illustrations and 

he couriers them back the next day. His instructions, at first voluminous, are now 

reduced to scrawls on insanely pink squares of paper. Make It Darker. Ron, who 

has always had reclusive tendencies, stopped answering the phone ten days ago.

She picked out half a dozen pens from the pot on her desk and looked 

through them for the nibs she wanted and then opened her special blend of brown
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ink which had been getting progressively darker over the weeks. She reached 

down some Eternal Black from the shelf above the desk and filled a small 

dropper with it. She held it over the larger bottle of ink and counted as each drop 

went in. 'One...two...damn.' A stream of drops ran together. 'Eight.' Sheputthe 

tops back and shook her special blend. If Ron wanted dark, dark was what he 

was going to get this time. She stretched her arms in the air and flexed her 

fingers. She would just get on with it. No stopping and starting. She looked 

through the stack of drawings, all with Edward's face, each one more sombre and 

anxious than the last. She took a deep breath and picked up a pen. The cat 

meowed and wound itself around her legs and she remembered that she hadn't 

given him his breakfast. As she fed him and watered the ferns, she made another 

cup of tea (an efficient use of time, she reasoned, as she was already in the 

kitchen) and thought again about the bold red glowing against the dull day. She 

had seen the elegant Indian woman who lived in the house opposite a few times 

and they smiled and nodded to each other in the newsagents, but they had never 

spoken. The kettle flicked off and she poured the water into a mug and prodded 

the tea bag with a spoon. Maybe she should go over there and let her know, it 

would be the neighbourly thing to do, but it was possible that she had left it out 

herself, for it to be collected and she would just be making a nuisance of herself. 

She sighed and fished the bag out and put it on top of the heap of other used 

bags. Really it was none of her business, she thought, besides, she had enough on 

her own plate to get on with. She took her tea through to the study and set it on 

the desk. Edward's Munch face was still there. So was Make It Darker. She 

looked at the door to the front room which she had firmly shut, determined not to 

go in until at least lunchtime. It would make sense to check if it had been taken
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in and then she could put it out of her mind and concentrate, get the last drawing 

just right.

It was still there, and so again was the thought about her mother. She came to 

her mind so clearly that she felt a tightening, an ache in her chest. She was 

wearing her pale pink sundress, the one with the Scottie dogs parading across the 

front, walking towards her with a tray. She was walking quickly, jauntily, as if 

she was bringing Ruby the answer to her own sudden appearance.

She went back to the desk and picked up the pen again. She closed her eyes, 

pushing aside thoughts of her mother and that colour. She slipped into the scene, 

as familiar to her now as the room she was sitting in, the Brown family burrow.

Old great-uncle Brown is paying an unexpected visit. They are delighted to 

see him. Edward especially loves the stories of the old rabbit's travels around the 

world. But he can't stay for very long; he has come to say goodbye before he 

goes on a Long Journey - the longest journey he has ever taken.

'Tales from the Brown Burrow' was made for her - everyone has said so. 

She had worked with only three inks for years, since her final year at college. 

She had always been chaste in her choice of colours - she used only earth 

colours in her drawings, dressed in them, decorated and furnished with them, and 

dyed her hair auburn. At college she had reduced her palette even more, picking 

out a narrower, more faithful band. By her final year she was down to two 

colours - Indian Red and Sepia - and Eternal Black. Where her friends were 

promiscuous, (paint floozies, she thought privately), she was nun-like in her 

devotion, wedded to a single idea. It had caused a stir. 'Ruby's strict palette is 

surprisingly expressive' the examiners said at her final show.

It was the last drawing in the book which was giving her the most trouble -
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Edward's face at the window as he waves goodbye. It was his most anxious face 

yet - more so than when he started school, more even than when there had been a 

heavy fall of snow and he was convinced that the world outside their warm 

burrow had disappeared. She has changed his expression a dozen times, the angle 

of his head, the set of his ears, but every time they have come back with Make It 

Darker. She looked again at the sketches and wondered briefly, madly, if Ron 

would notice if she returned them just as they were, unaltered?

Ron receives a steady stream of letters which he photocopies and sends her - 

a few from children, but the books were developing more of a following from 

parents.

When Edward had measles you made his fur spotty. Wouldn 't his skin 

actually be the thing that gets spotty?

Yours sincerely, Timothy Wallis (father ofBarnaby).

She suspected they were like Edward when they were young. Quiet and 

thoughtful. A little too intense.

She pulled out a clean sheet of paper and dipped the pen into the pot and held 

it over the page. She can do this. She has drawn hundreds of anxious little 

Edward faces over the years. A bead of ink fell off the end of the nib and sank 

slowly into the paper. A pomegranate. That's what her mother had brought her. 

She was carrying it on a tray, holding it high and away from her, as you would a 

lit birthday cake or an unexploded bomb. Ruby was sitting in the deep shade of 

the copper beech at the end of the garden, listening to the radio and reading Tess 

of the D 'Urbervilles. It was very hot. There was a sad song on the radio and she 

had been crying - over it and poor Tess and Angel. The house was red brick and 

perfectly symmetrical, like a child's idea of what a house should be. Her father
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had laid an S-shaped path on the rectangular lawn. It started to the right of the 

back door and swept in a luxurious curve to the left side and then back again, 

stopping at the tree. Ruby remembered laying the book on her lap and shading 

her eyes. Her mother was coming down the garden to her, following the path. All 

the way to the left and then the right, carrying a plate. It was reading-book 

perfect - the brilliant grass, the flat-faced symmetrical house, her mother in a 

clean apron carrying a plate. She said something like - 'Look what we have 

here!' She must have sliced it in two in the kitchen, and had brought it down the 

garden to show her. She whipped the top half of the fruit off. 'Ta-da!' she said. 

Her mother embarrassed her, telling everyone her daughter was going to be an 

artist, buying her posters of Monet's water lilies and trying to get Ruby to paint 

things that she thought were interesting. So she said something. She can't 

remember, doesn't want to remember but whatever it was, it sent her mother 

away, all the way back along the S-shaped path with the plate and the 

pomegranate.

It started to rain, a few staccato drops at first, and then a steady downpour. Ruby 

grabbed her keys and ran out. The traffic was heavy and she had to wait half-way 

across for a gap. She could see more clearly now what it was - a bolt of fabric. 

When she got to the door she saw it had been shrink-wrapped with clear 

polythene, so it was well protected, but she would have felt foolish suddenly 

turning around and walking back, so she rang the bell. The Indian woman 

answered the door. She hesitated for a second and then smiled.
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'Ahh! My neighbour! I'm Meetha,' she said, holding out her hand. Ruby 

introduced herself and turned toward the fabric as if she were about to introduce 

it too. Meetha threw her hands up.

'I didn't hear them knocking!' she cried. The sewing machine makes such a 

racket!' She lifted it up with one hand and ushered Ruby in with the other. 

'Thank you so much!' she said. 'Please, please, you must come in.'

'I don't want to hold you back...' Ruby said. She stood shyly in the hall 

while Meetha tore off the polythene. 'I must show you this!' she said and 

unwound some of the cloth and held it out to Ruby. It was silk, shot through with 

a fine gold thread.

'Feel!' said Meetha. The cloth seemed barely there - it was like touching the 

colour itself.

'You sew with this?' she asked.

'Oh, my dear,' said Meetha, her face glowing. 'There's nothing like silk to 

work with! And to wear - it's like water on the skin - so soft!'

Meetha picked it up and stepped onto the stairs. 'Come Ruby! Come! Follow 

me!'

She turned and beckoned her to follow. Ruby hesitated. She felt shy at going 

upstairs, but Meetha had already gone, the hem of her sari swishing around the 

turn of the stairs. She was waiting for her at the foot of a second flight of stairs, 

which, Ruby thought, must lead to the loft. 'My husband calls it my bolt-hole,' 

she said laughing.

Ruby stooped to go through the door and as she straightened up she felt as if 

she had stepped out into mid-air. The room was the length and breadth of the 

house and full of light. There were two huge dormer windows, a white carpet and
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white walls. Around the edge a group of curved shelves formed a large circle, 

and every shelf was filled with bolts of silk. They were arranged according to the 

colour wheel, with the darkest shades at the top, graduating to the pale pastels at 

the bottom. They were the colours of deep velvety roses and delicate sweet peas. 

She couldn't speak. The room was full of the smell of new fabric. In the centre of 

the space was a small sloped desk like hers, draped with tassels and strips of silk 

and coloured glass beads which she wanted to put in her mouth. She felt light 

headed, like a child on Christmas morning. 'You must be a wizard of some sort,' 

she laughed. 'Or an alchemist.'

'Not quite!' Meetha laughed too. 'I make outfits for weddings, for everyone 

from the bride to the groom's second cousins!' She told her about the latest 

wedding and how capricious the groom was being about his headdress and sash. 

Ruby stepped over to the desk, only half listening, stroking the slivers of fabric. 

She thought of the dingy ferns filtering the light that came into her house and of 

her mother walking slowly back across the garden with the pomegranate still on 

the plate. Herself, crying under the inky leaves of the tree, so in love with 

tragedy, and Edward who would never get to outgrow his childhood fears 'Are 

you all right?' Meetha touched her elbow and looked into her face.

'Would you make me something?' Ruby said suddenly, before she could stop 

herself.

Meetha nodded happily. 'Do you know,' she said, rubbing her hands 

together, 'I've been thinking since you called at the door what would go with 

your auburn hair.' Meetha began walking around the shelves, pulling cloth out 

and holding it up to the light. Ruby closed her eyes. She wanted to be surprised,
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find out how someone else saw her. She could hear Meetha muttering to herself, 

and then she gave a cry.

'Found it! ' Ruby felt something light brush against her cheek and cover her 

shoulders. She opened her eyes. The length of silk almost covered her dull dress.

'An earth colour for you!' Meetha said, stepping back to look at the effect. 

Ruby smiled and pushed her disappointment away. Meetha turned to look at the 

shelves again and Ruby stepped closer to the mirror. It was a beautiful chestnut 

brown. Besides, she was an earth person, a burrower. She had a strict palette. It 

would be silly to fight what she was.

Suddenly she was aware of Meetha standing behind her. 'Let's try this,' she 

said and she threw another cloth over her, as if she was trying to catch her in a 

net. Fabric ballooned above her head and for a moment she was entirely 

surrounded by colour. She looked up. Cerulean. She was inside the sky. The air 

around her cracked and sparks flew out of her hair. The cloth slowly collapsed 

around her and Meetha gathered it and loosely draped it around her head and 

over her shoulders. Next to the blue, the chestnut silk glowed like a precious 

stone.

'You see?' Meetha danced around to the front, pulling and pleating fabric as 

she went. 'See how your face comes alive? How your eyes light up?'

Ruby nodded.

'You have to be careful with colours,' Meetha said. 'They must always be 

balanced. They would be too dull otherwise - too much the same? See?'

'Yes,' said Ruby, a smile spreading slowly across her face. 'I see.'

She spread her arms out wide and the colours whispered around her. She felt 

herself expand, grow light. She could take off into the air, right now.
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I'm sitting in my bedroom, by the window, looking out, which is what I like to 

do best, but I'd never tell anyone because it would sound weird and a bit pervy. 

You'd be amazed at what you see. I like to look at people when they don't know 

anyone is watching them. I'm watching my mother and sister pack the car. Not 

so much packing the car as emptying the house into it. The first book I can 

remember reading on my own was about a family who went out in their car 

looking for somewhere to live and in the end they said they'd live in the next 

house they saw after they turned the corner in the road. It turned out to be a 

gypsy caravan and a horse. I wanted to be that family. We could drive off in the 

Volvo tonight, after Dad's strapped the tent to the roof and leave Glasgow for 

good. In a week we could be in Greece or Turkey, we could be in the Alps or 

Venice or Capri. But we won't. We'll be in the same caravan site we're always 

in every year in France.
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My mother and sister walk from the kitchen to the car and back again. Nats 

trails after Mum and gets in the way every time Mum turns round. Then every 

time Mum does the same thing - she gives a little yelp and stands to one side and 

sticks her arm out to show Nats the way to the boot, just in case she'd forgotten.

The only thing I've got to remember to pack is Miss Caulfield's notebook. 

It's my notebook now, I suppose. She gave us all a different one on the last day 

of term, which was only two weeks ago but it feels like a different time. It's no 

ordinary notebook of course; Miss Caulfield wouldn't just buy a batch from 

Smith's. Everybody has a different one. Carrie Gregson, the class drama queen, 

has one covered with purple sequins. Jamie Peters, who's always messing around 

with old cars, has a metal cover on his. Mine is made from recycled maps. Every 

page has a bit of a map on one side and is blank on the other. They seem mostly 

to be sea maps, criss-crossed with dotted lines, like the tracks of some hopelessly 

lost explorer. I'm still getting used to carrying it around, to thinking about using 

it. It's shaping itself into my back pocket, getting softened up like a new pair of 

shoes. I wonder what it says about me; what she was thinking when she chose it.

I'm staying out of the way. I've said I'm doing schoolwork so she won't ask 

me to help. Schoolwork is the most important thing in the world to my mother. I 

sometimes wonder what she would do if I said I couldn't eat because I had 

homework to do - how far would she let it go?

I ended up with the big bedroom at the front because there's a street light 

outside and no-one else could get to sleep. It suited me fine because when I was 

younger I could read by it if I opened the curtains and my mother was none the 

wiser. The yellow sulphur light makes even new books seem old. When we did 

illuminated manuscripts in history that's what I thought they meant - all lit up.
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Nats is helping I suppose, because she's got an armload of sleeping bags which 

keep slipping to the ground, but she looks so tired and moves so slowly she can 

only be getting in the way. My mother takes the bags from her and is peering into 

her face as if she's trying to decipher someone's bad handwriting.

My mother is a teacher. My mother is always a teacher. Like now - she's 

taking the slippery pile of bags from Nats and saying let's make a bed in the back 

seat with these and then you can get some decent sleep on the way to the ferry. 

She's always making things out of other things, as if life isn't enough as it is. 

Why can't she just throw them in the back and we'll make ourselves comfortable 

whatever way we want to? She wears skirts with the waistband too tight and 

jumpers with embroidered flowers and teaches remedials. She calls them her 

specials and some of them come to the house for extra tuition. She ropes me in to 

help because she says a good way to leam something is to teach it and she says it 

will be good on my forms when I apply to teacher training college. Danny 

Franklin, her current special, breathes through his mouth and cuts pictures of 

people out of Hello! magazine and sticks them into an album. He is the same age 

as me. My mother gets me to write underneath in special handwriting that Nats 

calls baby writing because every letter is separate. It's like making words from 

children's blocks.

Here is Mum. She is in the car. (Joan Collins)

Dad is cooking. (Jamie Oliver)

Dad holds the baby. (Tony Blair)

I pointed out to her that Danny doesn't have a Dad, cooking or otherwise, but 

she said he needs to know about the idea of Dad.
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I've got Miss Caulfield's notebook in my hand and the special pen Nats gave 

me for Christmas. It looks like an ordinary pen, but if you twist the top a light 

comes on just above the nib. To be honest the notebook scares me. The pages 

seem vast, like the miles of empty ocean on the maps and there doesn't seem to 

be anything that I could write that would fill them. It still feels like it's hers, 

maybe because she always wears clothes in the same blues and greens of the 

maps. She's a real writer; she won a prize for a poem about eating pizza in 

George Square. We've got to keep a journal for the summer she said, and then 

when we get back we're to write a piece about our experiences. I trace the dotted 

lines with my finger. The pages are blank and the paper is soft. I can imagine 

how well it would take up the ink, how easily the nib would travel across it. I can 

imagine that if I did write in this book it would be in a different hand, so if my 

mother found it she wouldn't know it was me.

Write about your experiences, Miss Caulfield said. I've never had any 

experiences. Things sometimes happen to me. But mostly not. I'm only sixteen.

I look at Nats. She is taller than my mother, and thinner of course. She's 

solemn all the time, which makes me scared of her. It's like she's more there 

than any of the rest of us. She hardly ever speaks and when she does she points 

out something that I've never thought of as odd before, not until she says it. Like 

last night she said at the table, why do we all have to eat the same food at the 

same time? My father laughed as usual. He still thinks that Nats is a child being 

funny saying adult things. My mother flapped and got red and explained at length 

what the world would be like if we all ate different things at different times. A 

terrible, terrible place by all accounts, exhausting, confusing and unhealthy. Nats 

never interrupts or argues; she watches and listens and then carries on with what
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she's doing; only more sadly, more disappointed. Older. Something hits me. It's 

so obvious I feel stupider than cut and paste Danny that I haven't seen it before. 

If I were brave enough to write anything now in this notebook it would be this. 

Here is my sister. She is sad.

This is our last night in France. Two rainy weeks and doing nothing much and in 

the middle of it all Nats decides to have her first period. At least that's what I 

think. She and Mum have shared one partition of the tent for most of this week, 

Dad and I share the other half. She keeps crying and she and Mum have been up 

most nights, bags rustling and Nats taking more tablets in one week than she has 

in the whole of her life so far. They whisper to each other for ages before they go 

to sleep. Their voices are tissuey and I can't make out what they're saying. Inside 

the tent is this tight feeling, like the darkness has been stretched across it, and 

sounds are taut. I fumble around in my backpack for my notebook, making 

secret noises of my own. I get out Nats' pen and tunnel down into the sleeping 

bag with the journal. There is something I want to write that I read in a book 

Miss Caulfield lent me. I use the bit of torn off paper I was going to keep my 

place with. I want to know what it feels like to write these words in this order.

People forget days. They remember moments.

Each word swims in its own bit of light and I feel like I'm doing a cave 

painting. I write it now, with Mum and Nats whispering on the other side of the 

partition and Dad next to me snoring and leaking farts. The small circle of light 

makes each word seem new and mine.

It's all right for girls; they've got this big Before and After. What about us? 

Are we supposed to go and fetch our Dads when we have our first wet dream,
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spend half the night drinking hot Ribena and changing the sheets and going off 

for a big round of clothes shopping the next day? I think not. Out of the blue 

yesterday Mum says not to call her Nats anymore, that's her baby name. She's a 

Young Woman now so you should call her Natalie. It's like Mum is suddenly 

alert after years of being a fairly dozy sort of mother. The only things she's has 

told me to do are to eat with my mouth closed and say please and thank you, not 

like some mothers who have discovered polite ways to breathe. Now she's big on 

Knocking Before Entering. In a tent I said?

I've got the application form for teacher training college tucked in the back. 

Mum says it's best to get it in early, show you're keen. It's all filled in except for 

the first and the last questions, which are asking more or less the same thing. My 

name and my signature. Who I am and if I agree. I'll sign it when we get back. 

I've done my personal statement too. Actually mum wrote most of it as she 

knows what they're looking for. I move the pen light across my handwriting, 

which I realise is the baby writing I normally reserve for the specials. 'I have 

been interested in becoming a teacher for as long as I can remember. I have 

always helped younger children with their learning and currently assist in 

teaching one-to-one literacy for special needs students.'

Nats and I used to play this game when she was little. We would sit on the 

peach and green rug in front of the fire and Mum would stick Nats' legs out in a 

V and piled cushions around her in case she fell over, though I could have told 

her that Nats hardly ever fell over. Nats' favourite game was the shape-sorter 

ball. It was red plastic and lacy with all these shaped holes - oval, circle, square, 

star. It was in two halves and you pulled them apart to empty the shapes out. Nats 

was always trying to put the wrong shape in the wrong hole. To give her her due
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they did look like they ought to fit, but they didn't, no matter which way you 

turned it. So she'd hand it to me and watch as I spun it around and found the 

right hole. There was a very satisfying rattle when it went in and Nats always 

clapped her hands. I'd hand it back to her and she'd try and give up and hand it 

back to me. Backwards and forwards it went until all the shapes were in the ball. 

Later, when she knew how to do it, we'd have races to see who could fill it the 

fastest. I believe my twelve second record still stands. Mum liked us playing with 

it because she thought we were learning about shapes and coordination and all 

that, but I think she's wrong. I reckon it's to give kids an idea of what it feels like 

when something is right - the way a thing can fit just so.

I wriggle up from the depths of my sleeping bag and put the notebook under 

my pillow. I've carried it around with me everywhere and the cover is going soft. 

I haven't written in it yet, but I feel as if I'm using it, writing in my head. I'm 

like mum. I'm suddenly alert.

This is the last stop and then it's the final push for home, always has been. A tiny 

car park fifteen minutes off the M6, somewhere in the boring bit between 

Birmingham and Manchester. We always stop here because of the chip van - 

brilliant chips, even better than the ones at the harbour at Campbeltown. How 

Dad knew about a chippie in the middle of nowhere in the first place is a mystery 

to me. It's changed a bit this year; they've resurfaced it and put three picnic 

tables on top of a bank of grass. My mother is as impressed with the picnic tables 

as she was with the Cathedral at Reims. Nats stays in the car, leaning her 

forehead against the window. There's another van here too this year - an ice 

cream van parked opposite the chippie. The two blokes glare at each other like
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tin clad sumo wrestlers, eyeing up the size of each other's queue. In Glasgow we 

had ice cream wars. When I was young I thought it meant they hurled Mr 

Whippy's at each other. I must try and remember that, tin-clad sumo wrestlers 

and ice-cream wars. Miss Caulfield will like that.

I choose a table and Mum lays her cardi on it so there's absolutely no doubt 

that it's ours and goes back to the car to persuade Nats to come out. Dad wanders 

down to bore the chippie guy with how's business these days and good idea 

about the tables. That leaves me alone with my notebook, which suits me just 

fine. I stroke the cover which reminds me of how my favourite old pyjamas used 

to feel. I'd rather lose my passport than lose this. Mum is talking to Nats through 

the closed window, giving her a number of reasons why it would be a good idea 

to get out of the car. Laying a line of chocolate from the car to the grassy knoll 

would do it, but Mum will go on talking 'til you're fit to scream. It dawns on me 

what I'll write about for the piece for Miss Caulfield. She calls them pieces and 

for a while every time she said it I'd think of my Gran making my piece for me 

to take to school. Sometimes words collide in interesting ways, that's what Miss 

Caulfield says. I like that because then even a collision can be OK and not an 

accident at all. So after a while every time Miss Caulfield said piece I'd think of 

it as a bit of food for the day.

I'm going to write about the moment when we all think our holiday ends. 

Because to me, here, in the car park, that's when it ends. Whenever we've 

finished the chips and I stuff the polystyrene trays down hard into the bin.. .then, 

that's when it's over. And it's weird. Why then when the next second comes 

ticking along like all the rest? And if that's when the holiday ends, what is it that 

begins when I turn around and start walking back to the car? The other weird
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thing is that the others have got their endings too. When we pass the Welcome to 

Scotland sign Mum and Dad do this sad Mexican wave thing in the front seat. 

Nats and I used to join in when we were little, but not now. Nats thinks the 

holiday is over when she steps over the sill of the back door. We're all standing 

in the kitchen drinking tea and Nats is hopping up and down on the step saying 

she's still on holiday and we're not, until you want to haul her over it to shut her 

up. I can't see her doing it this year though.

Even though I'm stuffed from all the chips and I've been glared at by the 

chippie guy and my mother, I've bought a double cornet with the last of my 

holiday money. I think I've earned it. In the car Mum opens her mouth to say 

something, then changes her mind, but the phrase 'you'll be sick' hangs in the air 

anyway.

'Gi'e us a lick o' your cornet,' Dad says, in his cod Govan accent. He 

stretches his arm round to the back and opens and closes his fist like a baby. 

Something is wrong with the car. It peels off violently to the right. We are 

travelling sideways, but the car still faces the front. No one says anything. Both 

my father's hands are on the wheel now. The car is rumbling then shaking so 

hard I'm sure pieces are falling off. I have a picture in my head of us on the 

opposite verge with nothing but the seats we're sitting in and the steering wheel 

in my father's hands. I'd like to tell Nats, she'd appreciate the joke. I look across 

at her. She puts her hand out and I take it. We hold tight. We are on the other side 

of the road. A lorry is coming towards us, a big smart van with green and gold 

writing above the cab. Baxter's Removals. Honest. Up until this moment I really 

wasn't sure about my name. Baxter. It could go either way. I mean the only other 

Baxter I've met was a dog whose face looked like it had melted. The writing on
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Poor 

Charlie

Poor Charlie lost one of his four legs when he chased a white van down the 

avenue. Mrs Willis carried him in.

'Not to worry,' said Mr Willis. 'We'll soon have that fixed!' And he stayed 

up all night in his workshop, sawing and hammering, nailing and banging. Mrs 

Willis came down in the morning. She was amazed! Mr Willis had found 

Timmy's old push along dog in the attic, the one he had learned to walk with. He 

had taken a leg off it and fixed it onto Charlie.

'I'm amazed,' said Mrs Willis. 'It's astonishing what you can do!'

'Oh, it's nothing,' Mr Willis said modestly.

'WOOF!!' said Charlie, because that's what dogs sometimes say.

Mrs Willis put the kettle on, and wondered what Mr Willis might think of 

next.

Later Mr Willis went back to his workshop. He cut and stitched, stapled and 

glued all night. Mrs Willis came down in the morning. She was astounded! Mr
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Willis had given Charlie two new cloth ears because his old ones were looking 

tatty.

'I'm astounded,' said Mrs Willis. 'It's phenomenal what you can do!'

'Well, I am quite pleased with it myself,' Mr Willis said modestly.

'WOOF!' said Charlie, because that's what dogs sometimes say.

Mrs Willis ruffled Charlie's fake fur ears and wondered what Mr Willis 

might think of next.

Later Mr Willis went back to his workshop. He drilled and screwed, sawed 

and welded all night. Mrs Willis came down in the morning. She was impressed! 

Mr Willis had taken the handle off the push along dog and had bolted it to 

Charlie's pelvis.

'I'm impressed,' said Mrs Willis. 'It's extraordinary what you can do!'

'It's very kind of you to say so,' Mr Willis said modestly.

'Woof!' said Charlie, because that's what dogs sometimes say.

Mrs Willis stepped over Charlie to put the bacon in the frying pan and 

wondered what Mr Willis might think of next.

Later Mr Willis went back to his workshop. He prised and pulled, snipped 

and stitched all night. When Mrs Willis came down in the morning she was 

dumbstruck! Mr Willis had sewn two button eyes onto Charlie.

'I'm dumbstruck,' said Mrs Willis. 'It's terrific what you can do!'

'I am getting rather good at this,' Mr Willis said, modestly.

'Woof,' said Charlie, because that's what dogs sometimes say.

Mrs Willis looked into Charlie's shiny plastic eyes and wondered.

The next morning Mrs Willis did not come down, so Mr Willis went off to 

find her. Poor Mrs Willis was lying in bed.
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'Whatever is the matter?' asked Mr Willis.

'I'm sick,' Mrs Willis said. 'I have a pain, here.' She pointed to her heart. 

'Not to worry,' said Mr Willis. 'We'll soon have that fixed!' 

So he cut and he scooped, he snipped and he sewed. 

'I am amazing,' Mr Willis said modestly to himself. 'I'm astonishing! 

Extraordinary and phenomenal! I am terrific! I really am!'
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Taking Turns

at

Hopscotch

I'm standing at the sink filling the kettle for another round of tea that none of us 

really want.

'We almost forgot,' Felicity says. 'We need to check the shed.' I nod, but I 

know that checking the shed is an excuse for her and Murray to escape and have 

one of their private discussions. She opens the back door and they walk down the 

path. The grass has been neglected and it has matted into clumps after the rain. 

They stop outside the shed underneath the laburnum tree and talk. Felicity, tall 

and thin like the columns of figures she works with all day, wraps her arms 

tightly around herself. Murray reaches up and pulls at a strand of faded blossom. 

I know what they're talking about. They lean in together, speak carefully and 

seriously, with little nods and shakes of the head. They have this solemn 

discussion every time they come - they are deciding that it is time to leave. They 

are both accountants. Murray is chartered, which has meant years and years of 

leaving early to get back to his books, shortened holidays and no children. He
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used to tell us that it takes as long to train a chartered accountant as it does to 

train a heart surgeon, as if he could cut along someone's sternum with his black 

fountain pen and reach in and stop their heart from bursting.

I make jewellery. Not the sort of thing I could ever imagine Felicity wearing. 

She wears fine gold and platinum chains and diamond stud earrings which 

Murray buys her every birthday, Christmas and Valentine's. I use silver wire, 

copper disks and enamel and glass beads. Long, complicated earrings are my 

trademark. Murray has his little joke about them - you could, he says, survive in 

a wilderness with a pair of my earrings - trap a bear, fell a tree, open a bottle of 

wine. Once, when Felicity and Murray called in at the workshop Felicity picked 

up a silver wire necklace with a halo of blue beads on silver spikes. She held it 

up to the light in her long splayed fingers.

'I don't know how to make anything,' she said.

Murray took it out of her hands. 'Nothing except money,' he said, and put it 

back on the bench.

There are no more exams for either of them, but they have become a couple 

who have things they need to get back to, so they have never been here when the 

night's tablets were lined up like tally marks along the bedside table, each tablet 

meaning four hours that had to be got through.

Felicity has left a magazine on the draining board, open at an article on 

coping with death. There's a tasteful black and white photograph of a dandelion 

head with seeds blowing away and some women share their experiences. At the 

end there is a list - seven steps of bereavement, each step in its own pale blue 

square. There's denial and searching and guilt and anger and then somehow, I'm 

not sure how, it ends in acceptance. I can see that seven steps would appeal to an
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accountant and I wonder which one she is on. I close the magazine and pour the 

water into the teapot. I seem to have lost my footing. I am falling into the gaps 

between.

Felicity has made space for three piles in the sitting room. One for the things 

I want to keep, one for hers, and one for the charity shop. There is another pile 

which none of us mention, the biggest one, in the back of Murray's Volvo, which 

he will take to the dump. I was the one who found our mother, or so Felicity tells 

me, but I can't remember. I make myself go back to that day and I search around, 

but it is missing. It's a piece of lost luggage, sent on to another country.

I take the tray of mugs to the sitting room. For the charity shop there are lamp 

shades, tablecloths and bags of wool. Oily skeins of Aran which still smell of 

sheep and nylon baby wool, as impossible to break as fishing line. Set to one side 

is a stack of magazines with a note - 'for surgery.' Felicity took out a 

subscription to Country Cottage after Mum stopped getting her usual weekly one 

which was too full of scandal for her, as if the problem page had bullied its way 

into the rest of it, elbowing aside recipes for savoury scones and knitting 

patterns. Mum didn't read the new magazine either. She'd lift the corner of a 

page and peer at cream china and pine tables the same as her own, and at wild 

flowers and feathery grasses which she had growing round the back of the shed, 

but not arranged, like the photographs, in hand painted milk jugs. Felicity and 

Murray come back, brushing dust and cobwebs from their work clothes. Felicity 

scans the room and assesses the bin bags and cardboard boxes.

'One last look around,' she says, checking her watch, 'and then I'm afraid we 

have to go.'
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I go back to the kitchen while Felicity looks upstairs; Murray rearranges 

rubbish in the boot of the car. Felicity comes back with a small, tatty Clarks shoe 

box and she holds it reverently out in front of her, as if she has found the thing 

that will make everything else seem all right. She puts it on the counter top and 

looks at it, smiling. I think of what is left to be done - the cupboards of dulled 

baking trays and old packets of soup. The rusting Brillo pads and the bar of 

Sunlight soap in an old china saucer under the sink. Drawers of blunt knives, and 

tablets and a small blue jar of hair pins. I close my eyes. I think there is 

somewhere in the world where they burn all the possessions with the dead. Or 

maybe it just seems like a good thing to do.

'It was at the back of the bedroom cupboard.'

'What's inside?' I ask impatiently. She shakes the box which makes a 

promising rattle. 'Let's see,' she says and takes off the lid and scoops out a 

tangle of brooches, necklaces and beads and drops them into my hands. It is 

dense, but with a liquid, sliding feel, like mercury. It's all cheap stuff, glass and 

plastic, the metal not even silver plated. I spread it out on the counter and we 

continue to search through it, separating chains, unhooking brooches from each 

other. Felicity picks up a necklace of ridged glass beads.

'I remember this,' she says and threads it between her fingers, 'though only 

once. She and Dad were going out and she came into our room to say goodnight. 

You were still in the cot at the bottom of my bed.'

I try to think what she must have looked like, but it's not there. It's Felicity's 

memory. She has something in her head which I do not, a picture of a dark 

coated shape against the drawn curtains, a smell of Nivea soap and face powder 

and the unexpected glitter around her neck. But this is only the fiction I make to
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fill the gap. By the time I remember her, my mother didn't go anywhere that 

required glass beads. Felicity puts the beads around her neck and scoops the rest 

of the stuff back into the box. She takes the Clarks shoe box to the car. I follow 

her out. She dumps the matted jewellery into a bin bag in the boot, and slides into 

the front seat, still holding the empty shoe box on her lap. I can see in the 

daylight that the beads are dusty and sit stiffly on her neck. Her head is down and 

she might be crying. I wonder if I should say something. I reach in through the 

half open window and try to pat her arm but I get the seatbelt instead. Murray 

clears his throat and puts the car in gear and they roll away. Even now we do 

what we have always done. My sister leaves and I stay.

'Stop,' I hear her say. The car halts at the gate and then the reversing lights 

come on. It gives a complaining whine as Murray backs it up the drive. Felicity 

winds the window down all the way and I lean in.

'I'd like...' She is trying very hard not to cry.

'What?' I ask

'I'd like you to make something.' She puts out her hand and drops the beads 

into mine. 'For both of us.'

I close my hand around the coil of beads, and there is a familiar feeling. It is 

time to make something new.

The house is empty at last. No noise. No light. Just me. And I remember.

New red shoes on Felicity's feet. Shoes you'd never falter in. We're taking 

turns at hop-scotch. I'm sitting on the back step next to my mother watching 

Felicity, her white socks and red shoes. The orderliness as she works her way up
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and down the numbers, always managing to avoid the catastrophe of the 

forbidden square, spinning around at the end to begin again.
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The Girl 

at the

Temperance Hall 

Dance

Sadie's breathing is slowing down and it has lost its hard rasp. So this is how it 

will go, he thinks. This is how she will go. Breaths and pauses. We're always 

chugging along on that. Like hand over hand pulling a rope. Breath pause breath. 

Then it is pause breath pause.

For one day, the last day, she comes back to him. With everything stilled Sadie is 

present again. She sleeps constantly, but there is some small dense core which is 

purely her. Everything else, he realises, has been like a wind passing over water, 

roughening it, whipping it up, driving it this way and that. Now all of that has 

ceased. He has thought about her death before, imagined the moment so vividly 

that this, now, feels like a memory of an earlier event. For a while he had worried 

that, along with a lot of other things, her body might have forgotten how to die, 

so robust did she seem. When things were at their worst, he'd lie awake and
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think of how it might happen. He might be sitting next to their bed (always their 

own bed, in his fantasy, not a hospital one), holding her hand and she'd stop 

breathing. And that would be it. Once he thought that it might be that he'd wake 

up and find her next to him, already gone. How would he get out of bed he 

wondered? What would he do first, what would he say? But his mind tripped up 

then, refused to take him any further.

Someone wants to talk to him and Neville. Not a tunic, but a white coat who 

takes them into a side room and makes a steeple out of his fingers. 'I'm afraid 

her condition is deteriorating...' he begins. Neville starts to cry, great gulping 

sobs, made all the louder for trying to hold them back. All the while he searches 

his pockets for a handkerchief. Ron wonders why someone of his age and 

position can't manage to remember a simple thing like a clean handkerchief. In 

the end he hands him his own, freshly ironed that morning. He can't cry himself. 

Not anymore. She has left him long before.

It's a bit like Butlins, Neville says, but with more drugs. Every day there is a 

parade of tunics, from breakfast through to the dead hours after most of the 

visitors have left. The orange tunic sells newspapers and the like, the one in 

lemon sorts out your bunions (as if these people are going to hot foot it 

anywhere), a woman in green will massage your head, and some afternoons she 

gets people to sit in a circle and throw a beach ball to each other. They have 

every colour you can think of, except red. A black tunic appears, very young and 

nervous looking.
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'And what are you selling?' Ron knows what he is, but he has had enough of 

tunics for one day.

'I was wondering if you might like me to pray with you.' There is an air of 

desperation about his politeness.

'Pray. Sadie?' Ron rums to Sadie, who has been dozing off and on all 

afternoon.

'What's that?' She turns her head. The new perm that the pink tunic had 

given her is stuck with sweat to her scalp. He nods towards the vicar. 'Pray. You 

know - God and Jesus.'

The minister edges closer. Sadie smiles broadly at him and starts to sing.

'Away in a manger

No crib for a bed

The little Lord Jesus

Lays down his sweet head.'

Her voice is thin and wavery, but she could always hold a tune. The young 

man shuffles awkwardly and produces a small black book from nowhere, like a 

magician, and flicks through it.

'The stars in the bright sky

Look down where he lay...'

Sadie pauses to remember the next line. The minister finds the page he is 

looking for and folds the book back on itself. He takes in a breath and looks as if 

he is shaping up to say 'Dear Lord.'

'I got a certificate, you know.'

'Oh. ' He looks uncertainly at his book and then back to Sadie. 'What was it 

for?'
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'Singing - couldn't you tell?' She smiles beatifically at him and writes out the 

words of the certificate in the air with a shaky finger.

'Lewis St Baptist Church. Sunday School choir.

From - District Superintendent of Sunday Schools. 

To - Miss Sarah Florence Andrews.

For - Outstanding Soloist Performance.' 

She finishes with an extravagant flourish.

'And - um - what did you sing?' The black tunic keeps glancing down at his 

book.

'There Were Ninety and Nine.'

He looks up, puzzled. 'There were?'

She narrows her eyes and prods her fingers in his general direction. 'You 

mean to say you don't you know There Were Ninety and Nine?' she says 

suspiciously. 'What kind of minister are you exactly?'

'Unitarian - we're the one in the precinct, above the shops.'

She tries to wriggle up the bed. 'Ohhh.. .Then you'll know our Neville,' she 

says. She finally gives up and settles back onto the pillow. 'That's what he is 

too.'

Ron leans over and taps her arm. It is dry and light, like a piece of driftwood. 

'No Sadie. He's Unitarian.. .Neville's University... '

She closes her eyes slowly and removes her arm from under his hand. 'I 

know what I mean.'

The minister coughs and Ron stands to show him the door.

'Not today, Reverend, eh? I think she's a bit tired at the moment. Another 

time maybe?'
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'Yes, of course.' He looks so relieved Ron thinks for a moment he might be 

going to hug him. 'Another time, of course, absolutely.' He ducks his head down 

to try and catch Sadie's eye, but she keeps them firmly closed. 'Goodbye, then, 

Mrs...em ...andMr...em...'

He backs out of the room and Ron shuts the door behind him. He turns to 

find Sadie scrutinising him.

'I am not too tired,' she says huffily.

He sits down again next to her, the plastic easy chair letting out a puff of stale 

air. 'I know love.' He leans back and shuts his eyes and almost immediately feels 

himself drifting off. 'I am though.' She reaches over and rubs the back of his 

hand, humming something mournful under her breath.

'Go on then, love,' he says. 'Go on.'

'There were ninety and nine that safely lay

In the shelter of the fold;

But one was out on the hills away,

Far off from the gates of gold;'

In her day she could make a roomful of people go quiet with her voice. Not a 

strong voice, but it was clear and sweet. Maybe he should have encouraged her 

more with it. Maybe he should have...

When he speaks his voice is thick with tiredness. 'It was nineteen and twenty 

seven. Lewis Road Baptist Church Hall. District Sunday School Prize Giving....'

'.. .and as soon as I began singing my mother started to cry. I could see her 

from where I was standing on the platform. There I was, looking down at all 

these people, and I saw the cherries on my mother's hat, shaking, shaking. I 

wanted to stop but I couldn't...'
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'You kept going, didn't you love, like a real trooper...'

"Away on the mountains wild and bare,

Away from the tender Shepherd's care.'

All that time Mam had been thinking Frankie would be found and come 

walking in through the door, throwing his cap on the hall stand like he always 

did, shouting for Gran to put the kettle on, but she'd never told anyone. Then, 

when I started singing she said she could see poor Frankie clear as day, lying on 

a hillside, somewhere where no one would ever find him. By the time I'd 

finished Dad had half carried her to the side door. Got her home -1 don't know to 

this day how he did it.'

'She wasn't a small woman, was she, Sadie? Not like you.'

'No., .not like me at all. She was in bed by the time I got home. She cried like 

that for two days.'

'Two days, Sadie.'

'I thought I'd killed her!' She shakes her head, disbelieving all over again.

'Ah, but you hadn't pet, had you?' Ron smiles, and Sadie sighs happily, 

smiling too. 'Saved your mother from a life of melancholy. That's what Dr 

Simmonds said, wasn't it?'

'Nine years and never a tear. Would you credit it? She hadn't cried for 

Frankie for nine years.' She fishes a hanky out from under the pillow and wipes 

her eyes. 'And then it all came out. She heard me sing, and all the tears that were 

stored up, drowning her, were shed in one go. Saved from a life of melancholy.'

'They don't give out certificates for that, but they should love, shouldn't 

they?'
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He was never there, at the concert, but they have both forgotten that. They 

were married in that church and had made love in the bed her mother wept on. 

He knew Frankie's lost face as well as his own brother's, looking down from 

above the fireplace, staring out of its oak frame. So he can be forgiven for not 

remembering that he hadn't met Sadie for another thirteen years. He closes his 

eyes again and isn't able to stop himself from drifting away.

In the hospital she belongs to them now - they have her summed up neatly and 

the doctor has this way of talking, as if the problem isn't what is wrong with 

Sadie, but the fact that the right words haven't been used yet to describe what is 

wrong with her. It is a problem of documentation, that is all. They have her down 

to a series of abbreviations - MSU, AD, DNR. They know her under her skin. 

Fluids and leakages, hours of sleep and mouthfuls of food, awareness of 

surroundings. They know her inside out. He hadn't got help quickly enough 

because he hadn't recognised the slow slide of her mind. Or rather he had 

recognised it, he just hadn't known what to do, what to call it. They had words 

for it - they knew straight away. The consultant described in two sentences what 

he had stumbled and wept over for an hour with the GP at the kitchen table.

She is slipping away from him. Every day something about her looks different. 

They use all her best things - Neville went back to the house and returned with a 

bag - all the wrong stuff. Now she wears a nightie with rosebuds that she has 

been saving for best and a pink crocheted bed jacket he has never seen before, 

with a yellowing price ticket still hanging from the back. They put in her other 

dentures, the most recent pair, but they are the ones she dislikes because they
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hurt her mouth. Now her smile is too big. They do her hair on one of her good 

days. He hadn't wanted them to - she can't stand having her hair touched, he 

tried to tell them. She sets up such a racket and it takes it out of her, so I try not 

to do it too often. They go ahead and do it anyway; some woman in a pink tunic 

talks her into it in two minutes flat. She sits up looking like a Duchess, passing 

the curlers up to this stranger, chatting away like she went to the hairdressers 

every day of the week. And he looks like a fool of course. Worse. It looks like 

he's been neglecting her. At least she accepts him now, mercifully believes him 

to be an old family friend who comes to visit, which, he supposes, isn't so far 

from the truth.

Hospital isn't what it used to be. It used to be quite simple as far as he could 

make it out. You had your doctors and nurses of course. Enamel, steel and 

antiseptic. Squeaking shoes and floors you could see your face in. And that was 

that. Not any more. The bed-pans are made out of cardboard and there are paper 

sheets, as if these people aren't good enough for the real thing. Whenever he 

walks into the ward and sees Sadie rucked up in paper sheets he can't help but 

think of a parcel of meat wrapped up in the butchers.

The first time he visits her it is dusk and the windows of the main building are lit 

up, all in different shades of pastel like fondant fancies stacked on top of each 

other. He can make out silhouettes inside some of the squares - a small child 

being picked up, a hand pulling down a blind, someone leaning dangerously far 

out, blowing cigarette smoke into the evening air. It looks pretty and strangely 

homely. He spends half an hour trying to find Sadie's ward before he realises
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that it is only one part of the hospital complex. Hiding behind the main block, 

permanently in its shadow, is the original brick and flint cottage hospital. Behind 

that is the stuff they don't want you to see - an incinerator, the morgue, a grey 

Portacabin filled entirely with rows of buff files, and the gerry ward. It is 

attached to the old building by a long tunnel with a Perspex roof. There are 

leaves stuck to the outside like hands over his head. It is cold, like tunnels are, 

and dim, with a long concrete slope that is hard on his legs. It doesn't feel right, 

going visiting your wife. You should both be in the same place. Ahead are floppy 

plastic doors the colour of dead skin. He pushes them as hard as he can, banging 

them against the walls. He finds it difficult to breathe.

Neville can impress her just by walking into a room. He doesn't have to do 

anything at all. He, on the other hand, cooks and cleans; he wipes her bum and 

sorts out her dentures. He deals with cystitis and bed sores, but she never looks at 

him anymore, not the way she looks at Neville. All Neville has to do is turn up 

with a picnic basket, like they are six year olds playing bloody house. She tells 

Neville about her mother and being at school. She thinks he is a young man come 

calling on her. She flirts with him, undoes two buttons on her nightie. Ron jumps 

up to cover her and she scratches him with a dirty finger nail. It hurts - a red 

jagged line on the back of his hand. 'Go - now,' he shouts at Neville. Neville 

quickly gathers his stuff up and he can't tell if he has understood, or worse, if he 

has misunderstood. Sadie doesn't speak to him for the rest of the day. Neville is 

bound to phone to make sure everything is all right. Every sound on the telly is 

like the phone ringing, so he switches it off and listens in the dark.
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Neville's name is a tranquilliser, a balm. He uses it more and more often. 'You 

have to help me get you dressed; Neville said he might pop over today.' 'You've 

got to eat, Neville made this soup especially for you.' He wants to be the one 

who can soothe her, not Neville who is over on the other side of town, not 

knowing a quarter of what went on. Neville comes over in the evening with a bag 

of treats - bubble bath, her favourite chocolate, the posh ham she likes, and some 

beer for him. Always silly little treats and fancy stuff, nothing useful like inco 

pads or denture powder.

Sadie sits on the commode wedged between the bed and the window. He is 

kneeling at her feet, rolling up a stocking. She leans over to see into the street, 

resting her elbow on the sill, letting her wrist dangle down. It gives her a rakish 

look, like they are out for a Sunday drive in an open top car.

'There's that one off to work,' she says.

He slides the stocking halfway onto her foot and pulls the other one off the 

radiator where it has been drying overnight. It isn't quite the same colour, but all 

the others are in the laundry basket, so it will have to do. He gathers it up, trying 

to ignore the stiffness in his fingers.

'What one's that then?'

'You know her...that one...the one that's...you know...' She starts clicking 

her teeth. Her foot jerks forward and the stocking comes off, unfurling like a dull 

party streamer and lands in the bowl of grey soapy water. He snatches it out and 

hangs it back on the radiator. He gets another one, even more mismatched. The 

clicking is getting more agitated.
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'You mean number twenty one?' He keeps it casual, it doesn't do to let her 

get worked up.

'No.'

The Jack Russells?'

'No.'

Her patience is going. He'll have to straighten up and take a look.

'Stripy pussy?'

'No. She's a...a...a...' She rocks back and forth and flaps her hand the way 

she used to when she was drying her nail varnish. He puts the stocking on the 

bed. There is no point in trying to dress her until this is sorted out.

'Tiller girl!' She slaps the top of his head. 'She's a Tiller girl.' 

This is worth straightening up for. He holds onto the arm of the commode and 

pulls himself up. He peers through the gap between the bottom of the nets and 

the sill. All he can see is number twenty six's dustbin stuffed in their hedge 

(bloody kids) and the retreating figure of a woman he doesn't recognise in 

orange trainers and a grey coat which strains across her wide buttocks.

'She's no Tiller girl. She can't be. She's five foot one - across.' He tries again 

to get the stocking on to her foot, but she pulls it away, and tucks it under the 

commode. She is cross.

'What a stupid thing to say...what's her size got to do with anything?'

'All I'm saying is...'

'I don't care what you're saying...Pamela herself told me last week.'

'Oh well, if Pamela herself told you...' He pulls her ankle towards him and 

wedges it between his knees. She doesn't resist. He slips the stocking over her 

foot and gets it up to her knee.
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'Yes, she told me about her. When she was here last week for coffee she said 

she saw her down at the Spar.' She pauses and smiles, looking pleased with her 

long sentence. 'That's right,' she says, leaning across to have another look. 

'She's got a job as a Tiller girl at the Spar.'

The mind is a wonderful thing. Neville says it a lot these days, as if he is 

promising something. It has ways of getting round things. Mum will always get 

there in the end. She only needs time.

Ron sits in a service station in an area roped off for truckers and bus drivers. 

There are three bus drivers in their polyester suits and shirts eating beneath a blue 

cloud of cigarette smoke. A trucker is asleep in a booth by himself, his head 

tilted back and his mouth wide open so it looks as if he is in the middle of a long 

silent scream. As he drinks his tea he considers this: If he had to put together a 

bag in an emergency, leave in a hurry, what would he pack? Supposing right 

here, in this service station, he got a phone call, and had to change his plans, head 

off in another direction entirely. Be away for a week or more and not just one 

day. How much of what he needed could he get here, and what would it cost? 

Just for instance.. .out of curiosity. In the one-stop shop he works it out.

Pack of disposable razors £1.39

1 bar soap .99

Toothbrush £1.20

Toothpaste £1.45

1 shirt (with free tie) £6.99

1 pair novelty boxer shorts £4.99

66



The Girl at the Temperance Hall Dance

1 pair novelty socks £2.45 

1 holdall £6.99

That comes out at just over £26, or a week's groceries. Two month's heating. 

A year's phone bill.

He finds shaving calming. He remembers his father when he shaves. Sixty years 

gone and here he is in the tilt of his head, the purse of his mouth and the order he 

shaves in - cheeks first, then side burns then under the nose and chin. Ploughing 

through dead skin and bristles and leaving a smooth path behind is very 

satisfying. He senses someone behind him and turns round. She is standing 

behind him, watching. They never walk in on each other like that; they are old 

fashioned that way. But there she is. 'The man in the moon,' she says. He looks 

back at the mirror. There he is, eyes, nose and mouth enclosed in the misty circle 

of the glass. He turns to say something, but she has gone. He wonders all day if it 

really happened.

It seems to him that she has never finished giving birth to Neville, believing there 

is something more she must do before he can be cut free, sent off into the world 

for better or worse. She draws her concerns around her. Her face has the same 

strain and preoccupation as labour.

They are all packed into the little Austin; Ron, Sadie and the baby. In the boot 

are a picnic and a rug. Neville sits on Sadie's knee in the back seat. 'Look,' Sadie 

says. 'Tree. Tractor. Cow.' They drive through the Dales, over a small stone
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bridge. There is a river and the sun has warmed a large flat limestone slab. They 

unpack the car and Ron opens the wicker basket. There are china plates and cups 

and saucers all held in place with X's of leather straps. Sadie has parcelled 

tomato sandwiches in wax paper and in another package are her mother's 

oatmeal biscuits. There is a small primus and a tin tea pot and a twist of tea. 

Neville wriggles in Sadie's arms. He raises a damp hand and watches a crow beat 

its heavy wings against the blue sky. His mouth opens and quivers. 'Birr,' he 

says. Ron reaches over to undo the leather straps and begins to cry. Everything 

he needs is right here. So close. So small.

They have been waiting for over an hour for their train to Scunthorpe. So far, the 

war means waiting for everything. The platform is crowded with couples. Men in 

uniform and women in scarves lean in to one another, promises and declarations 

swirl around their heads. I will wait. I will come back. I will remember. 

Throwing themselves into the future, they make parting bearable. Ron and Sadie 

stand side by side, four-square in the present, chaste, Sadie's arm tucked into 

Ron's. There is no parting ahead for them. I do, they said, six hours before. I do. 

I do. A boy comes up to them, smiles at Sadie. His teeth are too big and his head 

is roughly shaved. The coat he is wearing is for someone twice his size. He opens 

the coat and, from a vast inside pocket he produces a ball wrapped in newspaper. 

Ron wants to bat him away, but he is too quick, he has already put it into Sadie's 

hands, nodding at her to unwrap it. The boy doesn't speak. It is a snow globe 

covered in a layer of dirt. Ron can't tell if the acrid smell of smoke is coming 

from it or from the boy. The boy takes it gently from Sadie and wipes it clean
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with his sleeve and hands it back to her. Sadie shakes it and York Minster and 

the Shambles disappear completely for a few seconds and slowly come to again.

'How much?' He hates himself for asking. He feels in equal measure like a 

chump and a fat racketeer.

The boy shrugs and he realises that he doesn't speak English. Sadie is 

rocking it gently from side to side, sending up little eddies of snow. It seems as if 

it belongs to them now. He turns aside from them both and dips into his pocket. 

He has a ten shilling note for the bed and breakfast, and a few silver and copper 

coins. The boy looks at the note, but they both know he can't have it. He gathers 

up the loose change and holds it out to him on the flat of his palm. The boy takes 

it quickly and disappears before he has a chance to ask if it is enough.

They sit in a carriage with half a dozen soldiers all on their way back from 

leave, judging by their quietness. Sadie takes the globe out of her bag and shakes 

it again. Solemnly they look at it until the snow settles then she passes it over the 

jumble of kit bags and parcels to a young lad sitting opposite them. He turns it 

over once and smiles at the miniature storm, then passes it to the soldier next to 

him. It goes around the carriage, each one in turn doing exactly the same thing, 

until it comes back to Sadie. She wraps it up in her head scarf and cradles it in 

her lap until they reach Scunthorpe.

The fog turns him into an old man. He holds on to lampposts and pillar boxes, 

shuffles forward to make sure the ground is where it should be. In the fog he is 

invisible even to himself. All he knows of his body are the razor nicks on his face 

rubbing against the upturned collar of his raincoat. As he works his way down 

Goodge Street the fog thickens. By the time he gets to the bottom the streetlights
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are swallowed long before they reach the ground. He has to take a sharp left and 

double back on himself, all the way back up, to the top of Church Street. He 

takes off his right glove and lets go of the last lamppost. He goes slowly 

sweeping the air in front of him with his arms, lifting his feet high, as if he has 

lived until now underwater and this is his first attempt to walk on dry land. He 

puts his right hand out to the side and feels a wet pane of glass. Robertson's 

Drapery. He slides his hand along, glass, wood, brick and then the dizzying gap 

of a doorway. Brick, wood, glass and doorway. He counts off the shops. Renee's. 

Mcllwaine's. Clements. Dunwoody's. Haslam's. At last the railings in front of St 

Mark's. Immediately next to the church is the Temperance Hall, built to look like 

a Greek temple. When he reaches the last railing he has to let go and find his way 

blind to the bottom of the Hall's granite steps. To his right and above him the fog 

glows and there is a sound that might be someone laughing. He lurches towards 

it, stiff-legged, arms flailing like Boris Karloff. Suddenly he hears a trombone 

slide and a woman laughs. He faces the direction of the sound and makes himself 

see the granite steps with the cream plaster columns on either side, and the 

double oak doors. A man's sing-song voice says 'Sadie, Sadie.' He launches 

himself into what he can't see, but believes is there. The doors clatter behind 

him, and, at the same time someone on stage does a drum roll. Everyone turns 

briefly to look at him. He sways on his feet, blinking and dripping onto the 

polished floor. They cheer, as if he is part of the act and then they all swivel 

round again towards the stage. All except one. A girl in a yellow dress steps 

towards him. She smiles and lifts her hand to wave, as if she has been expecting 

him all along.
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If a stranger were to ask one of the children who hung around outside Grade's 

shop how to get to the Killen farm they might be put off by the number of 

hazards involved in the short journey.

'Turn right out of the Diamond and head out toward the cemetery. Then it's 

right again at the corner of the cemetery, but don't pass under the Black Tree 

because someone hung themselves from it once and ye're cursed if you do. Carry 

on up the lane a bit. You can eat the blackberries on the left because that's 

Killen's field, but not on yer right because that's ol' Fadgeons and he married a 

papish. Reverend McCullough says she's a trophy of grace now, but me ma says 

once a papish always a papish. You'll come to the Horse-shoe gate. On up a bit 

from the gate is Killen's lane on yer left. Stick to the lane, don't take the short 

cut through the trees because ol' Fadgeon keeps a bull in there out of spite.'

If you hadn't been cursed, poisoned or gored by the bull you would have 

arrived safely at the Killen place.

The lane passes the front door, guarded by a wall-eyed dog. But no-one uses 

the front door, except for carrying out coffins and so as not to get muddy on a 

Sunday morning. Round the back is the serious architecture of agriculture - a 

clabber-filled yard with a hay bam across from the back door blocking out most 

of the light. Leaning wearily against it is an old hen house. Beside that is the 

dung heap from the byre, which is set back off the yard, with a path leading from 

it to the hilly green fields beyond. Standing proud amidst this grey brown 

collection of out houses is an indecently white milking shed with a blue cloudy 

trickle leeching from its side, only to get lost in the dark fetid stream running 

from the byre.
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Robert 

1898

Falling asleep he has a memory of the sea, a tiny, stranded island of memory. His 

father lifting him onto a wall so that they were for an instant the same height. 

And below, a veined green like Connemara marble swelling and heaving as if 

giving birth. That was the sea, his father said. And that was the sea, untilJimmy 

wrote and told him that when he sailed out from Lame, the sea was flat and blue.
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Robert's mother stood in front of him and fumbled for something in her apron 

pocket. She wasn't a woman who usually fumbled, so Robert and his father 

watched. She brought out a letter and held it with both hands along the long 

edges, pressing it as if she might be able to squeeze the contents out through the 

sealed envelope.

'This came today...I forgot.'

He put out his hand for it - their arms almost formed an arch - and waited 

uncertainly. In the end he took it from her, but she still stood on, blocking his 

way to the stairs, to his room, to the other letters. He stepped around her and went 

up and closed his door. He sat on the edge of the bed and stroked the paper.

They were gone.

Even after four years his heart still tumbled to think of it.

Larry, Charlie and Jim.

It used to be Larry and Charlie, Robert and Jim, but the names had been 

rearranged, the way that chairs at a table are moved around to make an absence 

less painful.

Larry, Charlie and Jim.

And Robert.

This was the fourth letter he had received. The other three were in an old 

toffee tin under the bed, still thick and springy in their slit envelopes. They were 

all written on the same heavy paper and had the same red stamp, foreign, but 

made familiar by the head of Queen Victoria. He ran his finger over the address 

and wondered again at how few lines it took to tell strangers where he could be

74



The Dark Walk

found.

He bent down and pulled the tin out. His initials, which he had scratched onto 

the lid with his penknife, glinted under the skim of dust. Five months since the 

last letter, back in the spring when they were half dead with work. Jim had told 

him about the railway and their jobs in the Customs House and how they had to 

dig a path through the snow from their lodgings to the station. It was piled up on 

either side, higher than their heads. He said they were like the Children of Israel 

crossing the Red Sea twice a day. He took off the lid, dropped the letter in and 

slid it back again. He would read it later, what other miracles and wonders there 

were in Canada.

It was getting late. He knew that if he left it any longer that it would be too 

dark to shoot rabbits. He had a taste for rabbit stew and those tiny bones he loved 

to suck, no bigger than the stem of a clay pipe. He went downstairs again, past his 

father dozing by the fire and his mother sewing.

He got the gun out of the cupboard and went into the yard. Flint came over 

straight away, she knew what the gun meant. They walked along the lane, with 

the backs of the out houses on one side and the scrubby oaks at the edge of the 

wood on the other. Where the wood ended they climbed over the wall and headed 

up towards the top field. It would have been quicker to cut through the wood, but 

the air under the trees was sick room air, thick and used up. The dust of the whole 

year seemed to be hanging in the evening light. The earth felt dried out and 

hollow, and he thought if he stamped hard enough he could put his foot through 

the papery husk of the world.

It was the middle of October and summer hadn't gone. It was like an over 

excited child that refused to go to bed. Birds and animals that should have been
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making sensible preparations for winter had to go through the tiresome business 

of courtship again. The earth wanted to shed its leaves and seeds, store its food, 

grow silent and sleep. It wanted to rest, but it had to keep going.

The light was beginning to fade. A blue grey was sifting through the sky, 

covering the reds and purples like a spinster's Sunday coat. He shifted the gun to 

his other arm and whistled Barbara Alien. Let them hear. They'd scatter, but only 

for a while. Rabbits aren't foxes, his father always said, they forget and they 

come back. He'd only have to stand still, lean against a tree and wait.

As he neared the brow of the hill he turned into the wood, just beyond the 

outer skin of trees, so that his silhouette would not send the rabbits into the safety 

of the long grass. He called Flint to heel and crouched by a half fallen tree and 

looked over the top field. The stocks were ready for the thresher tomorrow. One 

good day and it would all be in. He laid the gun across his thighs, and it felt like 

the only weighty thing in a dried out, floating world. He rubbed at the stiffness in 

his elbow and focussed on the white tails bobbing between the stocks. The rabbits 

were moving to the edge of the field, wary and ready to bolt at the first crack or 

snap.

The night was at his back, coming out of the wood and rising into the sky. 

There'd be a hunter's moon later, rusty, like old blood. Maybe the Brethren were 

right. Maybe the earth knew before anyone else that there was no point in turning 

over another season. Maybe it was waiting too.

There was a slight movement to his right. Flint raised herself fractionally off 

the ground and stared at a shift of colour, a small shadow. It took Robert a 

moment to work out what it was. The jackass head was sunk down onto its body. 

Eyes that had been able to see the sky, the ground, and what lay behind all at
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once were empty moons. Ears that had harvested sounds from the air were flat 

and folded along its back. There was no will to run and dodge. The misery of pain 

that would not stop, could not be stopped, shook its bones. He raised the gun to 

his shoulder and fired. It was blown back a few feet, along with a scattering of 

leaves and stones. He ordered Flint to stay and went over to the body. A fly 

walked across its eye and Robert flapped it away. Its leg ended in a jagged piece 

of bone, the foot torn off, caught in a trap. Maybe one of his own.

He turned and walked into the wood with the night closing around him like 

water over a stone, carrying the hare by its ears and the gun, crooked now, over 

his other arm. Flint stayed obediently by the tree.

The wood's air was dusty. It was like breathing his own air over and over. 

The ground snapped and cracked under his feet, like hundreds of tiny bones 

breaking. The deep green of the brambles looked black in the dim light. He set 

the hare down and found a long stick. With it he pulled the twisted vines apart 

until there was a tunnel. He slid the hare through, pushing it along with the stick, 

to the cool, shadowy centre. Then he knit the brambles together again and went 

back to Flint. He kept her at heel until he was back in the yard.

He didn't wait for his supper, but went straight up to his room. He pulled off his 

shirt and trousers and threw them over the bedstead and slid into bed. The sheets 

were cool and his skin puckered and shrank. He closed his eyes and waited for 

the old ache to begin.

He missed them.

Sometimes during the day when he was mending a wall or taking the cows to 

the top field he would imagine conversations they might have had. Once,
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standing in the byre with the warm heave of the cows' bodies around him he 

spoke to Jim out loud. 'Hi Jimmy. Pass me that rake, would you?' The words 

went nowhere. They hung around him like dust motes and he fetched the rake 

himself.

He missed being able to say their names. He missed their voices. He missed 

the creaks from the beds at night, the quiet farts and murmurs in their sleep. He 

missed the simple presence of their bodies.

They had been like a stand of trees, but they had gone to Canada and the trees 

were felled.

He slept late. He was dreaming again about the new organist. Miss Dunwoody 

was small and warm and he squeezed and pummelled her breasts like his mother 

kneaded dough. They smelt of buttermilk.

He was trying to couple with her on the organ stool during the second prayer 

but she kept slipping off. He grabbed her round her waist and pulled her back and 

shouted at the congregation, 'Stop gawping, heads down and eyes closed'. And 

just when it seemed that it was all coming to a thunderous conclusion, someone 

next to him began rattling a spoon against a teacup.

It was his mother.

'So, you're awake are you?'

He opened his eyes and the dream was no longer hidden in his head. It was 

spilled out and spreading over the bed clothes like a stain.

His mother clattered the cup down on the night stand, crackling with the 

energy of someone who had been awake for hours. She crossed the room and 

ripped the curtains open. Light, as sharp as pins, made him wince. She came back
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to the side of his bed and reached underneath for the chamber pot. He needed to 

use it, but it was too late, his mother was already taking it to the privy.

He sat up and drank the tea. Maybe he could ask Miss Dunwoody, Elizabeth, 

if she would like to go to Dunluce to watch the sunset. But she was a decent 

Christian girl and there were whispers on Sunday mornings after church about 

what went on on the Saturday charabanc trips. He finished the tea and wished his 

mother hadn't taken the chamber pot. Although he did have a cup.

He got up and went over to the window and opened it. The cup was empty, 

and not a bad size. He pissed into it and wondered where else he could ask Miss 

Dunwoody, Elizabeth, to. A walk on Sunday afternoon? The harvest supper? The 

cup filled quickly. He leaned out and tipped it over a goose and began pissing 

again. His father would have something to say of course. That he had seen more 

meat on an old hen and besides what use was a music teacher on a farm, unless 

she planned on singing the cows to sleep every night. He filled and emptied the 

cup again and it hit the yard below with a hot splash. He was almost done. If he 

told Elizabeth Dunwoody that she first took his fancy when he saw her from 

behind, would she be pleased? He tried to remember her face, but he could only 

bring to mind the curving line of buttons along her back. There had to be a right 

way to go about it, like there was a proper way to set a fire and if he only knew 

what it was he was sure he would be married by the spring.

He turned to get dressed and found his mother standing by the door. She put 

her hand out for the cup. He gave it to her. It was half full.

'You forgot to put milk in it,' he said.

He had never brought anything back from St Luke's before other than three
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empty milk churns twice a week and now his father wanted him to bring back a 

boy as well. The Mullens hadn't showed up again and his father raged, slamming 

the churns into the trap, making Netta stamp. He said if the Mullens were back on 

the drink they weren't setting foot on the farm again, but Robert thought it was 

likely that someone was paying them more. He noticed his father hadn't shaved 

for days. His face looked as if it was growing opaque. His father always used to 

shave every morning and if he asked him why he would say dear God, don't you 

think I have enough on my plate without stopping to shave? He could imagine 

them both growing wild beards like Moses in the stained glass window and living 

in their clothes. Then they would stop going indoors and his mother could pass 

out torn off chunks of bread and mugs of tea through the kitchen window. They 

could live in the barn, sleep with the cows. Their udders could be their pillows 

that got harder and harder through the night. It would be easier if they could just 

become another one of the animals, expelling work out of their bodies, like milk 

or eggs or shite.

He had been looking forward to seeing the thresher arrive at the farm - Sammy 

Mahon said it sailed down his lane like a ship that had taken a wrong turn - but it 

was a beautiful morning and he would rather be clipping along a nice straight 

road than be doubled over dusty stocks and stamping on rats. And, although he 

was as curious about the thresher as everyone else, he was glad to get away from 

the endless talk about the weather. Everyone had a story to tell. Mary Fadgeon 

had seen fledgling thrushes on a fence. Mr Gracie's roses were blooming again, 

and the Mullens had heard tell of twin lambs born outside Ballinderry. And when 

they had all finished shaking their heads over those things, there were the sunsets
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to talk about.

Since August they had been growing more spectacular every night. Tongues 

of extravagant colours there weren't names for licked at the sky. The Brethren 

handed out tracts about the End Times and how everything would turn to blood - 

the sun, the moon, the sea. They stood in the Diamond and shouted about the 

Rapture while children threw stones at them.

Two of you will be lying in bed.

One of you will be taken and the other one left.

Two of you will be working side by side in the fields.

One of you will be taken and the other one left.

It seemed that God wasn't watching absentmindedly from the great distance 

Robert always thought he was. He was close in, concentrating, waiting.

The preacher asked them to imagine the joy of being gathered up into the 

bosom of Jesus. But Robert wondered only one thing.

What would happen to the one that was left? What did God intend for him?

It was a perfect day for a ride, the sky so pale and fine it looked as if it might 

break. Blackthorn hedges flashed with amber and ruby berries. A flock of crows 

and seagulls swirled over a ploughed field, a slow rise and fall of smut and snow. 

He felt as if he and Netta could keep going forever, clipping along the lanes, past 

St Luke's gates, through Antrim and Ballymena, straight on to Ballycastle and - 

why stop at the sea? - on to Canada.

Jim had told him all about Canada. He told him there were bears twice the 

size of a man, trees as tall as cathedrals and fields of wheat like the ocean. It 

seemed like a country recently vacated by a tribe of friendly giants. There was so 

much space that some farms were a full hour's ride apart. It appeared to be both
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very full and very empty. Everything Jim said sounded extravagant and 

improbable, like a child's boasting, or leg-pulling tales drunk uncles told. But 

Robert knew they were true, Jim wasn't the type to exaggerate. In Antrim a 

shipping agent had set up a booth on the edge of the market. Robert had hung 

around, pretending to look at the stacks of plates at the next stall. The whole of 

Ireland, he had said, could fit into just one of its lakes. There was enough wood in 

one tree to build six bams - and you would need six barns to keep the wheat and 

corn... and they were crying out for men just like them.

'The winters,' someone shouted from the back, 'tell them about the winters...' 

But his father had appeared and he had to move away before he could hear 

about the wondrous winters.

Four miles. Three miles. Two miles.

If he didn't go to St. Luke's. If he kept going. What would that feel like? A 

sin? An answer? His brothers had gone along this road and hadn't come back. He 

was the one who went and returned. Never further than St Luke's. Never longer 

than a morning. It was like the weight of the milk churns in the back, shifting and 

awkward. There was no way of arranging it to make it easy to forget that he was 

the one who didn't leave. Couldn't leave.

One mile.

It was time to catch himself on. He had no money and anyway, what would 

he do with Netta and the trap? A thought that felt like a shove. He could sell 

Netta and the trap in Larne and have enough for the passage. His insides turned 

over.

A few hundred yards. Maybe Jimmy had asked him this time. He had often
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thought about how it might be worded. Something like, we are all settled now and 

so we were wondering if you had ever thought... He closed his eyes and spread 

open his fingers and the reins that were woven between them loosened each time 

Netta's neck stretched forward, until there was no tension left. 

Let Netta decide. It was her fate too.

For all its open doors St Luke's was as closed to Robert as a chapel and he had as 

much idea of what went on inside one as the other. The best that he could manage 

was to think that St Luke's must be like always being at school, always sitting 

next to the child with the slack mouth and the runny nose. In the corner of the 

yard was a group of about eight of them who bumped and rocked without moving 

from the spot. They looked forgotten and unable to free themselves from the 

order they had doubtless been given, to not move an inch. One boy stood a couple 

of paces from the huddle and was turned away from them, leaning away as if to 

say there must be some mistake. He stared at a door set in the wall the way a dog 

stares, with nothing but hope. With such hope that Robert stared too. No one 

came, so Robert turned and looked at him. He was raw, like meat on a butcher's 

slab. Skinned and skinny. His head had recently been shaved and his scalp was 

the milky blue of scraped bone.

Francie appeared at the laundry door, lighting a cigarette.

'That day already is it? Here, you,' he called over to the boy. 'Help Mr Killen 

with the chums.'

The boy was stronger and more able than Robert thought. He lifted the churn 

easily onto his shoulder and swung it down gracefully by the kitchen door. He 

went back for the others and then loaded the empty churns. He'd do. He was the
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sort that if he was told to pick up every piece of straw from the field he'd do it 

until the skin hung in rags from his fingers.

'Could I have him for the day?'

Francie waved his arm in a grand arc. 'Aye, sure, take him,' he said, as if he 

owned the place, as if he owned the boy.

'What's his name?'

'He's...' Francie squinted at him and seemed to be running through a number 

of possible names. '...Stephen. Aye, that's right. You're the mute, aren't you?'

The boy's body spoke for him. He lowered his head like a horse that was 

about to refuse to pull a load, then he turned his back to them both and stared at 

the door again.

'Daft bugger... aren't you? She's not coming today, so get in the trap and do 

what Mr Killen tells you to, or I'll tan your backside. You hear me?'

Francie took a long drag on his cigarette. The boy hoisted himself onto the 

back board, between the empty churns and Robert climbed into the front. Francie 

wanted to stand and talk. He put his hand on Netta's harness.

'Me ma's been telling me about ol' Fadgeon's wife.' There was a slick of 

slyness over his face. Robert fiddled restlessly with the reins. He needed to be 

going.

'She's learning the catechism at the Manse on Friday nights.'

'Oh.'

'That's when my ma seen her sneak over to the chapel.'

'Oh aye?'

'My ma thinks she tells Fadgeon to meet her at the Manse at half past eight, 

but she finishes with Miss Dunwoody at a quarter 'til eight. See?'
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'Yes... Who?'

'So she has time to run over to the chapel and she hides round the back.'

'Who did you say was teaching her catechism?'

'Me ma says when mass is over her mother meets her round the back. She 

probably gives her stuff- you know, Holy Water and those medal things.'

'Did you say Miss Dunwoody?'

'Would you credit it? Man's chief end with one breath and Holy Mother of 

God with the next. If Fadgeon finds out she'll need all the Holy Mothering she 

can get.'

'Did you say that Miss Dunwoody was doing her catechism with her?'

'Aye. Getting ready for being a minister's wife I suppose.'

'She's marrying a minister?'

'Not a minister. Our minister. Didn't you know?'

'No. No. I never knew that now.'

'Spring.'

'What?'

'They're to be married in the spring.'

'Oh.'

'D'you what else me ma says? She says she's already in the, you know, 

family way.'

'What? Elizabeth Dunwoody?'

'No, you eejit. Mary Fadgeon. You know what sort of breeders they are. You 

mark my words, before you know it you'll have a right rat's nest of them next 

door to you.'

'She's turned...'
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"They never turn. Not really. Rome has its claws dug deep into their hearts. 

That's what me ma says anyway.'

Dear Robert,

Last time I wrote we were all working for the railway company. 

Now none of us are! Larry and Charlie have got together enough to buy a bit of 

land twenty miles away, in a place called New Waterford. Larry has bought some 

pigs and Charlie will set up a dairy as that has always been his side of things. 

That left me on my own for a while - but not for very long. They wanted me to join 

them, and I was tempted, but I heard of land going cheap over to the east -1 can 

buy four acres to their one. So I have bought apiece of land in Saskatchewan - 

fifty acres, mixed, although a lot of trees.

I know it is a big risk, going out on my own, but what finally decided me is 

that I have got married! Her name is Isabel, she is a widow with two nice boys, 

aged ten and twelve. She is Scottish and a hard worker. One of the boys is called 

Jim like his new da, and the wee one is Stuart.

You would all like them very much. Tell mother and father that we will send a 

photograph very soon, before we leave for Saskatchewan. The next time I write to 

you I will be felling my own trees to make a cabin!

I won't write separately to mother and father as I know you all read this. 

Larry and Charlie send their regards and Larry wants to know how come you 

never write, did the lead break in your pencil?

Your Brother, 

Jim.
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Saskatchewan.

The word sat on the page. He couldn't think how to say it. It made him dumb. 

New Waterford he could imagine, it would be like the old Waterford, but bigger 

and with a bit of spit and polish. But Saskatchewan. Jim would know how to say 

it though. This word that looked like a riddle or a mistake was the word that 

meant home for Jim.

Sammy's mother had him strapped to a plank all winter. She wasn't taking any 

chances. He had fallen again and broken his back in two places and the doctor 

had told her that any sudden movement could have disastrous consequences. He 

frequently fell from things (horses and barn roofs), although sometimes things 

fell on him (horses and roofs again). By February he agreed with his mother that 

farming would be the death of him and that he and his brother would sell up and 

buy a nice little business. In the spring he leased a charabanc, two drill setters and 

a steam thresher from a firm in Belfast and hired them out by the day.

Robert watched him cross the field towards them. His back seemed not so 

much healed as fused. He wore a cotton suit so soaked with oil he shone. A 

shimmer of vapour rose off him in the midday heat. He looked like a vision. He 

held a cigarette out at arm's length, and waved at the small group.

Robert turned to his father. 'Like his mother says, he's a walking miracle.'

The thresher diminished the top field, made the whole farm seem tiny and 

manageable, like it was a morsel it could put in its jaws and shit out, even 

smaller, at the other end. It made work seem like nothing.

Sammy worried it into starting up with a lot of adjustments so small Robert 

doubted that they were necessary. A quarter turn of a screw, a tap with his finger
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on a gauge. There was no swing of a mallet or a spade pushed full length into 

claggy soil. No leaning your full weight into a band saw. But from his nervous, 

old maid's coaxing the machine gathered a ferocious, dangerous energy.

Sammy and Stephen had taken over filling the grain sacks from Robert's 

father, who was gathering stooks from the far corner of the field. Robert loosened 

the corn and fed it into the drum.

Stephen was a good worker, better than Robert had expected.

'You can't tell me you haven't done this before,' he said to Stephen, who 

twisted the sack shut with a couple of turns of his wrists. Sammy clapped him 

often on the back and told him that he could make a fortune if he hired himself out 

by the day. Robert thought he could see a little pleasure on the blank, withdrawn 

face.

They had been working steadily for an hour when Sammy's brother appeared 

at the gate and called him over.

'It's broken,' his brother shouted to him. Sammy wiped his hands on a rag and 

walked over.

'What do you mean broken?'

'Well what do you think I mean by broken? Broken is broken. I've lost half a 

morning's work already over it.' Sammy and his brother talked for a minute over 

the fence, then Sammy waved back to them and the two men headed down the 

lane.

Robert picked up a stook and shook it out. In the centre was a length of rope 

which had been bound up with the corn, left behind from the previous year. It was 

grey and stiff and long like a spine. He checked over his shoulder to make sure 

Sammy wasn't watching.
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'Hi, Stephen.' He raised his voice over the noise of the machine. 'Watch this.' 

He used the rope like a walking stick and did a good imitation of Sammy's 

swaying gait. Stephen watched and blinked. Then Robert said.

'D'you think anyone could stop this thing without even touching it? Eh? Do 

ye?' Stephen studied Robert's face and shook his head slowly. 'Well, I bet you a 

shilling I could do it.' Robert patted the hot shuddering side of the thresher. 

'What d'ye think Stephen? Is it a bet?' He spit on his hand and offered it to 

Stephen, who raised his to meet it.

'Good man yourself. Now watch this and you mind and tell Francie Black 

about it tonight when you get home.'

Robert checked again for Sammy, who was now out of sight, and walked past 

the mouth of the thresher. Without looking he threw the rope onto the belt, then 

folded his arms and waited. More quickly than he thought it would, the thresher 

grunted and rocked back and forth.

They climbed up on top, Robert and his father, and opened the hatch doors. 

His father lay down first and slid along until the top half of his body was over the 

opening.

'Aye, I can see something alright,' he called back to Robert. Robert gripped 

his father's boots round the ankles and lowered him in, as if he was a rope 

himself. Underneath him he could feel the thresher gag and throb.

Robert eased his father down slowly. He heard a grunt, then there was a thrust 

backward and a jolt forward. His father was plucked out of his boots. He made a 

clean sound, like something being pulled from the ground. Fuck fuck. That was 

the sound his father made. He thought he might laugh. Fuck fuck. That's what it 

sounded like. God forgive me, but it's the truth. Sammy and his brother running
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up the lane. Fuck fuck. What was the brother called? The boy had his mouth open 

but nothing was coming out. Imagine not being able to make a sound. Imagine 

having to keep everything you wanted to say to yourself.

The house darkened, heavy with black. The men, pulled away from their work by 

death, looked wrong in their suits and raw where razors dragged their skin and 

drew beads of blood. The one consolation they could bring was the one they could 

not say, that he had not survived his injuries.

The women brought what they always did; food and their liturgies of life.

'Now you see that one that has just left with the limp. He's married to Mr 

Killen's cousin on his mother's side. No, not that one. The one that owned the 

shop in Castledawson. Well, their eldest is married to a cousin of my nephew's 

on his father's side and he...'

They have all had to pass the yellow field with the dark stain, already covered 

with darker earth.

He felt it over and over. The pull, the lurch forward and the release. Every 

time it was the same. He couldn't stop it.
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Stephen 

1897

When he is in the bath he makes up a story about himself. He is two boys, not 

one. He needs to explain it to his mother, to tell her who he is. She is in the 

scullery washing the clothes he has just shed. He is in the tub. His head and 

hands are brown; the rest of his body is white. He grew in the garden, his head 

and hands above the soil, ripening in the sun. The rest of him grew downwards, 

became plump and white like a root. That is how he came to be. She looked after 

him in the garden until he was old enough to be dug up. Isn 't that right mammy? 

She adds nothing to what he says. He only hears her swishing his clothes, the 

thump against the washboard.

He is two boys. One belongs to the day and to work, the other to night and 

dreams. Brown boy is sturdy and fast. He kills crows with a catapult, like King 

David, his mother says. The white boy, moon boy, is silent.
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Although they lived ten miles from the nearest village, and three from their 

nearest neighbour, and although there had not been a man at the head of the 

house, not for a long time, Stephen and his mother were blessed with three 

things. Cupped around the rear of the house, like a hand at their back, was a low 

ridge which protected them from much of the frost and wind that travelled down 

the glen in winter; running parallel to the road which passed their house was a 

river, now shrunk to no more than a stream, but which had, in its younger days, 

deposited a rich silt on the land on either side of it; and they owned a small fertile 

field between the house and the road. The field was Stephen's father's best 

legacy to them. It was only a little more than half an acre, but he had built a solid 

dry stone wall around it, the stones going almost as many feet below ground as 

they did above to keep out the rabbits. The entrance was a ship's door he had 

bought from a breaker's yard in Larne, a heavy wooden door with a round 

window which gave Stephen his only memory of his father - being lifted up to 

look through it at their plot of ground and the fields beyond, and seeing them 

changed by the thick glass, brought closer, but also made strange. The land 

within the wall was cleared, weeded, and fed. Sometimes he saw his mother 

stoop down and bring a handful of soil to her face. Their field was as cherished 

as a pet calf.

At the end of the first day that his mother stayed in bed he carried a chair up to 

her room so that he could sit with her and they could talk and read, as they 

usually did in the evenings. He took the brown spindly chair which sat next to the
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dresser because it was lighter than the others and because it was the only piece of 

furniture not buried under a stack of boxes. It was the last thing they had done 

the previous evening. They had moved the boxes out of the storeroom in to the 

kitchen, to take the chill off them, she said. It had surprised him when she said 

that, because the store had always been dry and the boxes, although they were 

cold, were otherwise all right. But he agreed with her that they should be moved. 

He thought it might calm her. She had been agitated all day, with the weather not 

lifting and them not being able to get ready for market. He set the chair down 

quietly by the bed and sat next to her, reading the advertisement for glass houses. 

There were three models: Demeter, Helios and Selene. They were a boon to the 

growing of prodigious crops of all kinds and in all seasons as many head 

gardeners will attest.

His mother woke suddenly. 'Is it morning already?' she asked brushing the 

hair away from her forehead. She looked startled and tried to raise herself up on 

her elbow, but she sank back down again. 'No, no,' he said, wishing that he had 

sat on downstairs on his own and let her sleep undisturbed. 'It's still evening. 

You've slept most of the day.' She looked at him thoughtfully for a minute, as if 

she was deciding whether he was telling the truth or not.

'And is it still raining?' He poured her some tea from the can and helped her 

to sit up. A fusty smell, like old sacking, rose from the layers of blankets. 'A bit,' 

he said. 'You know, off and on like it has been.' She sipped her tea. 'I thought I 

saw it lifting as it was getting dark,' he continued as he settled back onto the 

chair. 'I looked out towards the lough and there was a line of silver on the 

horizon.'
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They had both been reading the sky for days, it was the first thing they had 

done in the morning, and then regularly through the day, straightening up from 

the rows of beans and cabbages and carrots, looking for smaller and smaller signs 

that things were going to change. But the clouds stayed low and full of rain. She 

was staring past his shoulder at the door, as if she was waiting for someone to 

come in. 'I'm tired,' she said. It seemed a great effort for her to pull her gaze 

away from the door to look at him. He put the advertisement back in his pocket. 

'We're halfway there,' he said. 'One good day ought to see us set.' She handed 

him back the tea and slipped back down the bed again. Her face looked stiff and 

pale in the dark room. 'This is what you need to do,' she said. 'Dig a sackful of 

potatoes first thing and let them dry. Make sure there's not too much mud on 

them - people won't pay for mud. Use the fork not the spade or you'll slice them. 

Do the carrots and turnips and beans. Only take the biggest beans.' She spoke 

with effort, as if she had to discover every word afresh. She told him to be ready 

for Lonnie to pick him up on Friday for market.

'You'll be better by then,' he said.

She didn't reply, only told him to take a box of Sweet Williams and be sure 

to exchange them for some eggs. The egg woman would always give them some 

of the soft-shelled eggs in exchange for plants. He didn't like the soft ones, the 

sacs that had to be snipped open with scissors. It didn't seem right to eat 

something that had started off wrong, but she had turned away before he could 

say anything, curling in to herself.

He lay in bed and listened to the rain. He'd thought it would have worn itself out 

by now, grown tired like his mother, but it was throwing itself against the
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window with new energy, not nearly done yet. He strained to listen, as if he 

could tell the weather by hearing alone. He thought he heard his mother several 

times, the boards creaking above his head. He got up twice and stood at the 

bottom of the stairs and listened for her footsteps or for her calling for help but 

she must have only been turning in her bed.

He got up when light began to sift through the darkness in the room. He built up 

the fire and made porridge and tea. He could hear rain again. He was so tired and 

the rain had been falling for so many days that he couldn't be sure any more if he 

was imagining it. There was no sound at all from his mother's room. When he 

brought the porridge up, the bed was empty. He carried the breakfast things 

down again and set them by the stove and pulled on his boots and coat. The 

weather must have cleared and his mother wanted to get an early start. She was 

standing near the bottom of the lane next to the ship's door. The river had 

overflowed and a sheet of water covered the lowest part of the field. It was grey 

and glassy against the dark soil, like an old mirror. It took him a moment to get 

used to the sight of a lake at the bottom of their lane so that he didn't realise at 

first that she was only wearing her night dress. He ran down and guided her back 

to the house. She moved stiffly, mechanically, as if she had come to a halt and 

had been waiting for someone to get her moving again. He washed away the 

worst of the mud from her feet and put blankets and shawls around her. He had 

to half carry her back to the bed, and he made her drink a whole mug of tea and 

put two bottles around her feet. She shivered for an hour before she finally slept. 

He looked out of the window. The run-off from the high ground behind them 

streamed down the track at the side of the house, sending smaller stones and
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pebbles tumbling over each other, leaving larger stones sticking out of the 

ground like bones.

He slept in the day, buried under layers of blankets and coats piled on top of the 

bed. He emerged only when it started to get dark. He crawled out, sweating, 

dreamless, into the cold air. Even the dusk seemed too bright.

She was rolling her head from side to side, her face drained of colour. She 

gripped the edge of the sheet. He dropped the book on his lap and the chair 

clattered to the floor behind him.

'What is it?' He covered her hands with his, but she pushed him away. She 

opened and closed her mouth, but she didn't make any sound.

Til get the doctor.' He was halfway to the door when she shouted 'No! No 

doctor.' He righted the chair and sat down again. 'It'll pass,' she said.

He was frightened. He had never seen her in so much pain, so taken away 

from her familiar self. 'The minister then?' he said, but she shook her head 

violently. 'Please.' He reached out a hand to hold hers. She didn't push him away 

this time. She was icy cold. He rubbed the back of her hand, but it felt that his 

warmth wasn't entering her, her coldness was seeping in to him. She turned her 

head slowly and looked at him, held his gaze. Some colour was returning to her 

face.

'No minister. No doctor. Not yet.'

'You'll be all right?' His new deep voice was gone and he sounded like a 

child again.

She nodded.
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'It'll pass,' she said. He put his head on the edge of the bed and sobbed. She 

shushed him and he could feel her smoothing his hair like she used to when he 

was small. Then she lifted his chin, made him look at her again.

'You must listen,' she said. He shook his head and sank back down again. 

She made him sit up.

'Listen to me. The best medicine I could have is to know that you're keeping 

things going. That's what'll make me better.' She tried to smile, her lips a 

straight blue line. 'I gave you a fright, that's all. I'll be fine in a day or two. It's 

one of those women's things.' He blushed and looked away.

Til bring you a bottle, get you warmed up.' She nodded and pulled the 

bedclothes up around her shoulders. When he came back with the bottle wrapped 

in a cloth she was already asleep, her hands tucked under her chin, like a little 

girl.

He sat by the bed, her coat pulled over him up to his chin. From the window he 

watched the moon rise behind the trees, glittering behind the black leaves, as if 

the trees were on fire.

He tried to draw his mother out with words - pull her away from sickness and 

sleep, from the times when her body changed, became as white and stiff as a 

branch stripped of its bark. She bit words off one by one, as if there were only so 

many of them to go round. No doctor. No minister. Not yet.

We could have our own weather under a glass roof, he told her. We could make a 

breeze by opening vents and rainfall by turning on a tap. If it got too cold there
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were paraffin heaters, like little suns. In the grandest ones we could have ripe 

peaches and strawberries for Christmas. Outside the window the wind tugged at 

the cage of netting around the canes and bushes, pulling it out of kilter. It didn't 

seem to matter much if it collapsed. Whatever they had managed to grow was 

rotting now and fit only for birds.

He spread the drawings out on her bed and described the different models - 

Demeter, Helios and Selene. Square and handsome as a manse. To be able to 

stand in the middle of captured air and light, to be so protected. He pinned the 

drawings to the wall at the end of her bed. Demeter, Helios and Selene. Grand, 

stern names, foreign to Irish rain and mud.

He didn't light a lamp. It is better to learn to be content in the dark, his mother 

used to say, because that is how it is sometimes. Let your eyes get used to it, let 

them show you what they can. He sat quietly, comforted by the sound of her 

breathing, a forceful breath out and a quick shallow one in.

Darkness was an animal creeping into the room, finally settling on his lap.

In the kitchen he cleared all the surfaces and piled it all into the front parlour. He 

took down the curtains and cleaned the windows. He dragged the table over to 

the window and covered it with old newspapers. He emptied the store of sacking 

and bone meal and sand. He moved the china plates and cups into the store with 

the cobwebs and mice. He heated pitch over the stove and painted the inside of 

the boxes. He laid the boxes in rows on the table, two across and three deep.
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He sat by her bed and sang I to the hills will lift mine eyes. When the rain eased, 

the moon appeared at the window; a lidless amber eye which threw long orange 

shadows. He looked out at the flood, at the splashes of amber on the black 

polished water. It hadn't rained for two hours but the water wasn't receding. The 

moon was drawing it higher, closer to the house.

He spread soil out on the floor in front of the fire and kept it blazing, used up a 

week's worth of turf in one day and night. He stripped to the waist and raked and 

turned the soil, filled the house with the smell of the garden. He made a sun of 

the oven, left the door wide open and sweated as he raked the soil, moving it as it 

dried to a barrel. He mixed in handfuls of charcoal, bone meal and sand, as 

careful as his mother baking a cake.

His mother didn't notice the heat or smell the damp soil. She seemed to be in her 

own world, where it was already winter and she shivered with cold and spasms 

of pain. She retched at the sight of food and drank only sips of water or black tea. 

She looked to the door, as if waiting for someone. When Stephen read or sang to 

her she would suddenly turn to face the window, curled in to herself, her back the 

sickle curve of the moon.

He talked about cabbages, how they seemed heavier than just the weight of the 

individual leaves. When they had one to spare, he told her, they would undo each 

leaf and put it in a bag and see if it weighed as much as it had before. The 

weight, he thought, had to do with how closely each leaf was clasped around the
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one underneath, as if the tightness with which each leaf clasped the other had a 

weight of its own.

The water rose again overnight. A large flock of seagulls swam where the 

scallions should have been, mocking his belief that they were protected as they 

were on a rise. The bean canes were listing like the masts of a fleet that had 

limped in to harbour and had then sunk. Only the high far corner was still above 

the water mark, a triangular patch of potatoes about five yards along each side, 

the green shore of their private sea. He got sacks and a spade and fork and 

stripped to his long Johns. He climbed the gate and waded through the water, 

keeping an arm's length from the hedge where he knew the ground was flat. As 

he pushed his legs against the freezing water he wondered if river fish were 

swimming around his toes.

He sat by the bed. He didn't see the room any more, only her face which was 

swollen and white in the darkness. Outside there was a moon. He sang the moon 

shall not smite thee by night nor the sun by day, although he did not know how 

the moon could smite anyone. Tiny rods of rain were running down the roof to 

the ground and along the track which was gouged by stones, and swelling the 

lake in the field. That was what they were smitten with, but there was no psalm 

about the rain. He told her again about Demeter, Helios and Selene. The pulley 

system for the vents in the roof would make a busy, precise ticking, like a pocket 

watch. They would be in charge of the weather, the elements made biddable by 

pulleys and taps and glass. He would mix exact quantities of soil and sand and 

fertilizer, like a scientist in a laboratory. She could check the vents, turn on the
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water valves, and tap the thermometer. They would eliminate disease with bombs 

of fungicide.

He didn't believe in the sun any more. It has deserted them. When the clouds 

break up - and they must break soon, unless it was the end of the world - there 

will be no sun, he thought, only a lighter grey, and a dull diffused light that could 

not smite anything.

Be still and know. That was something else that his mother said. Sometimes he 

thought he saw lights on the hills, although no one lived there but the sheep and 

crows. He was waiting, now that the dark had come - for her to wake up, for the 

rain to stop, for the lake to go back down to the stream that it used to be. He 

wanted his mother back, and not to be left with this stranger who shivered and 

stiffened and spoke words which rumbled over each other like the stones 

tumbling down the track

The water flowing away from them was dark and thick with their soil. Their field 

was on the move, swept off to a new location further downstream. From 

upstream they have been sent a dog. He had always wanted a dog, but this one 

was dead, caught in the branches of an alder tree. He squinted to see it better; he 

didn't think it was any dog he knew. It was curled away from him and the water 

parted the fur along its back so he could see a line of white skin. It swayed with 

the current; slow, unnatural undulations. When the waters went down the things 

which had been loosened and set afloat would settle, but differently from the way
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they had been. In this new world they would have a glass house and his mother 

would let him have a dog.

Market day, the last day. He stood at the back door drinking tea as it grew light, 

imagining Lonnie and Dora and the six children on the roof of their house, and 

the horse treading water in its field. Lonnie and Dora might wonder how he and 

his mother were getting on, but probably not for long. He and his mother were on 

a rise, Lonnie and Dora were in a hollow and would have trouble enough of their 

own. There was no point in going outside. All he would be able to do would be 

to tilt his head and look up into the sky at the dizzying rush of rain. Their field 

had finally vanished under the mottled sheet of water. Here and there a few 

leaves broke the surface, a startling bright green against all the grey. The dog had 

gone, pushed on further downstream. Next week Lonnie might say that he had 

seen a dog float past their place and he would say that he had seen it too. The 

ship's door still stood firm, used to the press of water, with the unblinking eye of 

the round window overseeing it all. His mother had woken briefly at first light 

and had said she wasn't in any pain. She took a sip of water. He told her about 

the plants he had rescued for market, resting in the boxes of soil under the 

kitchen window. While he talked she looked at him with a hawk-like attention, 

but she didn't seem to be concentrating on what he was saying. It was as if she 

was trying to memorise him, before she closed her eyes.

He dreamt of three glass arks filled with all kinds of plants; strawberries and 

scallions, cabbages and peaches. Beans twined up the masts and the leaves 

fluttered like small flags. They sailed towards the high triangular patch of
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ground, his mother waiting for him there, sheltering from the rain under an 

umbrella of rhubarb leaves. 

Demeter, Helios and Selene.
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Mo 

1900

She misses the sea. The way that every sense tells her it is nearby. The way that it 

colours and changes the light according to its mood. How it is carried in the air, 

leaving an intimate taste on her lips. Every time she sees it she feels herself to be 

found, without having realised that she was ever lost. That first summer she used 

to slip out at night after Robert had gone to sleep. She put on his coat and boots 

and walked to the edge of the wood. Heavy branches swayed and wheeshed and 

hushed over her head. Inside Robert's coat, the coat that smelled of the cows and 

soil and Netta, she could believe that it was the sea above her. Then winter came 

and the trees did not sound like the sea, they sounded like black branches rattling 

in the wind. Nothing more, nothing less.

She has left it for good, but it comes back to her in dreams. Insistent again.
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Five minutes before, as he was leaving, Robert told Mo to get back indoors, into 

the warmth. There was a misty rain which didn't seem to fall to the ground, but 

was coalescing and hanging in the air. It had made a fine net on her hair and 

dress. The clouds were low and Robert looked hunched, as if he was walking 

under a low doorway.

She didn't move, but stood on. She liked watching him load up for St Luke's, 

the measured rhythm of his movements. It soothed her and made her feel that 

competence was something that was simple and possible.

'Go on away in,' he told her again. 'You'll catch your death out here.'

She still stayed on, even after he had gone from view, reluctant to go into the 

empty house.

Her back felt bruised and hot. She leant against the jamb of the door and 

circled her arms around her swollen belly as if she was carrying a bundle of 

sheets. He was on the road to St Luke's and Stephen, and then Larne and her 

aunts. He was on the road to her past. It wouldn't seem strange at all if he caught 

a glimpse of her younger self at the kitchen window, when he drove into the yard; 

or later, when he went to fetch Elsie, he might see her again, a lost child amongst 

a crowd of aunts and cousins.

She had thought about asking him to stay until she was sure that the pain 

meant nothing, but she couldn't shake the notion (foolish, absurd, she knew) that 

Robert had hit her during the night. She was wakened with a pain in her back that 

felt as if someone had hammered their knuckles into her spine, a single, vicious 

blow. In the panicked minutes afterwards she could only think that it had been
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Robert. She had lain in the dark and pictured his expression as he had drawn back 

his fist - one of grim satisfaction, she decided, like a teacher thrashing a child 

because they needed to be put in their place. And she had thought of a reason for 

it too. The day before she had dropped his mother's tea pot at his feet on the stone 

slabs in the kitchen. It hadn't just broken, it had shattered into so many pieces 

that it ceased to exist. The handle hit the back of the fire and fell in the coals, the 

spout was nowhere to be seen (would she find it years from now, she wondered, 

and feel the same lunge in her chest) and the fat body was scattered to every 

corner of the kitchen.

All this she saw and believed before the next spasm and the realisation that 

Robert hadn't moved, that he was deeply asleep. But having seen it so clearly, 

having even begun to feel that she deserved it, it was hard to surrender the idea 

that it had been him. It seemed easier to believe that than consider the other, more 

shocking thought that the blow had come from her own body.

She shivered. Robert was right, the cold and damp would do her no good at 

all, but she didn't want to go in yet. Inside there was warmth and work. There 

was a room to make ready and the thought that Robert would be bringing her aunt 

Elsie back with him. Elsie and not Bessie. Elsie who didn't have any children and 

knew nothing about childbirth, but who knew how to be kind. There was all of 

that indoors. Out here was something she needed to remember. She had almost 

seen her mother last night. A silent house with empty beds would invite ghosts, 

she was sure of that. She closed her eyes and took slow deep breaths, feigning 

sleep, as if a dream could not be rightly remembered with opened eyes that see a 

world of clabber and out houses and dripping eaves.

There was dark water. Black. Her mother and a little girl walking with her
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along a wooden pier. Her mother was just behind her, out of sight. Then the girl 

was running away from them, heading for the end of the pier. Mo wanted to turn 

to her mother, there was something she had to say, but first she had to make sure 

the girl was safe. She called her and the girl stopped and looked back and Mo 

could see her face, as pale as the moon, shining against the black water. Unafraid 

in a dangerous place. The girl turned and ran on and the pier stopped and she was 

under the water. Mo dived into the darkness again and again, each time hoping 

she would catch hold of her hair or dress or arm. But all she grasped was water. 

She had always thought that the dead were like people left on the shore that 

grow smaller and fainter as the boat sails away, until they were lost from view. It 

seemed that she had been wrong. 

Her mother was coming back.

She had never told Robert about the first time she had seen him at St Luke's. 

Once or twice she had almost said it, but it seemed too late to tell him now. She 

had liked to walk in the kitchen garden in the autumn evenings. It was laid out in 

a grid of wide and narrow gravel paths which ran between the beds so that the 

vegetables grew in streets and avenues. There was the steady mute industry of 

plants flowering and fruiting, and giving themselves back to the soil. She was 

standing between the banks of bean canes inside a quivering mosaic of light and 

green.

'.. .of course after a day or two...'

Stephen came through the door in the wall with Robert a step behind him.

'.. .said he might, but I doubt...'

Next to Stephen's thinness and pale skin Robert looked solid and black. They
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walked around the outer path without seeing her. She would have felt foolish, 

emerging suddenly from the rows of beans, so she stayed hidden, and watched 

them.

'... it would take a... ... if I could just get the saw to it...' Bits of sentences

trailed behind him like pieces of his life blowing away. '.. .1 didn't think it... 

.. .but then you never know...'

They were like two monks, their arms folded around themselves against the 

evening chill, their heads bent. Robert talked like someone who had filled up with 

words during a long day alone. Stephen, silent, inclined as if hearing a 

confession.

Something loosened inside her, began to rise.

She wanted.

'... sold for a couple of guineas a piece...'

She wanted to.. .what? What?

'.. .wouldn't take any less...'

She wanted to walk around a garden like that.

She wanted to be one of them.

Speaker or listener, she didn't mind which.

The house was not really empty. There was furniture that stayed where someone 

else had decided it should go. There was a clock and a text on the wall. There 

were dishes and a range, an oven and a mantelpiece. So the house was not empty. 

But it was empty of her. Mo, for all her size, could not fill the rooms. She lived in 

the corners, in doorways, on the edges of chairs.

The kitchen was as fixed as geography. The walls and furniture and floor had
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sunk into each other, become so enfolded she felt that if she moved one thing 

everything else would groan and shake in protest and crash around her. There 

were paths worn into the floor, ancient as sheep tracks on a hill. She went the way 

Robert's mother went.

Her salvation was set out on the table. Her baking things were laid out and 

today there were extra people to bake for, not just Robert and herself. She would 

make an apple tart for Stephen and a caraway seed cake for Elsie. She loved the 

nest of bowls, the thick glaze, like cream itself, so that she wanted to take a bite. 

Eggs, pale and cool, more beautiful than jewels. The squat bag of sugar, the 

spoons and the goose wing.

She remembered the time that Bessie had decided that her husband was 

dying. She made the Reverend Richardson come to the house to administer 

communion to him. The family stood around the edges of the darkened room. 

Bessie positioned Mo in front of the commode. Mo could not imagine how 

something so sacred could be performed in a bedroom, even if it was the best 

bedroom. The minister would have to bring with him something big, something 

impossibly elaborate to make up for the fact that this was not a holy place. But he 

had everything he needed in a small brown case. He opened it and began to 

unpack. He spread a white linen tray cloth on a side table and placed two silver 

thimbles and a silver plate the size of a saucer on it. He filled the cups from a tiny 

cut glass bottle and unwrapped two cubes of bread. It was as polite and solemn as 

a doll's tea party.

'The Lord Jesus, the same night he was betrayed, took bread. And, when he 

had given thanks, he brake it, and said, take, eat; this is my body broken for you.'

He posted the bread between her uncle's waxy lips. They were the most
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beautiful and the most terrible words she had heard.

She lifted the baking bowls out and set them side by side. If she had to go to 

someone and comfort them with nothing more than what she could fit into a small 

case, she would take these bowls, the wooden spoons and the goose wing.

Something wasn't right - the proper order was out of kilter. The baby was 

coming. None of the things her aunts said always happened had happened. The 

pain in her back gathered and surged around her belly. She couldn't ignore it the 

way she could ignore a headache. It pushed and insisted its way into her day. For 

a brief moment she imagined being able to slap the child's legs and send it away 

until she got straightened up.

Needing a mother. Being a daughter. Becoming a mother. It all spun around 

and changed hands like an eight-some reel, leaving her dizzy and breathless.

She thought she would be ready when the baby was ready. They'd be ready 

together. But not even the crib was made; it was in pieces on a bench in the shed, 

sitting in a nest of wood shavings. The bread and cakes were unmade. The bed 

unmade. Nothing was ready. Except the baby.

If the baby came before the others returned she would have to make do with 

whatever she could find in the bedroom. She could wrap it in a pillowcase and a 

shawl and cut the cord with Robert's razor. The only thing she needed to do was 

to relight the bedroom fire. A baby needed to be kept warm, she could at least do 

that.

She would have to carry some fire up from the kitchen. She lined the bottom 

of the mash bucket with unlit turf to stop the fire burning through and put three 

shovels of lighted turf from the range. It was heavier than she thought. She half
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carried, half slid it along the floor to the hall and opened the door at the bottom of 

the stairs. It closed behind her. The curtain at the top was pulled across, so that 

there were only stairs. Dark and steep and made for falling. She climbed, setting 

the bucket down on each tread above her, sparks biting into her fingers. Seeing 

only her hands, stained red by the fire, rising and falling.

There were two beds in the room. One an iron frame propped against the wall, 

starkly black like a skeleton left behind after the soft body of the mattress had 

rotted away. The other was theirs - unmade, the covers thrown back and fallen to 

the floor, the pillows still had the imprints of their heads and the mattress sagged 

in the middle. She paced from the bed to the window and back, rubbing her back 

and stomach. She longed to be able to lie down but, hard as she tried to think of 

the bed as something innocent, a sunk cake, a hen's scrape, she could not help it. 

It was a shallow grave, and she would turn away again to the window

Every few minutes she paused to look at a picture hanging over the fireplace. 

It was of a shepherd standing on a promontory with a small flock of sheep around 

him. They were facing a rocky valley, which had steep, cloud covered sides. 

There was a verse underneath in spiked lettering like church railings.

The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want.

I shall not want what? she used to wonder, until one of her aunts explained it 

to her. She could do with her aunts now.

Back at the window she looked again and thought she could hear someone. 

Fadgeon, maybe, come to borrow something, or Robert back early. She leant her 

head against the glass and closed her eyes to help her locate the sound. She heard 

it again and realised it was just the dog scrabbling at the shed door. Her throat
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tightened and she felt as if she was breathing through sacking. Even if Fadgeon or 

Stephen or Robert appeared right now she would simply have to send them away 

to fetch what she needed.

She needed women.

She needed women who were mothers.

She needed her mother.

She had six aunts, if she included poor dead Joan. Six aunts and not one in 

sight. It was like owning a fleet of ships and drowning anyway. But they were 

miles away in their own baking days and wash days. Bessie and Ina, Renee and 

Florence, Elsie, Mabel and Joan. They were a rhyme she had known all her life. 

The Seven Sisters of Whitehead they had been known as locally, and, although 

they were not beautiful, people conferred beauty on them, because to be Seven 

Sisters and not beautiful would have been too disappointing.

She had a photograph of them above the bed, a copy of Bessie's original that 

Elsie had given her as a wedding present. They were all arranged in the parlour of 

the family hotel like so many pieces of furniture, with Beryl the dog standing at 

the front. Bessie was wearing a fitted jacket with a long line of buttons that gave 

her an upholstered appearance. Elsie had a book open on her lap and Ina was 

holding a tennis racquet diagonally across her chest.

Beryl had chosen that moment to shake herself, and Joan had also chosen that 

moment to turn and look at Beryl. The dog seemed monstrous, with ten, twenty 

ears haloing its fuzzy head. Joan's features were dragged across the paper, 

forever smudged, forever lost. Six months later she died of consumption. Beryl 

howled for three days along with the others. And then, when they came back 

from the funeral service, she licked each one on the hand, trotted resolutely out of
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the front door and under the wheels of a passing charabanc.

It was a deliciously tragic story, that made up for the story of her own 

mother's death, who had choked on a ham sandwich on a Tuesday afternoon 

shortly after Mo was born. As far as Mo could tell from the photograph her 

mother didn't show any foreknowledge of her death. She looked a little 

distracted, that was all. She was facing a different direction to the others and she 

was squinting, as if trying to make something out or maybe trying to hear what 

someone was saying. She had asked them, but her aunts didn't know, they 

couldn't remember.

They were vague about her mother, and vaguer still about her father. He was 

Henry Ellwood, an Englishman who had stayed at the hotel. He was an agent for 

a company selling some sort of equipment. Farm machinery? Mo asked. 

Weaving? Shipbuilding? They didn't know, they couldn't remember. Her mother 

and he courted and were married. How long had they courted, six months, a year? 

And then he was called back to England suddenly, on business, they thought. Her 

mother was in too delicate a condition to travel and so she stayed behind. Then 

Mo came along and she passed away.

Her father couldn't look after her, of course. It was more sensible for her to 

stay with her aunts. The last they had heard of Henry Ellwood was that he had 

remarried soon afterwards and emigrated. South Africa possibly.

She didn't think that she remembered the hotel. Sometimes, at odd moments, 

she sensed something. The sound of feet on stairs, more than one person. Three 

or four, pounding up wooden stairs. Going up the stairs, she assumed, because the 

sound seemed to fade above her head. But if she tried to think about it, it would 

shrink back, the way that some dreams refuse words.
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Elsie took Mo to Belfast when she was ten years old to buy Mo a winter coat and 

a pair of boots for herself. Bessie kept up a high pitched, waspy complaint right 

to the door as they were leaving. It wasn't right, she said, for Mo to get a coat 

when her own weren't getting new ones that year.

'And if Mo wears that old thin thing this winter again, will it make your 

children any warmer?' Elsie had a way of pinning things down to their hard 

particulars. So they went, into a day of lemon October light so sharp that not even 

the dirt of Belfast could dull it.

At the department store there was a revolving door. Elsie went into the 

section that was passing and Mo jumped into the next one and held on to the 

brass bar. The door circled heavily, quartering the air. It scissored brass and glass 

into shards that spun by Mo's astonished face. It led the way to a place more 

solemn, more important than church.

'I came along and you passed away,' she whispered, and it was right. So right 

that she said it again, more loudly.

'I came along and you passed away.'

She was passing the shop side. It was shadowy and warm and Elsie was 

waiting for her, smiling. She pushed the bar harder.

'I came and you went,' she shouted. The door spun more quickly and Mo 

shouted again.

'I came

you went.'

She was running now and shoppers flew out of the door like drops of water

off a shaking dog.
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Every few seconds she could see Elsie's face. Each time it changed 

expression slightly, like the man in the wheel of life.

'I came

you went.

I came

you went.'

She ran from slice of light to slice of shadow.

'I came

you went.'

Then Elsie's face was blurred, like poor dead Joan's and she wanted to stop 

but she didn't know how; if she jumped she'd be cut in two. Then, on the shop 

side there was a flurry and a little scream and Elsie was inside the door with her, 

taking tiny, rapid steps like a Chinaman. She grabbed the brass bar and shouted 

'Lean! Just lean back!'

They jammed their feet against the bottom of the door and let them slide 

along the marble floor and straightened their arms. Elsie tipped her head right 

back and her hat flew off. Mo did the same and the ribbon on her hair untied and 

it streamed out behind her.

Shadow and light came and went.

They began to laugh. It slowed and slowed and Mo wished it didn't have to 

end.

'Jump...now!' Elsie shouted and they spun out into the street, into the muck, 

into the brash Belfast light.

They fell into it. Nothing was said exactly, neither of them made any kind of
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declaration. None was needed. Their conversations were about ordinary things. 

Little by little with their words, one embraced the other's life, the other's routine 

so that, almost without realising it had happened, either one could stop and know 

what the other was doing in their day. But she knew that wouldn't do for her 

aunts. They would want a moment, a particular point in time. So she would tell 

them this. It was on a stormy day in January, when he wiped his feet so carefully 

and took off his cap and stood awkward in the doorway, waiting to be told if he 

could sit or not. He ducked his head down each time he took a bite from the scone 

and they stopped and listened to the wind moan and he said in a voice as sombre 

as the day outside,

'The North wind doth blow

And we shall have snow

And what shall poor Robin do then...'

He blushed and ducked his head down even further.

'...poor thing?'

Mo finished it for him. And that was what she would tell her aunts when they 

asked.

Bessie wasn't interested in any of it.

'What exactly,' she asked, 'is his situation?'

As she described it Mo realised that his situation was remarkably 

uncomplicated. There was no recently deceased wife or motherless child. No 

ailing, elderly parents. No wayward siblings. Not even a landlord or employee. 

His life was as bare as an empty room. It was what she yearned for.
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The last intricate, difficult thing she had to do was get married. Her uncles would 

supply flowers for the church and her posy. Renee and Florence would cook the 

wedding breakfast; the older cousins would serve at it. The younger cousins 

promised to be good and Ina would embroider some bed linen. Elsie would buy 

the hat and gloves, Bessie the dress and coat. Mo looked at lilac, Bessie choose 

grey and brown

'You're going to live on a. farm,' she said, as if it meant she had to be the 

same colour as one.

They drove home in silence from the church. Saying the words that neither of 

them had ever said before, the strangeness of them in her mouth, made them 

strange to each other again. The flowers her uncles had picked for her lay on the 

seat between them. Would his mother have had a vase? It didn't seem right not to 

know. It felt wrong to have to ask.

She had expected something to happen. Bread would turn to flesh.

She thought she would have been changed.

Bessie guessed that she was pregnant, before Mo was sure herself. She had been 

looking at Mo the same way Francie Black had done, looking, but wanting to 

touch, to feel there and there, to know for herself. She had crept up behind her 

when Mo was visiting and whispered in her ear.

'I think you're keeping a little secret.' She reached around her and put her 

hand low on her stomach, pressed her fingers into her flesh, palpated, found what 

she was looking for and gave a dry, satisfied laugh. Mo tried to move away, but 

Bessie didn't let go.
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'But little secrets don't stay little for very long, do they..?'

Her aunts made two attempts to tell her about child bearing. Elsie was first. She 

borrowed a book from a friend who was a nurse - Melchett 's Concise Anatomy 

and Physiology - and wordlessly passed it to her, wrapped in an old pillow slip. It 

was terrifying. The diagrams were at the same time intricately detailed and of no 

use to her whatsoever, like a small scale map of a country she was never going to 

visit. She was unnerved. She looked from the book to her body and back again, 

failing to find anything that matched. She had thought of her body, when she 

thought of it at all, as a simple arrangement of bags and tunnels and holes. But 

there were folds and flaps, snaking tubes, concentric circles, cords and sacs of 

fluid. Women's complications. And now her own.

Then a Sunday afternoon in May at Bessie's house. Elsie had gone to bed 

with a headache, Robert and the uncles escaped to look at the garden, her cousins 

had gone for a walk. Mo was about to join them but Bessie took the coat out of 

her hand and hung it back up again.

'I think it would be better if you joined us after dinner in the drawing room 

from now on, don't you?'

Her moist breath, her saggy flesh closed in on her. Mo looked over her 

shoulder at the last of the cousins, who was closing the gate and had looked up to 

wave to her. She waved back, and was suddenly engulfed by a feeling that when 

they came back from their walk they wouldn't know who she was.

Bessie took her by the elbow and escorted her to a chair next to the fire. Ina, 

Florence and Renee were sitting stiffly together on the settee. Behind them was a 

tall bookcase with glass doors, full of books that had never been taken out except
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to be dusted. There were Chelsea figurines quivering on shaky tables, waiting for 

a careless child to brush past. Heavy lace curtains cut the light into scraps that fell 

over an ochre rug. The photograph was there - Beryl shaking herself; poor dead 

Joan turning; her mother, still unknowable.

'Your mother...' Bessie held her breath as if Mo's mother was about to appear 

from behind the Chinese screen. Mo's stomach lurched. 'Your mother,' Bessie 

continued, 'would have wanted us to have this little talk with you.' The fire was 

making Mo's skin prickle and she could taste the greasy lamb from dinner in her 

mouth. 'She would want you to know, I'm sure. Any mother would.'

When Bessie talked it was as if her fingers were on her body again, working 

their way under her clothes, clawing at her skin, her softest flesh. Somewhere, 

beyond the room, out in the garden, kindly men were looking at flowers. Robert 

might be stretching up to pull down a lilac blossom for her while an uncle 

explained how best to grow delphiniums in a windy spot. She closed her eyes and 

went round the garden with them, bending over irises, tulips and lilies. The sound 

of Bessie's voice became distant. Of course she had seen cows give birth, she had 

stood shivering in a stall holding up a lamp for Robert when things were not 

going well. But mostly he left them alone. He said they knew what they were 

doing and that things would take their course. And more times than not they 

would come across a shaky calf in the byre or the field, looking as surprised as 

anyone else to find itself there. She opened her eyes. Bessie's hands like white 

crabs locked together on her lap and she was talking about bearing down. Mo had 

hoped she would be like the cows when it came to giving birth and, just at the 

moment she needed it, the knowledge of what to do would come to her. The heat 

from the fire was scalding her legs, but she couldn't move. The words coming
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from Bessie were making her weak. Bessie said it was difficult, that it was a 

woman's darkest valley and that she must trust God. Mo thought of the time last 

year when Robert had gone out to find Ruby, the oldest cow, the one that had 

produced nearly twenty calves, dead under a tree, with two stiff hooves jutting 

out from her rear. Bessie said she should let nature take its course and leave the 

rest to God, but Mo had seen some of the courses that nature took, that ended 

with a stiff dark shape in the straw and a cow bellowing for weeks afterwards.

How full of curiosity her aunts were, what lengths they went to, trying to guess 

her secret. They scrutinised her, made her turn this way and that - how high was 

she, how much did she carry it to the front, did she show from behind, what time 

of the day did she feel sick? They drew long and complicated comparisons with 

their own pregnancies. Bessie had only girls and she had been sick with them all, 

carried them high and had a taste for walnuts. Ina (three boys and four girls) was 

only sick with the boys, except for George, but then George could do no wrong. 

The girls she hardly knew she was carrying at all, they were very low and she had 

never felt better. Florence's girls came late (except for Ann who was very early) 

and she went off eating anything salty or green. They dangled needles over her 

stomach, they introduced her to a woman who was said to be able to tell by 

feeling the mother's head. They followed the lines on her palms with their 

fingers, like scholars of ancient texts.

Mo could understand their agitation. How was it possible to not know your 

own secret? Sometimes she imagined she might come across it when she was 

smoothing sheets or laying the fire. It would appear, a shy child at her elbow, and 

she would recognise it.
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She was in a boat in a heavy swell. Up and up as the wave underneath thinned to a 

knife. She was losing everything. Everything.

The stuff of her life was floating away. Books and cups and baskets. The half 

finished cradle. All the boots and shoes she had ever owned. Washing lines of 

bloomers and blouses, filled with air like bloated limbs and torsos. Her aunts' 

heads bobbed up and down, gazing at her with the wary curiosity of harbour seals. 

Words loosened and rose from pages, the shape of the ink holding briefly in the 

water before dispersing like dark specks of spawn.

Her life was leaving her, piece by piece.

'How foolish!' she called to her aunts. 'How foolish we are! And how 

wonderful it all is!'

When she opened her eyes the room seemed closer and brighter than she 

remembered. The light wasn't coming from the skin of grey sky pressed against the 

window. No. Everything had its own light, as much as it needed. Of course, of 

course. Wasn't it always so? When she closed her eyes it all changed. She couldn't 

tell where she began or ended. It wasn't with her skin or at the end of her limbs. Of 

course, of course. She was as big as the bed. She filled the room. She could think 

the thought and all that it wasn't at the same time, the light and the shadow at once. 

Nothing was complete without its dark shadow. Why had no one told her this 

before? It seemed important, more important than God or Heaven and Hell. Ah. 

Light and absence of light. But why did they make it all so hard?

Pain tasted of metal. It seared her eyes. It found a roost in her limbs. It threw 

her up in the air and let her fall. But something else was sneaking in with it. She
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had lived for so long in her head, and only her head. Like owning a mansion and 

only using one room. She knew about things. She knew about knitting socks, 

removing stains, setting fires, laying tables. Knowing about was for church and 

home and walking down the street.

Now she knew.

There had been no truth or lies, only what Bessie had wanted her to know and 

what she withheld.

There had been feet running up the stairs.

Sometimes the wrong people die.

And this. Sitting on a granite step. The back steps of the hotel. They were tall 

and light glinted off them as if they weren't ordinary but something precious. The 

stone chilled her legs although the air was warm. She didn't remember sitting 

down or getting up to go, only being there. It seemed that a part of her was 

always being there, not arriving or leaving. Just being. A cream bowl. Peas and 

pods. Long fingers. Veins on the wrist and the sun shining through the pods so 

that she could see veins in them too. A thumb nail pushing the peas out and the 

dry rattle into the bowl. Knowing for the first time that everything had a colour 

and every colour had a name. And up until this moment her body had 

remembered for her the step, that other person, their long fingers, whenever she 

thought of the colour green.
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Moshi 

1910

He must stand at the gate. His mother tells him every time they check on the bees 

that this is as far as he can come. They are vicious bees. Hard black pellets, not 

like the fat ones that drift around the garden.

She holds the smoke can and the new enamel bucket out from her sides as she 

high steps over the taller tufts of grass. She has a large square of butter muslin 

over her head and shoulders. She is his mother, but at that moment, hidden under 

the muslin, she could be anyone. She is a woman who sent a money order to 

monks in England for a bee and they posted back a queen in a small wooden box. 

Last year she put the queen in a skep at the far end of the orchard and later 

today they will stand in the dairy. She will turn the handle of the extractor and 

slow braids of honey will fold into ajar. It will glow in his hand like a hunter's 

moon.
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His birth has become a memorised poem. Every baking day, standing opposite 

his mother, he asks her to tell him again. 'It was a rainy day and da had already 

gone...' He prompted her with a certain kind of weary patience, like an adult 

coaxing a child.

And his mother would tell him and it seemed that, in the middle the flour and 

dough and batter, he was made again.

It was Bobby's birth day too, of course. But Bobby had been expected. It was 

him, Moses John Killen, who had been the surprise.

'Did you think I might be in there?' he asked.

'No Moshi, I did not,' she said in a voice he knew meant that that was all she 

had to say on the matter. What a thing though. To have been there all the time 

and no one knew, not even his mother. It made him feel that it had been a matter 

of luck that he had been found at all.

His mother sprinkled the floor with water to keep the dust down.

'I'm blessing the place,' she said and gave a rattly laugh. He could hear the 

effort in her breath, as if she was always climbing a hill. Her breath had its own 

voice, deep in her throat. Some days it was painful to hear, but it also comforted 

him, like listening to a reliable engine doing its job.

There were the usual things laid out on the table between them. His mother's 

baking bowls and jugs, and his own smaller set. Their hands went into the flour 

bin, like swans dipping their heads under water. The cold, almost liquid feel of 

the flour surprised him every time. His mother's hands were white and puffy as if 

with all the time spent making dough something had seeped under her skin and
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was swelling. His hands and Bobby's were like their father's. His father was 

dark, like a word underlined.

They started with the things that were baked on the griddle and needed the 

most heat; pancakes, scones and farls. That never seemed like real baking to him. 

The baking proper began with the breads and cakes, the things that went in the 

oven. He had often asked his mother if he can watch it happen, that moment 

when dough becomes something else. But she was always firm.

'Some things have to happen in secret, or they won't happen at all.' 

Moshi stood on an upturned apple box. His left side dragged downwards as if 

the muscles and tendons of that half of his body and face had loosened and 

slipped. He mirrored his mother's movements exactly. His bad arm didn't slow 

him down, he used its dead weight to pin things down or to hold them steady 

against himself. They moved with effort and grace, like two dancers working 

their way through an intricate reel. Now and then his mother went over to the 

range and leant forward as if she were about to smell a flower. She whisked 

steam from a small pot of water up to her face. The pot and the steam seemed so 

connected to his mother's breathing that he has wondered anxiously what would 

happen if the pot were ever to boil dry.

He opened the wide door of the hay barn just enough to slip through and pulled 

it shut behind him. He could disappear into thin air. Three cats materialised in the 

dusty gloom. One with white, black and ginger splashes stalked over to him, the 

white patches glowing more brightly than the rest, so that it seemed as if random 

parts of a cat were making their way across the barn floor. She wound herself 

around his legs as he ruffled her fur. 'No treats today, Queenie,' he said.
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He wished he had brought something over. His mother had given Bobby and 

Peter two chipped cups and a bottle of buttermilk to take with them and Peter had 

grabbed a handful of biscuits from the cooling tray when his mother's back was 

turned. If he had thought, he and Queenie could have had a picnic of their own. 

He stroked the cats while his eyes got accustomed to the dark. He knew his way 

across the darkened floor to the first of the two ladders, but he still held his 

breath and kept his arms close to his side. Danger glittered in the fug of warm 

hay and sacking. He had to get safely past the long-handled pitchforks slanted 

against the wall, walk under the beaks of the clippers, rocking on their hooks like 

fierce iron birds, and pass high shelves of rat and crow poison which glowed in 

dusty green bottles. He walked over to the far side of the barn, with Queenie 

following him, meowing plaintively. Sometimes he had thought of telling Bobby 

about his hiding place, because a secret isn't really broken if you tell your twin, 

but Bobby would have told Peter even if he had sworn not to. Bobby was soft 

like that, he prattled on about everything that was in his head and never kept 

anything to himself.

The first ladder was propped against a wooden platform built halfway up the 

side of the barn; the second rested on the platform and its top leant against the 

beams which criss-crossed high above his head. There was a second platform at 

the top of the ladder, below an unglazed window in the gable. He put his hands 

on the smooth uprights and took a deep breath. He thought of the time, at the 

beginning, when he had got halfway up the first ladder and he had frozen with 

fear. He had clung to it until he heard his mother shouting for him. The sound of 

her voice seemed to release him and he half slid, half fell to the bottom. But that 

was in another time, when he thought of himself as a child, a baby. Now he only

126



The Dark Walk

needed to catch his breath for a minute on the lower platform before he went up 

into the dizzy heights below the roof tiles. The ladder bounced under his feet. 

Queenie stretched and scratched her claws on the bottom rung. She'd like to go 

up too and catch the birds that nested in the eaves. Peter and Bobby had gone off 

together and told him he couldn't come. He wasn't sure if he wanted anyone, 

even Bobby, to know about his place. It was his secret and he laughed when he 

thought of watching people when they didn't know he was there. How different 

they were when they thought they were alone; slack-mouthed and scratching 

where they shouldn't.

He rested on the platform. Queenie had given up and had gone back to her 

nest in the hay. The sun shining through the slats in the door made rungs of light 

and dust motes moved lazily up and down, like the angels on Jacob's ladder. He 

continued his climb; the second ladder shook and swayed underneath him even 

more than the first. It gave him a queasy thrill to think of the fall onto the thin 

layer of hay below.

If he did tell Bobby and he asked him what he saw when he was up there, he 

would make up some story about ghosts or robbers. What he had seen he didn't 

want to put into words - a hawk take a bantie chick from right under the kitchen 

window, Bobby's boots in the scullery, one in front of the other, as if even empty 

they were going somewhere. But really it was mostly his mother. She was a large 

pale presence. A constant. His father and Bobby came and went. They made 

appearances like the moon in the day sky. His mother simply was. He could see 

her better from the loft, looking through the squares and rectangles of windows 

and doors. An arm, her back, her face in profile.
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He hauled himself onto the high platform and wriggled over to sit with his 

back against a beam. He needed to catch his breath again. With his bad leg every 

step up was like two and effort followed him around like an unwanted friend. He 

would like to leave it sometimes, and know what it was to be on his own. He 

looked down at his legs stretched out in front of him. Every body was its own 

twin, right and left. But not his. His left side was rigid and wasting, as if it had 

decided to get old ahead of the rest of him. No one else looked like him. He 

reached up and pulled down the old toffee tin which was resting on a broad beam 

above his head. The lid was scratched and pitted with rust, but he could still 

make out the picture on the front of a woman with a small dog on her lap and, 

just visible, his father's initials jaggedly carved in the centre. He wanted to carve 

his own over the top of them, MJK, but that felt like stealing, so he hadn't. He 

opened it and set everything out. There were two mirrors; one a broken piece 

he'd found in the ditch and the other from the hook in the scullery that his father 

used for shaving. Only his father ever used it - it was at exactly the right height 

for his head and the first time he unhooked it he was surprised to find his own 

face looking back at him, and not his father's. It wasn't much of a sin, taking the 

mirror. It was just the sort of thing the tinkers would have stolen if they had 

known it was there and if they'd been passing by the door. He did tell his mother 

that he thought he had seen a couple of tinker boys running away just after it had 

disappeared and now his father cursed them every time he stamped down to the 

dimly lit hall to shave in the fancy mirror on the hall stand. Underneath the 

mirrors was a bundle of letters, all addressed to his father from his Uncle Jim in 

Canada. They bored him now; they were written a long time ago and smelt funny 

and he had read them so many times he knew them by heart. (Charlie has bought
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a beaver fur collar for his coat as he feels the cold more than most...) There was 

a fancy black button of his mother's she had been searching for. Sometimes he 

left the button in the tin because he liked the rattle it made and because, when it 

was glinting and winking on the straw, it seemed like an eye watching him in his 

secret place. He scooped up the letters and the button and put them back in the 

tin and then propped the large mirror against the wall under the window. He 

rolled onto his stomach to face it, picked up the broken mirror and brought it 

carefully up to his face. Once he had scratched himself with it and he had to tell 

his mother that Queenie had done it, and he felt bad about that, because Queenie 

would never scratch him. He held it at right angles to his face, along his nose, 

and looked in his father's mirror. He adjusted the broken one carefully until he 

got the reflection of a whole face - the right side of his face joined with its 

reflection by an invisible seam down the middle. He could make it look almost 

normal, almost like Bobby's. His eyes were strangely slanted though, like 

Queenie's, and further apart than they should be. He switched hands and held it 

up to reflect his other side. Now he was a monster, a creature whose face had 

been raked with a pitchfork, the sort efface that would give people nightmares. 

He switched back and forth, twin - monster - twin, until he became bored. He 

shuffled through the envelopes again, but as soon as he touched each one he 

already knew what the letter said. He sighed and put them back and manoeuvred 

awkwardly onto his side and then onto his back and stared up at the empty 

sockets of the martins' nests. He wished he could tell his mother about the neat 

little mud nests, but he couldn't. A secret could make you lonely. In the summer, 

when the birds came back, he would be the only one who would ever know what 

it was like to have them flick their midnight wings over his face.

129



The Dark Walk

He woke with a start. A shout from Bobby drifted up from the yard. 'Where are 

you...c'mere and see what I found!' He pulled himself over to the window and 

laughed as Bobby looked up and down the yard for him. He'd never guess where 

he was in a hundred years. Bobby was holding something in his hand and was 

bent over it. Moshi wriggled further forward, poked his head through the opening 

and strained to make it out. Bobby was still looking around and shouted. 

'C'mere!' again. Moshi giggled. He could shout something down to him and then 

hide and he'd never work it out.

Peter ran into the yard. 'What have you got?' He skidded to a halt next to 

Bobby and together they looked at whatever was in Bobby's hand. Moshi looked 

until his eyes hurt, but it was too small to make out. Suddenly Peter snatched it 

off Bobby and shook it in his face and chased him with it into the house, both of 

them laughing and screaming

Moshi rolled over onto his back and stared at the black curtains of cobwebs 

which trailed from the rafters. He would like Peter to disappear. Fall under 

something. Fall into the water at the flax mill. Black polished water that had no 

bottom, where nothing lived and nothing could escape. He could feel the fall, the 

cold clenching his chest.

Their mother tucked them in as if she were lashing them to a mast. When they 

were sure she wouldn't return they worked their way free and then settled down, 

stretched out on the wreck of the bed exactly as they had been when their mother 

tucked them in. They watched shifting patterns of light thrown onto the wall and
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ceiling by the tree outside their window. Moshi lay with his good side next to 

Bobby, elbows, hips and feet touching.

'Tell us a story.' Bobby's voice was sleepy. The leaves shivered and grew 

hazy and suddenly sharpened again.

'Once there were robbers who had a lair high on a hill.'

'What's a lair?'

Moshi sighed. 'It's a hiding place for robbers. Now shut up. Below in the 

valley, was a small village. All winter long the robbers watched the village. They 

watched and waited, they waited and watched.' Moshi stopped. He liked that, it 

sounded biblical and important. He would have said it again but Bobby was 

impatient.

'Go on,' he said, wriggling further down the bed.

Shadows chased each other across the room.

'Then one night it was time for them to make their move. They got on their 

horses and they swept down into the valley. The moonlight shone on their 

daggers. The horses' hooves beat on the ground. The villagers thought it was 

thunder. They pulled the sheets over their heads and turned over and went back 

to sleep. Closer, closer they came, riding on their black horses...'

'PFe have a lair.'

Moshi paused for a moment. 'Do we?' he asked cautiously.

'Not us. Me and Peter. We have a lair, in the woods.'

They didn't speak. They watched the shadows flare and dim.

'What's happening now?' Bobby's voice was small, plaintive, like a blind 

man at a parade.

'Nothing. They all died.'
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'But what about..?'

Moshi turned over on his side. 'The End. There's no more story.'

There was a long silence. Neither of them moved. Finally Bobby spoke.

'Don't you want to do the song and the walk?'

There was another silence, less dense. Moshi rolled onto his back again. He 

lifted his right arm, Bobby his left and they held them out in front of them. They 

played the piano and Moshi sang the music, an unpredictable tune at first, like 

Mrs McCullogh played before church began. Their hands curved outwards like 

shoes on the wrong feet. Then they hummed By Cool Siloam's Shady Rill and 

conducted. Their arms swayed like underwater weeds. Then they walked in the 

dark. Moshi's right foot, Bobby's left. Left, right, left, right, faster and faster 

until they fell down in a heap. Bobby, Moshi, and another boy.

He was perfect.

Silent.

Peter Fadgeon was in their kitchen eating his mother's food. The food went 

rhythmically from the plate to his face. Thief, Moshi thought, every time the 

orange hole of Peter's mouth closed around the spoon and opened again, damp, 

quivering and empty. Thief. Thief. Peter looked up at him suddenly. Moshi knew 

that if his mother hadn't been there he would have said 'and what are you 

looking at, ye wee gobshite?' Moshi looked away, but slowly, to show he didn't 

care.

Bobby sat opposite them twiddling a piece of string and telling no-one in 

particular a long rambling story about a cow stuck in a ditch.
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'I'm redding out today.' His mother put another slice of bread and a mug of 

tea in front of Peter. 'You all have to stay out of my way, d'you hear?'

There was no reaction from Bobby or Peter, but they would have had no 

intention of hanging around. Moshi looked at his mother and opened his mouth 

to object but her face was closed, as if he was already gone. Peter pushed all the 

bread into his mouth and stood up to go, grinning at Moshi.

Bobby and Peter went out to the yard. Moshi gathered up the plates and took 

them over to the sink and started washing them. Maybe his mother just needed to 

see how helpful he could be. He couldn't believe that she actually thought he 

would be in the way. That she was lumping him with the other two. It was 

Bobby's job to help with the milking, he helped his mother. How could she not 

want him around? She came into the scullery and he carried on swishing the 

dishes around. He heard her sigh and then a hand reached round and took the 

dishcloth away from him. He was propelled towards the back door.

'Away you two go,' she said to Bobby and Peter. 'And take him with you.' 

She pushed him out and when he had turned round to protest the door was 

already shut.

'Ahh.' Peter tilted his head and looked at him as if he were a lost, shaky 

kitten. He had the same grin he had at the table. 'Did yer ma throw you out?' He 

came over to him and put out an arm. Moshi tried to back away. 'Oh, don't 

worry, we'll look after you, won't we Bobby?' Bobby grinned uncertainly, not 

sure what the game was. Peter's arm was round his shoulder, his fingers digging 

in. 'We'll take a wee walk, would you like that?'

Moshi didn't answer, there wasn't any point. He and Peter struggled across 

the yard to the lane, Peter clamped to him, swaying side to side like Moshi did,
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swinging his leg stiffly forward. It was like some desperate three legged race. 

Moshi tried to pull away, but Peter tightened his grip.

'Now, now, don't be like that. Yer ma asked me to look after you, didn't she 

Bobby?' Bobby laughed and ran ahead and then back again, twirled round and 

round.

He thought he would stop when they reached the bend in the lane. It seemed 

to have started somehow because of his mother and being in the kitchen and the 

back door closing. When all of that was out of sight then Peter would let him go. 

Then he could leave them to it, to their stupid games. He'd find somewhere of 

his own.

He didn't let go until they reached the edge of the wood. He had started 

singing Nancy Grey. He stressed the words as Moshi swung his left leg.

And my Nancy tickles my fancy

Oh my darling Billy boy.

They had to cross a stile. Bobby went over first, then Peter stood on the step 

on the other side and took Moshi by the arm and yanked him up. Moshi needed 

room, he needed time. He swayed on the step and could feel Peter loosen his 

hold until he thought he would fall, then he tightened it again. Bobby had gone 

ahead into the wood and he could see his silhouette bending to pick up a stick. It 

was dark under the trees as if it didn't belong to the day at all. Peter still waited, 

his orange mouth grinning.

'I can do it on my own.'

'But we have to get your poor crippled leg over, don't we?'
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Peter leant over and grabbed Moshi's ankle and hauled his leg over the cross 

bar. Moshi clung on, a leg on each side, unable to move. Peter hit him on his 

backside with the flat of his hand.

'Playing horsey? Giddy up.'

He hit him again, harder. Moshi wrapped his arms around the bar of wood. 

Bobby wandered back with his stick. Peter took it off him and hit Moshi on the 

leg.

'Get a move on, we'll be here all day.' Bobby found another stick and joined 

in.

Moshi tried to shift his weight to stop the wood pressing into him but he 

couldn't move. His leg was stinging.

'Leave me alone.' His voice was high pitched and shaking. He didn't want to 

sound desperate, but that was how it came out.

There was a rhythm to the beating now, slower and harder. Moshi could see 

Bobby out of the corner of his eye. He had stopped hitting him and was 

watching, trying to figure out what kind of game this was. His leg was burning; 

he wondered what it looked like. He shouted 'leave me alone' over and over as if 

all his language had been reduced to those three words. Bobby's voice - 'You'll 

hurt him if you don't stop.' Poor stupid Bobby.

Then a crack.

He could hear the ragged sound of his own breath being pushed and pulled 

through his throat. He could hear them running away. He could hear a blackbird 

in the hedge above him. He looked up. Bobby and Peter were jumping over logs, 

ducking under branches. Peter's hand on Bobby's shoulder. A brief, redeeming 

flash of Bobby's face looking back.
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The only way to get down was to fall down. He let himself slide, the wood 

ploughing into his groin and the inside of his thighs as he toppled over. He pulled 

himself up and leant against the grass bank. He couldn't look at his leg yet, so he 

closed his eyes and waited until he had stopped shaking.

It was the stick that had been broken, not his leg. There wasn't even blood. It 

looked red and shiny, but that was all. He pressed his hand to it and felt the heat 

and the ridges of welts rise under his fingers.

It was a relief to get back in the dimness of the loft with the cool dusty air 

and the wheeshing sound of his mother mopping the stone slabs of the kitchen. 

He reached up to the gap between the window and the roof and pulled down his 

box. He opened it and dropped in the two halves of the broken stick and closed 

the lid.

The sky in the puddles seemed more real that the one above their heads. They 

needed moss and kindling and at last there was a long enough dry spell between 

showers to go down the lane and gather it. His mother used moss to get the fire 

going in the mornings, she said it beat paper or straw when the fire was low. She 

dried it for a few days on a rack over the range until it was crisp. If the fire was 

reluctant to catch she'd dab paraffin on it. She hadn't let it go out in all the time 

she was married, she said. Not once.

It was Moshi's job to collect it. The best of it was at the top end of the lane, 

on the shady side of the ditch. He knelt on the damp grass and worked his fingers 

underneath it. It ripped as he pulled it back, like skinning an animal. His mother 

gathered up sticks that had fallen on the lane from the trees on the edge of the 

wood and checked the hedge for any signs that the hens had roosted there.

136



The Dark Walk

'We'll just have time to go as far as the gate and then we'll have to head 

back.' She looked across to slanting bands of rain moving towards them.

He gave his mother the handful of moss he had. She stroked it against her 

cheek.

'In your grandfather's day they used this for all sorts of things.' Moshi 

looked at it more closely. It seemed too simple a plant to have all sorts of uses. 

'If you got a cut you'd bind a piece to you and it'd stop the bleeding and heal it 

up in no time. Same with bruises.'

He pressed it between his fingers. It did make sense. That spongy velvet 

surface next to you would do you good.

'They used it for dyeing too.'

'Dying?'

'No,' she laughed. 'Not that dying. The other sort. If you boil wool up with 

moss it turns green'

'What did my grandfather die of?'

Her cheeks turned as red as if they had been slapped.

'Oh...well... I wasn't here then of course... I never knew him myself...or your 

grandmother...' She trailed off and pulled at a stalk of grass that was stuck to her 

skirt then looked at him sharply. 'Why? Has someone been saying something?'

He wished he hadn't said anything. He hadn't meant to say anything.

'No, I was just wondering, that's all.' He kicked at a stone. 'It doesn't 

matter.'

They went on a few yards and his mother seemed to soften a little.
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'It was an accident. He was killed in an accident on the farm and your 

grandmother didn't last long after he'd gone - dead within a few weeks herself. 

That's all there is to it. It's not something to dwell on.'

An accident covered so many things - an overturned cart, a kick from a horse 

(not Netta surely). And his grandmother. Did she see it happen and die of shock, 

or was she so devoted that her heart was broken? He'd like to have dwelt on it. It 

was more interesting than moss.

Something occurred to him.

'Who looked after da then?'

'Oh, your father was a grown man. He managed by himself for a while and 

then he found me.'

He pictured his mother standing straight and silent in a cupboard somewhere, 

like a broom, waiting to be useful.

'We met at St Luke's. You remember, the place where I was the cook.'

He knew the stories about her being a cook. She mostly talked about how she 

had to cook for sixty or more, so cooking for five seemed like nothing. There'd 

be a sack of potatoes to peel every day, not that she ever had to do that herself 

because there were girls there to peel and scrub and clear away. It didn't seem to 

leave very much for her to do.

'Did he ask you to marry him straight away?'

She stopped and checked the sky again for rain. 'No...not straight away.' She 

kept her eyes on the band moving towards them. 'Though I thought as soon as I 

saw him that I would say yes if he asked.' She blushed and put her hand to her 

mouth. 'I've never told him that...don't you tell him what I just said, or anyone 

else for that matter.'
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He nodded, although he couldn't see why it would matter if he did.

She waved her hand as if she was sweeping the conversation away. 'Anyway, 

we have to get back I can stand one soaking in the day, but two would be the 

death of me.'

They turned and walked back up the lane. By the stile his mother motioned 

for him to come over.

'There's a blackbird's nest here somewhere. I've been watching the mother 

coming and going from the yard. It must be her second brood, for it's late in the 

year.'

They stood still and listened, their heads tilted sideways as if they expected 

the sound to come bubbling up from the ground. They heard it at the same time 

and smiled at each other. A high, clear scratching, like mice in the roof. His 

mother pointed to a small gap in the hedge.

'We'll have a look, but not for too long or we'll scare the mother away.'

Moshi crouched by the opening, his mother stooped next to him. He looked 

in through the gap and could see, among the tangle of twigs and branches, a 

denser, round tangle which was the nest. Just visible were a circle of tufted 

heads, wobbling from side to side.

'It'll be all right,' his mother put her arm around him. 'As long as we're quiet 

and don't move.'

He put his hand on the broad, flat part of her chest, above where it was soft 

and he couldn't touch. She had a sharp medicinal smell, like blackcurrant leaves. 

She was looking deep into the hedge, her agitation about the rain forgotten. 

When she breathed in he could feel something ragged catch under his hand. He
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couldn't be sure if he only felt it or if he could hear it too. He wanted to stay 

there, but the rain was moving in and the mother bird would come.

There was a dark flutter on the other side of the hedge and the bird squeezed 

itself through the branches and stood on the rim of the nest. The chicks, which 

had looked so shaky, thrust themselves up with such violence that Moshi gasped. 

They opened huge satin lined mouths so wide they seemed to have made their 

heads disappear. There was all the violence of a lamb butting the ewe for the teat, 

or piglets trampling each other to get to the sow. And something more. They'd 

have eaten the mother if they could. One chick, the biggest, rose above the others 

by a few inches. She offered the mangled insect to each in turn and seemed to 

have every intention of giving it to them, but she passed on each time until she 

came to the biggest one. She stuffed the food in. Moshi's throat contracted at the 

thought of the brittle wings and legs working their way down. The chicks 

subsided as soon as it was clear there was nothing more for them, with, he was 

sure he could hear, a groan of disappointment.

'Well?' His mother's face was very close to his. She was hungry to know 

what he thought.

'She only fed the one,' he said, feeling tears prick his eyes. He didn't want to 

cry, he wasn't a baby. 'Even though there were a lot of them,' he continued. 'But 

only the big one got any.'

She laughed. 'It's like tea time at home, isn't it? All those big mouths 

wanting food - you and Bobby, da and Stephen.

And Peter. She had forgotten him. But he hadn't.

They got to the house at the same time as the rain. It fell in big slow drops 

that shook the perfect reflection of the sky in the puddles so that they were just
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ordinary puddles again. His mother banged the door shut on the weather and 

through the scullery wall he could hear voices. His father and Stephen maybe, 

sheltering from the rain. There was a high hard laugh and a shout. It was only 

Bobby and Peter.

His mother gathered herself before she went into the kitchen, ready to chase 

them out. A kitchen draped with washing and two rowdy boys was more than she 

could stand. Moshi stayed by the door, reluctant to be seen as the mummy's boy 

who wouldn't be sent out in the rain. When she saw what they had done on the 

table she stopped abruptly and put her hands on her hips.

'What..?' She got no further because, although at first glance it looked like a 

mess, it was clearly a purposeful mess. Moshi came closer. The tablecloth had 

been crumpled up to make a landscape - ridges and mountain ranges. In a valley 

were egg cups and salt cellar arranged in a rectangle, clearly a town. There was a 

saucer of water for a lough with rows of dried peas on one side and an equal 

number of cubes of bread on the other. There was a solitary tin soldier leaning 

drunkenly against an upturned cup.

'Why can't you go and do... whatever this is...' she swept her hand towards 

the table, '...in the barn?' But her attention was focussed entirely on the scene 

and not on any reply.

'But it's the relief of Mafeking,' Bobby wailed, as if the kitchen table was the 

only place to stage such an event. 'That's Lake Victoria, this is Mafeking, the 

peas are the Boers and the bread is the British.'

'And he...' Peter pointed to the soldier, '...is Kitchener himself He saluted 

and Peter saluted back, followed by his mother. Moshi crouched down so that he 

was at eye level with it. It was very good. It was a miniature world.
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His mother got out a tin of buns and made a pot of tea. Peter and Bobby 

marched around the table with their hands behind their backs, rubbing imaginary 

beards, twirling imaginary moustaches and barking orders. His mother laughed 

and clapped her hands. Peter sat next to Moshi with his bun and chewed on it as 

hard as if it were gristle. As soon as he swallowed one bite the hole of his mouth 

opened and another one went in. Moshi watched. He could see all the bumps in 

his skull under the red fuzz of hair, and the surprising complexity of his jaw 

bones. He looked and sounded like Netta with her head in the nose bag. Peter 

turned quickly and fixed his pale eyes on him. Moshi didn't have enough time to 

hide what he was thinking.

His mother went into the scullery and came back with the bag of kindling 

and moss and tipped it out on the table.

'There,' she said.' You can use that, but I want it - and my table - back by 

four o'clock, you hear?'

The two boys fell on the moss and twigs and Moshi watched them make trees 

and drumlins and a stockade around the town. He knew what it was like to get 

lost in a story, to forget yourself. To find that suddenly it's four o'clock and 

leaving it is as hard as leaving a warm bed on a cold morning. But even though 

he knew what it felt like he couldn't step into this story. It wasn't his.

He was getting good at the mirror trick. He turned the broken mirror this way and 

that and found a perfect view of his face. He was absorbed with looking at 

himself. It was a bright day and he could see himself more clearly in the mottled 

shaving mirror. He had found a clay pipe and he put it in the corner of his mouth 

and made up conversations between the pipe smoker and someone else. Oh, it's
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yourself is it? Isn 't it a great day for being out and about?' 'my, yes indeed it 

is...' He tried out a range of expressions - gruff, amused and worried. It was 

most convincing when he looked thoughtful; it was a face he would have been 

happy to go around with for the rest of his life. An old, quiet face, like a minister 

or a doctor.

A sound of running made him look up. Through the window he saw Mary 

Fadgeon run into the yard. Her hair was coming down and she wasn't wearing a 

shawl or a coat. Women only run when there's trouble.

She looked over her shoulder and skidded on the cobbles. Moshi looked too, 

towards the arch of trees through which she had come. No one was following 

her. She ran into the kitchen without knocking. The surprise on his mother's face 

quickly dropped and was replaced with something else, something harder to read. 

Mary grabbed his mother's arm and was shaking it. His mother got her by the 

shoulders and made her sit down. She went into the scullery and got a cup of 

water. By the time she got back to Mary she was rocking back and forth on the 

chair. His mother took hold of her again and this time she was the one to shake 

her. He could hear his mother say her name over and over, as if she was trying to 

get her to wake up. Mary must have said something because his mother got up 

quickly and went to the back door and checked left and right. Mary Fadgeon was 

on her feet, she pulled a package out from under her apron. It was long and 

slender and wrapped in a grubby piece of cloth. She held it in front of her with 

both hands, talking all the time and glancing over her shoulder towards the door. 

His mother took it off her. Mary fled, running back the way she came. His 

mother took the package to the linen press. He couldn't see her for a moment 

because of the open door of the press. When she closed it the package had gone.
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She sat where Mary had sat. Moshi knew from the shape of her shoulders, from 

the way she pulled at the brooch on her dress that she was struggling to breathe.

The grubby cloth was what he suspected, an old handkerchief which was 

wrapped around a narrow grey velvet box. His mother had a similar one in her 

drawer in the bedroom, dark blue with a necklace of black beads he had never 

seen her wear. There was a muffled rattle when he shook it.

The lid had a strong spring to it and when he opened it first it snapped back 

onto his thumb. He tried again and saw another piece of cloth, clean this time. It 

was coarse linen folded over like an envelope on top. It smelt of a kind of 

perfume, but not the lavender or rose water his mother sprinkled on the linen at 

home. It had a dense, smoky smell that made him think of dimly lit rooms and 

the colour red.

Mary Fadgeon had a box she needed to keep hidden. Mary Fadgeon who'd 

turned but you never can tell, Rome digs its claws in deep. Mary Fadgeon who 

hardly ever spoke - what words came tumbling from between her thin lips when 

she pleaded with his mother? Would he have known what they meant? He turned 

back the corners. There were three ordinary things, ordinary but unfamiliar in a 

way he couldn't define. They were simply a picture, a coin and a small bottle.

The man in the picture was Jesus, but a different Jesus to the one in their own 

Bible in the parlour. This Jesus had a prim mouth and sleepy eyes which didn't 

show any sign of concern that he was holding his own heart. He was holding it 

delicately in his long fingers, as if it were a china cup and he was about to take a 

sip from it. The coin was the size of a sixpenny bit, but thinner and lighter than 

proper money. There was an image stamped on it of an old man with a walking
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stick carrying someone as big as himself on his back. He unscrewed the pewter 

top from the bottle and poured a drop of the clear liquid on the back of his hand. 

It smelt of nothing much. He screwed the top back on.

He got down his own box, opened it and took out one of the halves of the 

broken stick, placed it Mary's box, closed both lids and slid them onto the beam.

Peter had to stay, at least for one night. Maybe two or three.

'Your mother wasn't well when I went to see her, and she was worried about 

you getting it too...' Moshi's mother handed Peter a mug of tea with extra sugar 

in it. '...so I said to her, why doesn't he stay with us..?' She looked across at 

Peter and smiled. There was a kind of determination behind her expression as if 

she had told herself that she mustn't forget to do it. Peter simply nodded and 

reached for another piece of cake.

'So your mother said, Are you sure he won't be too much trouble? And I said 

of course not...' She wiped the same spot on the table over and over. Only Moshi 

saw it, the strain in her face. But Peter had no thought for anything except for the 

food he'd eat. He was an orphan calf sucking on her fingers.

They came up on him so suddenly that for days afterwards he was still trying to 

figure out how they had done it, and how he could have been so careless. They 

were nearly at the top of the ladder before he heard anything, and even then his 

first thought had been that Queenie had worked out how to clamber up each 

rung. Bobby appeared, his hands on the platform and then his grinning face. He 

gave him a shaky smile back. He had thought about telling Bobby, so it didn't 

matter that he had found him. Bobby pulled himself up next to Moshi. Then
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another head. Peter. Well, well, well. He looked around, not able to hide the fact 

that he was impressed. Bobby had clambered over to the gable wall and was 

seeing how far he could poke his head out of the window. Moshi pulled him back 

and glowered at him, still in shock at being found. 'That's right,' Peter said, 

settling back comfortably. 'You wouldn't want yer ma knowing about it, would 

you?' He hated the way he called her that, when she was better to him than he 

deserved. Peter picked up the tin and prised the lid off. He examined the button 

for a moment and then aimed it at Queenie sleeping below. Queenie jumped up 

and skittered away to the door. He opened the letters and shuffled the pages, 

putting them back in the wrong envelopes. Bobby copied everything he did. He 

turned over the broken half of the stick, puzzled, not recognising it, then threw it 

out of the window. Moshi began to think that he'd not notice the mirror propped 

against the wall, or the other half hidden under his leg. Peter wriggled back to 

make himself more comfortable and folded his arms.

'Now,' he said, 'tell us what you're doing with yer da's mirror. The one the 

tinkers stole. The one he keeps saying how much he misses and how he'd skin 

the tinker that took it if he ever caught him.'

Bobby picked it up and handed it reverently to Peter.

'I was only making it flash,' he said.

Peter angled it towards the sun. 'Like this?' He twisted it so that the light 

jumped across the yard to the kitchen window. His mother set her sewing on her 

lap and looked around the room.

'No!' He tried to grab it away from him but Peter held it above his head. 

Then Peter picked up the broken one which had been half hidden under Moshi's 

leg and handed them both to Moshi.
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'Show me. Exactly. What you do with these.'

There were too many limbs in the bed and too much giggling. Peter and Bobby 

laughed at the old shirt of his father's Peter was wearing, at the po under the bed, 

at a cow bellowing in the yard. Everything was funny. If one of them fell out of 

the bed and broke his leg they'd laugh at that. He couldn't stand it, so he climbed 

over Bobby (more laughter) and sat at the top of the stairs.

He pulled the curtain around himself and rubbed the pile between his fingers 

the way he used to do when he was small. It was how he imagined Peter's 

stubbly hair would feel if he rubbed it.

They were talking in the kitchen, indistinct at first, and then, as he became 

used to them, sounds shaped into words.

'...what else can I do?' Then there was the soft solid thump of the iron on the 

table. There was something from his father, a question he couldn't make out and 

the rustle of a newspaper.

'She has no-one. Her own people won't have her back, you know that as well 

as I do.'

The paper was put down suddenly and his father's voice was clearer now.

'I don't want him coming over here and accusing me of interfering...'

'...accusing you.' Her voice was no more than a hiss. 'You haven't done

anything.'

'No, but if you do, it'll all be the same to him, can't you see that? Men like 

him don't reason, and they don't stop...'

'If he doesn't stop it'll be the end of her - you mark my words.' A chair was 

pushed back across the flags.
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'She's made her bed. She chose him over her own people.'

'She may have chosen some things, Robert Killen, but she did not choose 

that:

'She's made her bed,' he said again, and a door slammed.

Then the only sounds were the quick double crack of a shirt sleeve being 

pulled straight and thump thump.

He crept back to the bed. Bobby and Peter were plotting something. 

Whispering into each other's ears so that all Moshi could hear was hissing and 

the click of their tongues. Bobby said something and then they giggled and Peter 

said, 'No, wait, I've got a better idea.' And they laughed even harder. There were 

two sharp raps on the ceiling from the kitchen below. They sank down, like 

chicks in a nest, quiet for a moment, but the fizz of the giggling and craic was 

still in the air. Moshi closed his eyes and thought of Mary Fadgeon having to lie 

in her bed, the one that she had made. Then they started it all up again, turned 

into each other, one's hand cupped over the other's ear, and kept from him in that 

bowl were their plans and improvement to plans. The bed rocked with them 

laughing and messing about. Then a chair suddenly scraped back on the kitchen 

flags and there was immediate silence. No more for tonight. Even Peter knew the 

limit.

He jumped awake. Warm breath, a mouth next to his ear. Words were 

enclosed in the cup of the hand, so that it seemed possible that not even Peter 

could hear them.

'We have plans for you and your mirror trick. There might even be some 

money in it if you're a very good boy.' He pulled away, but came back a second
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later. 'Oh... and Bobby says the worst thing about being your twin is that he 

can't pretend he doesn't know you.'

Their mother said they could go to the fair as long as they promised to stay at the 

church end. The church end was suitable for children and women and godly men. 

The further from there, and the closer to McClatchy's bar, on the other side of 

the Diamond, the rougher it got. A tree in the middle of the Diamond was the 

unspoken boundary. Around the tree were a gypsy fortune teller's tent; Mrs 

McClatchy's covered trestle from which she sold fortified cordials; and a roped- 

off area where modest amounts of money were exchanged over the strong man 

contest. On the other side of the tree it grew more unchristian until, round the 

back of McClatchy's there were cock fights and a man with one arm taking bets.

Peter, Bobby and Moshi waited until late in the afternoon, when most of the 

church-end people had left. The men who had been drinking steadily since the 

morning had been taken home, and the one's still working on it were in 

McClatchy's with a stout in their hands. The fortune teller was at the back of the 

bar getting through a jug of porter. Peter ducked into her booth and reappeared a 

few seconds later to pull Bobby in with him. Moshi followed. Inside the tent 

were a small elaborately carved table and two stools at opposite sides. Peter 

unwrapped the mirrors from an old coat and propped the shaving mirror up on 

the table. Then he took two tobacco tins out, one with baking powder and the 

other with soot. He smeared the white powder over Moshi's face, making them 

both sneeze, and then dipped his finger in the soot and drew lines under his eyes 

and down the sides of his cheeks. Finally he threw a shawl over Moshi's head.
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'Set it up,' he said curtly. Moshi did as he was told; angled the mirrors so that 

his monstrous, dragged face swung into view. Peter took the stub of a candle out 

of his pocket, lit it and set it in front of Moshi. His features were even more 

distorted as the flame flared and danced in the draught. Bobby giggled nervously. 

'It's very good,' he said. Moshi sat hunched miserably over the table, which 

added even more to the effect in the mirror.

Peter sent Bobby to keep a look-out for the gypsy coming back from the bar. 

Peter himself stood just inside the tent, holding open the flap.

'Ha'pence! Ha'pence only! Come and see the Freak of Nature! See how God 

punished some poor woman for her sins! Abandoned in a bog! Ha'pence only!'

The first people in were a mother and her young girl, who screamed and 

wailed to be let out, which immediately drew half a dozen more. Peter stood by 

the door and let them in one at a time, not allowing anyone to get too close. 

'Look at the Mirror of Shame! The Face of a Freak!'

After ten minutes there was a lull. Peter shook the tin gleefully under Moshi's 

nose. 'You never know,' he said. 'I might even decide to give you some.'

'We should be going now,' Moshi said miserably. 'If the old woman comes 

back and finds us here, we'll be cursed.'

Bobby suddenly poked his head through the opening in the tent. 'Peter...' he 

hissed'... it's yer da!'

Peter dived so suddenly to the floor Moshi thought he had fainted, but he 

could hear his snuffled moist breathing from under the table. Fadgeon pushed his 

way past Bobby into the tent. He was a shrunken stoat-faced man and an 

oversized coat made him look even smaller. He snapped the flap of the booth 

shut, almost blowing out the candle, and swayed and blinked in the sudden
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gloom. Moshi watched from under the shawl. Slowly the smell of mud and 

crushed grass was replaced with a mixture of drink and piss. Fadgeon flailed an 

arm out to steady himself and Moshi got up, hunched over like an old woman, 

and led him to the chair opposite. He sat down with a grunt and slumped 

forward, knocking the mirror over. Out of the corner of his eye Moshi saw the 

soft black shape of Peter creeping round to his side of the table. Fadgeon 

suddenly sat up, as if he had been pulled upright with a set of strings. 'Whatever 

this is, it'd better be good,' he said, trying to point a forefinger, but waving it in 

Moshi's face instead. Moshi picked up the mirror. It had cracked in several 

places when it fell. He put it into Fadgeon's thick, dirty hands.

'Gaze into the Mirror of Truth,' he said in a faltering, old woman's voice. 

'But...' he clutched at Fadgeon's sleeve. 'Don't look away or it will punish you.'

Clumsily Fadgeon took the mirror and looked into it. 'That's right...' Moshi 

turned the mirror round, making the glass flash. 'Look...look...and the truth will 

look back at you...' Fadgeon grew slack-mouthed, puzzled at the sight of his 

face cut into shards in the broken glass.

Moshi took it back with his shrivelled old crone's hand and bent over it, 

muttering and sighing. Fadgeon watched, still mesmerised by the shadows and 

candlelight scattered by the broken glass.

'I see a thief!' Moshi spoke suddenly and dramatically. Fadgeon leaned 

closer. The smell made Moshi choke. 'A thief who has stolen a box and it must

be returned.'

Fadgeon snorted. 'Tinkers,' he said and spat on the ground. Then he coughed 

violently into a filthy rag. When the coughing had subsided Moshi looked in the 

mirror again. 'No!' he said, as if he had seen something new. 'Not tinkers!
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Someone close to you. Someone who can make things disappear.' Moshi reached 

under the folds of his shawl and leaned towards Fadgeon. 'Someone very close.' 

Moshi could feel Peter stiffen and grow alert under the table. Keeping his hand 

below the table he took the narrow grey box from his pocket and dropped it into 

Fadgeon's. 'But when you go to look for him - poof! - he'll have vanished.'

He could make himself disappear. Up in the loft, tucked away in the roof, as high 

as a bird, he watched his mother move about the house from room to room. He 

saw her inside the squares and rectangles of windows and doors. Her arm 

reaching up to a tall shelf. Then gone. Her back bent over the range. Then gone. 

The hem of her skirt swishing out of the room. Gone.
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I. INTRODUCTION

This Critical Study began with an initial interest in the beginnings of novels 

- why do they begin where they do, what have they in common and what is 

different? Having read a great number of beginnings (I worked my way through 

my own shelves and then, like a feverish addict moved on to the library) I 

noticed some images were cropping up frequently. There was often (perhaps not 

surprisingly) an image of liminality, usually a door or window, the protagonist 

having to make a decision whether or not to cross the threshold; an obscured, 

opaque view of the far distance; framed acts of reading and/or writing; a 

motherless protagonist who, at some point in the first few pages, 'finds their 

tongue', speaking out in a new way.

I was very interested in this connection between the beginning of novels 

and the coming into being of the protagonist, as if they were being born onto 

the page. I selected several titles (Jane Eyre, Great Expectations, The Color Purple 

and A Spell of Winter) and the study seemed to be shaping up to be a 

comparative study of these texts. Whilst it was an interesting exercise it felt as 

if it was going to be just that, an exercise.

In a recent radio interview (Twenty Minutes' broadcast on Radio Three 

19/9/00) the moral philosopher Phillippa Foot recalled how Wittgenstein had 

encouraged one of her fellow students to always ask the simple, even the 

seemingly stupid question. In my dissatisfaction with the direction of the Critical 

Study I asked myself what seemed at the time an altogether too simple a 

question: what is it about beginnings that is so important anyway? This led me



to think how a beginning is a marked point in time, separating 'before' from 

'after'. Often it is recognised retrospectively, the originary moment not standing 

out from other moments, but, whether its significance is bestowed on it at the 

time or later, a beginning is an event. Thinking further, I realised that when we 

read the beginning of a book we are also making our own beginning - the 

beginning of reading - and that narrative event and internal event are bound 

together. It was this thought - that text, character and reader are bound 

together in a shared beginning - that arrested me and I realised this was where I 

wanted to start. Peter Brooks' enthusiasm in his study of narrative which went 

beyond formalism was infectious. I was gripped by the opening lines of Reading 

for the Plot as a description of the experience of making and consuming 

narrative, an experience which is simultaneously common and extraordinary:

Our lives are ceaselessly intertwined with narrative, with the 

stories that we tell and hear told, those we dream or imagine 

or would like to tell, all of which are reworked in that story of 

our own lives that we narrate to ourselves in an episodic, 

sometimes semi-conscious, but virtually uninterrupted 

monologue. (Brooks, 1992, 3)

Jane Eyre stood out as a book concerned, especially in the opening 

chapters, with the matter of reading, writing and subjectivity. Although 

Charlotte Bronte's novel was written over one hundred and fifty years ago, my 

own writing allegiances are squarely within that nineteenth-century tradition. 

What I could see as I read and re-read the opening chapters of Jane Eyre was 

the dynamic of leaving wandering and return: as she leaves Gateshead to 

wander aimlessly in the garden before a 'dreadful' return to the house, her



leaving of herself as a reader, entering the imaginative world of Bewick's 

vignettes; being 'out of herself in her rage with her cousin. Indeed the novel as 

a whole progresses by a series of the leaving of one household to enter (and 

eventually leave) another, interspersed with periods of wandering. 

Characteristic of each entry into a new house is Jane's return to the state of the 

outsider, the alien in the midst of the family, in effect a constant return to her 

earliest condition of orphan.

It struck me that leaving, wandering and return is the dynamic, psychic 

equivalent of the beginning, middle and end form of narrative and it is this 

dynamic, in our human experience, repeated in narrative, that I would like to 

explore. Psychoanalytical literary criticism as an approach which explores the 

connections between internal and narrative dynamics seemed to be a fruitful 

place to begin.



2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Using Frank Kermode's idea of concordant fictions - models of 

the way we understand and make sense of the world which support 

each other (Kermode, 1966, 4-7) - have looked at several theorists from 

different disciplines whose work suggests useful and illuminating 

comparisons - for example Kermode's thoughts on tick-tock as the 

imposition of a human narrative on time resonates with Peter Brooks' 

exploration of Freud's fort-da as an early narrative of loss and desire. I 

look more closely at the concordance between these fictions in the 

'Leaving' section. Whilst none of the texts specifically examine leaving, 

wandering and return, the thoughts and ideas in these related areas have 

fed directly into my own thoughts about these dynamics.

Since Literary Studies was an entirely new area for me, I felt like a newly 

arrived visitor in a foreign country only able to speak a few basic phrases. I was 

fortunate to read Peter Brooks (1992) as my introduction to psychoanalytical 

literary criticism. Especially useful were his explorations of temporality, 

relationships between beginnings, middles and ends, repetitions and 

transformations of the middle, the erotics of advance and delay in plot and the 

work of memory and desire in narrative.

Brooks places the emphasis firmly on the correlation between dynamics 

and structures and away from the tendency in the past to use analysis as an 

attempt to understand the motivations of the author, characters or reader.



...we look to a convergence of psychoanalysis and literary 

criticism because we sense that there ought to be a 

correspondence between literary and psychic dynamics, since 

to an important degree we define and construct our sense of 

self through our fictions, within the constraints of a 

transindividual symbolic order. In the attempt to go beyond 

pure formalism - while never discarding its lessons - 

psychoanalysis promises, and requires, that in addition to 

such usual narratological preoccupations as function, 

sequence, and paradigm, we engage the dynamic of memory 

and the history of desire as they work to shape the recovery 

of meaning within time. (Brooks, 1992, 36)

Brooks takes, by his own acknowledgement, an uncritical view of the 

Freudian model, and is more concerned with exploring its illuminating 

congruence with narrative structures. He sees the dynamics of plot as a 

projection of, an outward continuation of, the energetic psychic model.

Narrative is a way of understanding the world, 'how we pass on what we 

know about how life goes forward' (Brooks, 1992, 9). Within the beginning, 

middle and end structure of narrative we attempt to uncover and impose 

causality on existence. He highlights plot as a 'structuring operation elicited in 

the reader trying to make sense of those meanings that develop only through 

textual and temporal succession' (p. 37).



Brooks looks at desire as both initiatory of narrative, and a force driving it 

forward. Narratives both tell of desire, and make use of it as a dynamic of 

signification.

Narratives portray the motors of desire that drive and 

consume their plots, and they also lay bare the nature of 

narration as a form of human desire: the need to tell as a 

primary human drive that seeks to seduce and to subjugate 

the listener... (Brooks, 1992, 61)

Through the repetitions of the middle, which contribute to its to and fro 

shape, textual energies are bound together, and can be seen in significant 

relation to one another - for example the entering and leaving of a succession 

of households in Jane Eyre.

Brooks examines the end-determined nature of narrative. Fictive ends 

provide us with an experience of meaning and significance bestowed on what 

has gone before, an experience which is denied to us in death. Crime fiction 

provides a good analogy of the relation of ends to beginnings; with the crime 

the initiatory event of narrative, and its solution, the uncovering of its full 

meaning and motivation, standing at the end, ultimately shaping and ordering the 

twists and diversions of the middle.

The sense of a beginning, then, must in some important 

way be determined by the sense of an ending. We might say 

that we are able to read present moments - in literature and, 

by extension, in life - as endowed with narrative meaning 

only because we read them in anticipation of the structuring



power of those endings that will retrospectively give them 

the order and significance of plot. (Brooks, 1992, 94)

Brooks' most valuable (and most taxing) passages are on the dynamics at 

work within narrative and, by extension, the psyche. It is in the dialogic between 

narrative and narratee where a transformation takes place, as between analyst 

and analysand. The text takes on the same symbolic role as the transference in 

analysis, as a place wherein the past is enacted and repeated in a special kind of 

present tense, which, because of its symbolic nature, is reordered and rewritten 

and is eventually able to take its place as properly belonging to the past.

...the transference, like the text as read, becomes the 

peculiar space of a deadly serious play, in which affect, 

repeated from the past, is acted out as if it were present, yet 

eventually in the knowledge that the persons and relations 

involved are surrogates and mummers. (Brooks, 1992, 234-5)

Brooks' analysis of the 'fort-da' (or 'gone-there') game famously described 

by Freud as he watched his grandson play, provides a model of early (if not our 

earliest) narrative, of our attempts to shape and make sense of time. In the 

'Leaving' section I will examine the congruence between this 'gone-there' 

dynamic and our later more sophisticated fictions.

Carolyn Dever (1998) takes a more critical overview of psychoanalytical 

models. She looks beyond Freud, to the work of Melanie Klein, whose 

description of the drama of weaning as central to the infant's subsequent 

success in imaginative ability and dialogic reasoning is particularly useful in 

considering the reading process itself. Klein departed from the conventional



Freudian timeline of normative development in locating the drama of separation 

from the mother at the oral, not the phallic, phase. The father as the 

determining central figure in infant development was replaced by the mother, 

the phallus with the breast. It is productive to look at the Kleinian description of 

the drama of weaning and the process of reading together. There are naturally 

occurring parallels between feeding and reading. They share a common 

vocabulary, such as hungering, devouring, taking in, digesting, rejecting, 

savouring and so on. Both processes involve something which is not of the self 

being taken in to that self where it disappears, its 'work' being invisible.

In Kleinian terms the process of differentiation between the mother and 

the infant (and the success of all future differentiation) centres on feeding - food 

which is offered or withheld by the mother, taken or rejected by the infant. Joan 

Riviere makes this connection between feeding/not feeding and subjectivity:

Without some degree of dissatisfaction with our 

mother's milk and with her nipples or with our bottles, we 

none of us would ever grow up mentally at all. By turning 

away, and also by subdividing our aims and distributing them 

elsewhere, the needs both of hunger and of sexual pleasure 

become detached from the mother. Food for the body and 

for pleasure of eating and drinking is gradually found 

elsewhere, while on turning away from the breast erotic 

pleasure is also rediscovered elsewhere. (Dever, 1998, 53)

A crucial distinction in the oral vs phallic drama is that in Freud's 

castration theory the child itself is the site of potential or actual loss, whereas



Klein/Riviere locate the loss elsewhere, in the mother, in the breast which does 

not satisfy. Dever describes the importance of this development thus:

Because the mother-infant interaction exists as the "first and 

basic" alignment of imagination and reality, the 

epistemological framework Klein produces is paradigmatic 

for future episodes of dialectical reasoning. The young sadist 

is empowered as a creative agent within the drama of his - 

or her - ego-formation; the terms by which the mother is 

constructed and annihilated belong to the child and to the 

child alone. (Dever, 1998, 55)

Dever again:

At the heart of ego-formation, then, is the production and 

destruction of a symbolic object personated by the child as 

"mother". It is, in fact, the construction of rhetoric of 

maternal loss, specifically in terms of metaphor and symbol, 

that constitutes the grammatology of the psychoanalytic 

subject. (Dever, 1998, 56)

There are also illuminating congruencies with the phenomenological 

approach to reading of Wolfgang Iser (1988) especially in the matter of the 

leaving of oneself and Iser's expansion of Georges Poulet's subject/object 

division and response inviting structures.

Iser raises the question of memory and desire in the construction of 

narrative meaning. In the process of creating connections between what has 

been read, the sentence currently being read and the anticipation of what is to



come, a virtual text is created, which does not belong entirely to the author, 

the text or the reader. Through the text, within the reader, another world has 

been made. Through a process of what Iser calls illusion building (in simple 

terms the ability to construct and enter the world of the novel) and the 

accompanying process of 'alien associations' (those interruptions to the illusion 

building process) we can incorporate another world into our own, whilst not 

being completely taken over by it. Thus the reader 'opens himself to the 

unfamiliar world without being imprisoned in it' (Iser, 1988, 221). We must 

always be checking, like a claustrophobic, that the return, the exit, to our own 

world is still there, whilst at the same time being able to be sufficiently self- 

forgetful to be absorbed by the story. Akin to the psychoanalytical infant, the 

reader is firmly implicated in the construction-deconstruction-reconstruction 

drama. The efficacy of a literary text is brought about by the apparent 

evocation and subsequent negation of the familiar' (p. 224).

Frank Kermode (1966) explores the activity of 'making sense of the ways 

we try to make sense of our lives' (p. 3) through the fictive models we create 

about the world and our place in it. His focus is on our 'fictions of the End' (p. 

5), especially apocalyptic narrative as one of the ways in which we grapple with 

the matter of both personal and cosmic ends. There is, he says, 'a need in the 

moment of existence to belong, to be related to a beginning and to an end' (p.

4).

In part we respond to this need by creating fictions of time - we grant 

significance to the 'merely successive' by bounding it between fictive beginnings 

and ends. We find consolation in the beginning, middle and end shape of our 

fictions, as, from our position 'in the middest,' we attempt to make sense of our
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life span and glean meaning from origins and ends which are ordinarily lost to 

us. This need to discover or create causality in a chaotic world, Kermode says, 

transcends cultural and generational differences, and must therefore correspond 

to a deep need rooted in the psyche.

Now presumably it is true, in spite of all possible cultural and 

historical variations, that the paradigm [of fictions of time] 

will correspond, the more fully as one approaches a 

condition of absolute simplicity, to some basic human 'set', 

biological or psychological. Right down at the root, they must 

correspond to a basic human need, they must make sense, 

give comfort. This root may be very primitive; the cultural 

differentiations must begin pretty far down. (Kermode, 1966, 

43-4)

We may learn more, he proposes, about sense-making paradigms from 

experimental psychologists such as Piaget and the theology of St Augustine, than 

from the scientific and philosophical explorations of Kant and Einstein. While he 

does not specifically cite Freud, his investigation into beginning, middle and end 

structure does have strong congruence with Freud's observations on the fort- 

da. In the Analysis section I look at the parallels between Kermode's thoughts 

on 'tick-tock' as the imposition of a simple human organisation on time, and 

gone-there as our earliest, most primitive narrative of the mystery of 

disappearance of the mother.

These fictions of the end are artificial but necessary, says Kermode, since 

we can only perceive duration of time when it is organised - if it is bounded by
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tick-tock, or beginning and end. Beginning and end animate the gap between, 

bestow significance and meaning on it. Merely successive, empty time (chronos) 

is transformed to that which is richer and fuller (ko/ros) (Kermode, 1966, 46). 

Ko/ros is a significant season - a period charged with meaning. This is derived in 

part from the initiatory desire of beginnings and also from its orientation 

toward the end as the point at which full meaning is bestowed upon what has 

preceded it.

The emphasis of the book is on fictions of the end, and in particular the 

apocalyptic paradigms of the New Testament. Kermode points to a dual aspect 

to our reactions to apocalyptic thought which is helpful in advancing our 

understanding of the reading of fictions in general. We respond with both 

scepticism and naivety. In this dual operation our ability to accept the paradigm 

leads us to search for patterns (such as beginning, middle and end). Scepticism 

ensures that we don't do so at the exclusion of reality - 'the fact of things as 

they are.' This is a similar operation to the one described by Poulet in illusion 

building and alien associations in the operation of reading. Similarly in literary 

novels expectations of the end are met, but not in the way we expect - we 

'reach the end by an unexpected and instructive route', which gives a greater 

sense of both reality and the usefulness of the text as being representative of 

some aspect of life. The effect of this is, in part, to add to the back-and-forth 

shape of middles, the sense of ambivalence and uncertainty.

Kermode traces the historical changes of naive apocalyptism (with its 

simplistic elements of 'decadence, empire, transition, heaven on earth') under 

the pressure of philosophical, technological and social changes. Apocalyptic 

thought merges with tragedy, and the fictions of the End of all things become
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the fictions of the end of the individual, of our own deaths. The influence of 

apocalyptism is still to be felt though, an essential element of our sense-making 

processes.

And so, changed by our special pressures, subdued by our 

scepticism, the paradigms of apocalypse continue to lie under 

our ways of making sense of the world. (Kermode, 1966, 28)

Apocalyptic thought has proved itself to be elastic and resilient. The 

twentieth century and the early years of the twenty-first century have been 

marked by an almost continuous sense of living at a turning point in history - 

the World Wars, nuclear arms proliferation, social and political upheaval, 

decadence and the fall of regimes and pandemics which defy medical advances all 

reinforce the notion of catastrophic, global ends. Whilst we may feel ourselves 

to be beyond simplistic end narratives, and regard apocalypse as entirely 

figurative, its shadow is still cast over us and our fictions.

Finally a number of other books were helpful along the way in provoking 

thought around various subjects. These included Adam Phillips' Houdini's Box 

(2001), especially in the idea of the 'more demanding escape' which I examine in 

section 3.3. Josef Pieper's Love and Inspiration: A Study of Plato's Phaedrus (1964) 

has useful chapters on the necessity of the leaving of the self through mania. 

Peter Brooks' Psychoanalysis and Storytelling ( 1994) is a helpful companion to 

Reading for the Plot
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3. ANALYSIS OF JANE EYRE 

3.1 OVERVIEW

Leaving, wandering and return is the organising thread of this study. In the 

first section I look at leaving, first through Jane's banishment by her aunt, and 

then through her self-imposed exile in the window-seat. I consider the fort-da 

game as described by Freud, as our earliest narrative, and its organisation 

around appearance and disappearance of the mother. I consider the description 

by Melanie Klein of the infant, in the drama of weaning, constructing and 

deconstructing the nurturing/withholding mother, a process marking the 

beginning of dialogic reasoning.

In 'Wandering' I look at the narrative of the window seat, at Jane's 

position between an unknowable future and an unchangeable past. I consider 

the vignettes with which she hides herself away and how she makes use of these 

symbolic representations of her losses. Wolfgang Iser's description of the 

reading process has useful parallels with the gone-there dynamic, with its 

dialogic nature, and is illuminating when we consider what we are about when 

we read. I look at the necessity of gaps and indeterminacies in our formulations.

I then go on to compare two openings which had struck me as having 

interesting things to say about this matter of gaps and absences -Jane Eyre and 

Great Expectations. In the light of this I look at two possible openings of my own 

novella The Dark Walk.

In the final section on 'Return' I look at return as a type of remembering. I 

consider the red-room as an attempt (like the window-seat) to remember, but
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a remembering gone wrong. I use a description by Primo Levi of his return to 

two concentration camps after the war as further examples of return as 

recollection.

Finally, I look briefly at Jane's attempts in the red-room to find a proper 

end to her situation, and compare that with the end of the novel, with the 

image of the returning Christ.

3.2 LEAVING

And how do people perform that ceremony of parting, 

Jane? Teach me; I'm not quite up to it. (p. 254)

Jane Eyre begins with a day of loss, a day of what cannot be - There was 

no possibility of taking a walk that day' (p. 13). The book opens with a 

description of a winter's afternoon at Gateshead House. The narrator Jane 

describes the terrible dread she feels on returning from long aimless walks, to 

children to whom she feels inferior and to the scolding of the nurse. The 

household consists of the Reed family - Mrs Reed and her three children, Eliza, 

John and Georgiana, Jane and several servants. (Where, we wonder, is Jane's 

mother, her own siblings?) The family are clustered together around a fire. 

There is every appearance of domestic harmony, except that Jane has been 

banished by the mother from the family group and the room.
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She regretted to be under the necessity of keeping me at a 

distance; but that until she heard from Bessie, [the nurse] and 

could discover by her own observation that I was 

endeavouring in good earnest to acquire a more sociable and 

childlike disposition, a more attractive and sprightly manner, 

- something lighter, franker, more natural as it were - she 

really must exclude me from privileges intended only for 

contented, happy, little children... (p. 13)

and

... until you can speak pleasantly, remain silent, (p. 13)

There are connotations of a fairy tale in these few paragraphs; her 

banishment by a cruel mother-substitute, being commissioned with an 

impossible task (that of changing her nature) and the spell of silence cast over 

her. Our most ancient tales are of banishment - of gods from heaven and 

mortals from Eden. In folk tales (such as 'Sleeping Beauty', 'Babes in the Wood', 

'All-Kinds-Of-Fur') children are banished (often by mother-substitutes), to 

undergo a period of wandering and transformation before an eventual return. 

These narratives allow us to look at some of the matters at stake in loss, 

separation, curiosity and the attendant fear of the catastrophe of being unable 

to find a way back.

In his 1926 essay 'Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety' Freud traces the 

origins of all anxiety to the loss of the mother (loss here used in the broadest 

sense, covering temporary as well as permanent losses.)
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Only a few manifestations of anxiety in children are 

comprehensible to us...when a child is alone, or in the dark, 

or when it finds itself with an unknown person instead of one 

to whom it is used - such as its mother. These three 

instances can be reduced to a single condition - namely, that 

of missing someone who is loved and longed for...the 

earliest anxiety of all - the "primal anxiety" of birth - is 

brought about on the occasion of a separation from the 

mother. (Quoted in Dever, 1998, 40)

How the child goes on to manage this anxiety is described by Freud as he 

watches a child play a game with a cotton reel. The child throws the reel, which 

it holds by a piece of string, over the side of the cot, exclaiming 'fort!' or 'gone!' 

when the reel disappears and, with some pleasure, 'da!' or 'there!' when it is 

hauled back in again.

The gone-there game links the active staging by the child of the 

disappearance and return of a desired object (mother) with language. The great 

achievements which follow from the management of the loss of the mother are 

language and mastery of anxiety, both of which are pleasurable achievements for 

the child, allowing the process to be repeated and developed to include other 

ways of staging disappearance and return.

Language and symbol formation allow the child to repeat the original event 

- 'going over again of a ground already covered...as the detective retraces the 

tracks of the criminal' (Brooks, 1992, 97), but it is repetition with a difference; it 

is the same-but-different operation of metaphor.
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Gone-there, is perhaps our earliest attempt at narrative. We use a 

symbolic object and language to describe and shape the experience of gone- 

there. 'Gone' marks the beginning and 'there' the end, like bookends on either 

side of a lawless and potentially interminable middle. It is the organisation of a 

period of time, time which is set in motion by 'gone' and, sooner or later, 

brought to an end by 'there.' Disappearance and re-appearance is the tick-tock 

of our human clock.

With 'gone' is the birth of desire, an awareness of our need. Carolyn 

Dever (1998) quotes the psychotherapist Joan Riviere's description of the 

infant's reaction to discovering its dependence on the mother.

But what happens if these expectations and wants are not 

fulfilled? In a certain degree the baby becomes aware of his 

own dependence; he discovers that he cannot supply all his 

own wants - and he cries and screams. He becomes 

aggressive. He automatically explodes, as it were, with hate 

and aggressive craving...

Dever continues

... It is significant that the scream the voice, is constituted in 

the moment of abandonment... the moment of absence marks 

t/ie advent of desire... (Dever, 1998, 60 - italics mine)

And the advent of desire transforms the passage of time - what Kermode calls 

'mere chronicity' - so that the blank hyphen between gone and there is no 

longer chronos, but kairos, a significant season.
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I will look more closely at the effect of desire on the wandering /middle in 

the next section. For now I want to consider the nature of gone-there in 

relation to Jane's experience.

Almost daily Jane leaves the house, to walk in the gardens or further afield, 

returning to Gateshead and the Reed family.

...dreadful to me was the coming home in the raw twilight, 

with nipped fingers and toes, and a heart saddened by the 

chidings of Bessie, the nurse, and humbled by the 

consciousness of my physical inferiority to Eliza, John, and 

Georgiana Reed. (p. 13)

It is easy to pass over a sentence like this, with our debased currency of 

the word 'dreadful'. She is filled with dread. It must almost feel preferable to her 

to only ever wander than to face this return. In the terms of gone-there her 

experience has become only gone-gone. She both leaves and returns to 

unbearable, unchangeable loss. What we dread are not the losses of 'gone' or 

the suffocating presence of 'there', we fear rather that either 'gone' or 'there' 

will be interminable. There-there' is equally dreadful. The binding of Bertha 

Rochester to madness and of Mr Rochester to her, neither of which can be 

loosed, constitutes the nightmare of there-there.

We fear unrelieved absence, and constant overwhelming presence, so that 

we must see in 'gone* a 'there' already present (and vice versa). We must see in 

the one the promise of the other, because when we do, we, as well as time, are 

set in motion, we begin to travel across the gap between.
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What does this say about narrative structures and dynamics, especially 

between beginnings and ends? Peter Brooks considers Sartre's La Nausee:

Sartre's protagonist, Roquentin, is reflecting on the meaning 

of "adventure" and the difference between living and 

narrating. When you narrate, you appear to start with a 

beginning. You say, "It was a fine autumn evening in 1922.1 

was a notary's clerk in Marommes." But, says Roquentin: In 

reality you have started at the end. It is there, invisible and 

present, it is what gives these few words their pomp and 

value of a beginning. (Brooks, 1992, 92-3)

In other words the beginning owes its status to the end, the beginning is written 

for the end. I will look again at the relationship between beginnings and ends in 

the last section, but I want to re-examine what the dynamic between 'gone1 and 

'there' might say to us about our other fictions. We both desire and fear 

beginnings - because of the absence which initiates them. And we desire and 

fear ends because the end brings the consummation of desire and therefore the 

end of narrative. This sets in motion the characteristic oscillating movement of 

middles - the back and forth between initiatory desire and its fulfilment, the 

progress and retard of plot -Jane's leaving of and return to numerous houses in 

her search for a true place of belonging.

That time between disappearance and reappearance, between 'gone' and 

'there' is charged with significance. The flat plane of 'mere chronicity' is 

transformed into a landscape made seductive and difficult by loss, desire,
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mystery, and the promise of final reparation. In this landscape we can orientate 

ourselves towards past and future, know our position 'in the middest".

It is the wandering/middle I want to explore in the next section, and what 

we find and lose in the course of our wandering, but before I do I would like to 

look at aspects of leaving in my story The Dark Walk.

In both the critical study and The Dork Walk I have been conscious of the 

daily commonplace journeys we undertake in our lives - leaving home in the 

morning to go to work, returning again in the evening. I describe Mo's routine 

to-ing and fro-ing in the kitchen thus:

The kitchen was as fixed as geography. The walls and 

furniture and floor had sunk into each other, become 

enfolded so that she felt that if she moved one thing 

everything else would groan and shake in protest and crash 

around her. There were paths worn into the floor, ancient 

as sheep tracks on a hill. She went the way Robert's 

mother went.

This is migration on a domestic scale - we are always in the process of leaving 

or returning to the fixed point of home (just as the infant in gone-there is 

always leaving or returning to the mother). Sleep too might be seen as a form of 

leaving the waking world/the day, entering into the sleep/dream world, to 

eventually awake once again.

These patterns, consciously studied here, have been unconsciously woven 

in to The Dark Walk and the wider collection of contemporary short stories.
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Robert travels from the farm to a nearby asylum three times a week to deliver 

milk. Here I describe his thoughts about his three brothers, who have all 

emigrated to Canada, going down the same road, but never coming back.

Four miles. Three miles. Two miles.

If he didn't go to St. Luke's. If he kept going. What 

would that feel like? A sin? An answer? His brothers had 

gone along this road and hadn't come back. He was the one 

who went and returned. Never further than St Luke's. 

Never longer than a morning. It was like the weight of the 

milk churns in the back, shifting and awkward. There was 

no way of arranging it to make it easy to forget that he was 

the one who didn't leave. Couldn't leave.

One mile.

Just before this passage he touches on similar thoughts when he considers 

what the Brethren are preaching in their open air sermons on the Second 

Coming.

They stood in the Diamond and shouted about the 

Rapture while children threw stones at them. 

Two of you will be lying in bed. 

One of you will be taken and the other one left. 

Two of you will be working side by side in the fields. 

One of you will be taken and the other one left.
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It seemed that God wasn't watching absentmindedly 

from the great distance Robert always thought he was. He 

was close in, concentrating, waiting.

The preacher asked them to imagine the joy of being 

gathered up into the bosom of Jesus. But Robert wondered 

only one thing.

What would happen to the one that was left? What 

did God intend for him?

The association of the one who was left with the one who was damned 

highlights the complexity of this dynamic - in leaving one might be fleeing from 

something (the past, the Old World, too many sons on a farm) as well as 

moving towards something (adventure, fortune, the New World). All the main 

characters in the novella have been left by someone. Mo, Robert and Stephen 

are the ones who have stayed behind while others have disappeared. I have 

wanted to explore the other side of adventure, of going forth; and reflect on 

the question that Robert poses: what does God intend for the one who is left 

behind? Often narrative seems to belong to the adventurer. In The Dork Walk I 

wanted to look at the shadow of the adventure story, the tale of those who do 

not escape, but who do survive.
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3.3 WANDERING

A mile off, beyond the fields, lay a road...I had never 

travelled, but often noticed, and wondered where it 

led... (p. 360)

When Jane is forced by her aunt to leave she goes into an adjoining room, 

carefully selects a book... and makes herself disappear. She repeats the 

banishment, not once but twice, with leavings of her own - with a 'double 

retirement'.

A small breakfast-room adjoined the drawing-room: I slipped 

in there. It contained a book-case: I soon possessed myself of 

a volume, taking care that it should be one stored with 

pictures. I mounted into the window- seat: gathering up my 

feet, I sat cross-legged, like a Turk; and, having drawn the red 

moreen curtains nearly close, I was shrined in double 

retirement, (p. 14)

The space that she creates is her attempt to provide herself with a place 

of belonging denied to her at Gateshead. In the confined space she is free to 

wander, to imaginatively explore scenes of loss and mystery. There are three 

views available to her in this confining space. There is the chink in the curtain, 

which allows her to be aware of the happy family 'clustered around their mama' 

- the unchangeable past. On her other side is the opaque far horizon - the 

unknown and unknowable future. Between these two she is gazing at a book, 

looking on scenes which are grim. There are no direct reminders of her losses -
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there are no scenes of little girls draped across parents' graves, but they are 

engravings in the language of loss.

...the rock standing up alone in a sea of billow and spray; to 

the broken boat stranded on a desolate coast; to the cold 

and ghastly moon glancing through bars of cloud at a wreck 

just sinking, (p. 15)

The scenes of ice-locked lands and unexplained terrors are a narrative of her 

experience at Gateshead. She chooses in her self-made exile, to, in the way of 

narrative, go 'over... a ground already covered.'

Adam Phillips (2001) describes Houdini's repetition of his escapes thus:

Houdini enacted and re-enacted - but with a twist - ...a flight 

from something that will be returned to...But what Houdini 

kept returning to... was another and yet more demanding 

escape. (Phillips, 2001, 30)

What is the more demanding escape she is undertaking in the window-seat? She 

takes with her into her enclosed space, her arranged solitude, silent images 

which are perplexing and mysterious. In other words she looks at symbolic 

representations of the silence which surrounds her, the great mysteries of her 

origins and her parents' deaths. In her flight from her losses and what oppresses 

her, she carries a potent symbol of those losses, enclosing herself with them. It 

seems odd to imprison her self even more than she already is, but, like Houdini, 

she creates a confining space from which she escapes, and, like Houdini, the 

escape is one of her own devising. She is looking at her own narrative of loss 

without the demands of her Aunt to change her nature or to be silent in the
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face of it. What she is able to do in the window seat is vital in her ability to 

manage the subsequent leavings and returns in the book, (the leaving, wandering 

and returns from the narratives of each of the households she is a part of). 

Whilst keeping in view the realities of an unknowable future and an 

unchangeable past, she begins to find a language to describe her losses.

Of these death-white realms / formed an idea of my own... 

(p. 14 - italics mine)

To have a mind that is wandering is a small step from a mind that is 

wondering. Curiosity and bewilderment both accompany us on our expeditions 

and explorations. It is impossible to get away from wandering/wondering. It is 

there in the reading process itself, when we enter into the world of the book, 

there in what Barthes calls the narrative's 'dilatory space' (quoted in Brooks, 

1992, 92) and there again in the content of the tales we read. What is so 

important, so frightening about wandering that we must, like jane in the 

window-seat, rehearse and reassure ourselves so often?

The reading process, and its content and structure, address our anxieties, 

allow for a voluntary return to the issues at the heart of subjectivity and our 

management of our losses. I want next to look more closely at reading as a 

form of wandering in the light of some psychoanalytical thinking and the 

phenomenological approach to reading.

Melanie Klein and Joan Riviere in Dever place the drama of separation and 

subjectivity around feeding and weaning - the movement of the infant away 

from its early dependence on the mother for nurture to a developing ability to 

fend for itself, and a concurrent movement of the mother away from the infant
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as she is no longer the sole provider of all the infant's needs. A dialogic of 

satisfaction/dissatisfaction develops from the ambiguous feelings of the infant 

toward the mother who both feeds and withholds. It provides the landscape for 

all subsequent taking in, the child's ability to make and consume, and, most 

importantly, ability to make use of narrative - in short, to form an idea of their 

own. Dissatisfaction and curiosity send the infant away, searching for an 

adequate substitute; the anxiety about separation from the nurturing mother 

brings about an eventual return. How this tension is managed will determine the 

success of the infant's ability to finally separate and seek its psychological, 

physical and erotic satisfactions elsewhere. In the film version of Shadowlands 

(1993; dir. Richard Attenborough), written by the playwright and screenwriter 

Bill Nicholson, one of CS Lewis's students says 'we read to know we are not 

alone.' It could be re-phrased in analytical terms with the addition '...and we 

also read because we know we are alone.' The realisation of maternal absence 

marks the beginning of a primitive imaginative ability as the absent mother is re 

created in the child's mind. Klein goes on to assert that such activities as 

exploration, art and writing are more developed versions of the infant's first 

attempts to re-assemble the lost mother, in a reversal of the biological reality 

that infants are born from mothers.

This matter of gaps and absences inviting a response of the imagination is 

also one of the features of Wolfgang Iser's phenomenological approach to 

reading. After examining this approach I want to think about its implications, not 

only regarding the window-seat (and later the red-room) but also my own 

writing.
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The phenomenological approach to reading complements the analytical 

narrative of subjectivity, concerned as it is with subject-object divisions and the 

taking in of, and being taken into, narrative.

...reading literature gives us the chance to formulate the 

unformulated. (Iser, 1988, 227)

In Kleinian terms it would be to reconstruct the deconstructed mother. 

There is an affinity too in its recognition of the essentially dynamic process 

involved in this formulation. What is formulated by the reader, says Iser, is not 

the text, but the literary work, and it is formulated as much through the gaps 

and indeterminacies of the text as through the body of the text. (This again 

would seem to echo the centrality of maternal absence in ego formation.) As 

Iser (1988, 212-3) states, the gaps, as well as the body of the text, provide 'an 

arena in which author and reader participate in a game of the imagination.'

[Poulet] says that books only take their full existence in the 

reader...there disappears the subject-object division that 

otherwise is a prerequisite for all knowledge and all observation, 

and the removal of this division puts reading in an apparently 

unique position as regards the possible absorption of new 

experiences. (Iser, 1988, 225 - italics mine)

What seems to be being described here is the fulfilment of the primary 

desire to become one, once again, with the lost object, the mother. This may 

explain in part our willingness in the first place to overcome our resistance to 

subjugation and temporarily become lost in another's world. In Poulet's words:
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Whenever I read, I mentally pronounce an I, and yet the I 

which I pronounce is not myself... Such is the characteristic 

condition of every work which I summon back into existence 

by placing consciousness at its disposal. (Iser, 1988, 226)

This ability to forget oneself, to allow the temporary annexation of one's 

consciousness by another is central to reading, and is one of the things which is 

being addressed when we leave, wander and return. Without it we would 

always be clinging to only what we are able to think and intend ourselves.

To go back to the question of the 'more demanding escape* of the 

window-seat, Bewick's vignettes represent a same-but-different world to Jane's. 

There are the similarities of a lonely, bleak terrain. What is different is that 

curiosity is allowed. Here she is free to imagine her own explanation, or to 

simply feel the mysteriousness and unanswerability of it all.

Each picture told a story; mysterious often to my 

undeveloped understanding and imperfect feelings, yet ever 

profoundly interesting... (p. 15)

The 'more demanding escape' lies I think in leaving the world of the 

narrative with 'an idea of my own', successfully managing the anxiety 

surrounding the tension between the other consciousness of the narrative and 

her own. She leaves with more than she entered with, and that has come in part 

from her innate ability as a reader and in part by way of invitation from the 

narrative. The terrain of the narrative provides a place of wandering, in which 

another's consciousness can be realised and our own often expanded, 

sometimes disturbed. In this dialectic we are both lost and found.
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In the last section I want to look at the red-room as the narrative of 

Gateshead and Jane's attempts to manage this narrative-gone-wrong. Firstly I 

want to look at how this consideration of gaps and indeterminacies has helped 

in my thinking about two possible openings for my own work The Dark Walk.

Both Peter Brooks (1992) and Carolyn Dever (1998) have looked at 

Dickens as an author concerned with maternal loss, whether through death or 

separation, and the intricate plottings of life in the light of such losses. Their 

close readings of Great Expectations and Bleak House respectively led me to think 

about Bronte's approach to this aspect of narrative.

On looking closely at the beginning of Jane Eyre I was intrigued by the 

extent to which Bronte seems to underplay the matter of maternal (and 

paternal) loss where Dickens makes so much of it. Indeed, in Villette the deaths 

of Lucy Snowe's parents are even more sketchy and mysterious than are Jane 

Eyre's.

For Dickens, the dead mother seems to be an important, even active, 

presence in the plot, rather than a mere absence. Great Expectations, for 

example, opens with Pip at his parents' grave, reading, and for the first time 

comprehending, the meaning of the headstone. With the dawning of this 

meaning (that his parents are dead and that he is irrevocably separated from 

them) comes another, redemptive, realisation - that he is a separate, functioning 

individual. Bronte, though, is silent on the matter of the sites of either the 

deaths or the graves of Jane's parents'. When the adult Jane Eyre erects a 

gravestone it is to memorialise her friend Helen Burns, not her parents. There 

may be a psychological function in this apparent coolness - as a form of
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protection (for both Bronte and Jane Eyre) against losses, which feel as 

overwhelming as they are intractable, but it also serves a literary purpose, 

which, as a writer, I have found helpful to think through.

In the private reading space which Jane creates in the window seat she 

looks at a series of mysterious vignettes in Bewick's 'History of British Birds'. 

We have represented here in Jane's own reading material something of the 

mystery and inaccessibility of our reading material. We also have to begin to 

form an idea of our own about the melancholic nature of her story and be 

willing to be drawn into a mystery (why is she living in this house? where are 

her parents?) for which we have very little to go on. The writing on the 

headstone, as it were, has been erased, or is worn away.

The question of maternal loss and subjectivity is dealt with head on in the 

opening scene of Greet Expectations. We meet Pip at the point at which he is 

forced to abandon his previous fantasy that he can know his parents through 

the writing on their gravestone, and must realise its true, stark meaning, that 

they are dead and that he is alone and irrevocably separated from them '...the 

small bundle of shivers growing afraid of it all and beginning to cry was Pip.'

Bronte handles the same matter of loss and origins in a much looser way. 

Many opinions are offered in the first few pages about what Jane is (she is a 

dependant, a beggar, a rat, a mad cat, less than a servant). Once in the red- 

room she reveals that Mrs Reed's dead husband is her dead mother's brother, 

and this appears to be all that she knows to date of her own family (at the age 

often), until, after her release from the red-room she overhears the servants
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discuss the circumstances of her parents' marriage and their deaths shortly after 

her birth.

Where Pip too 'formed an idea of his own' in his initial reading of the 

headstone we, as readers, are ahead of him. We know that his initial reading is 

incorrect, and we know the correct reading before he does. However with Jane 

we are as bereft of knowledge as she is. Just as she finds Bewick's narratives 

'mysterious...yet ever profoundly interesting...' we too, because of the 

shadows, the gaps and atmosphere of deprivation and hopelessness which is not 

fully explained, are mystified and curious.

An interesting parallel occurs in the prologue of Michael Ondaatje's Anil's 

Ghost A forensic team is excavating the remains of people who have been 

murdered by government death squads. Victims' families wait near the graves 

for news. If the body turns out to be that of a stranger they leave - The 

possibility of their lost son was everywhere.'

This is the sense which is created in Jane Eyre. The possibility of her lost 

parents is everywhere. We know where Pip's parents are, we know his loss 

before he does. In Jane Eyre the mystery holds our attention, invites speculation 

and is open enough to accommodate us too. We are on an equal footing with 

her. We too must form an idea of our own - an idea of our own losses, in fact. 

In Dickens the sites of loss are very particular - they are the graveyard, the 

deathbed. Bronte's approach is such that we are not so bedazzled by the 

original loss that other losses (whether ours or Jane Eyre's) do not have room 

to be acknowledged.
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It struck me that the differences in the two styles might help me look at 

two possible beginnings of my own novella which I have been uncertain about 

for some time.

It became clear to me early on in the writing of The Dark Walk that one of 

the 'things it was about' was leaving. If you are Irish, whether from the North or 

the South, it is impossible to escape the matter of leaving, and where there is 

leaving there is loss.

Writers do seem to be rather smitten by the seductiveness of openings. 

We do our dance of the seven veils with intriguing titles, epigraphs, dedications, 

chapter titles and prologues, all before we get down to the skin. The Dork Walk 

opens with a short prologue, describing the tricky journey that would have to 

be made in order to get to the farm where the story is set, acknowledging, I 

suppose, our own journey and arrival at this other place, the other world of the 

narrative. Then there are the opening lines of the first section - 'Robert'. 

Originally they were to be -

They were gone.

Even after four years his heart still tumbled to think of it.

Larry, Charlie and Jim.

It used to be Larry and Charlie, Robert and Jim, but the 

names had been rearranged, the way that chairs at a table are 

moved to make an absence less painful.

Larry, Charlie and Jim. 

And Robert.
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This opening is a direct statement of the fact of loss - they were gone - 

and the extent of it - Larry, Charlie and Jim. The question of how they were 

gone - death or emigration - is not answered immediately.

They were gone' pinpoints the originary moment of narrative very 

precisely. What follows is the result of, must be read in the light of, that loss. 

There was much about the ordering that I was pleased with, although it seemed 

difficult to move from such deeply private thoughts (of a character we haven't 

met) to action and dialogue.

I changed the beginning then to a scene where an unopened letter is 

handed to Robert by his mother.

Robert's mother stood in front of him and fumbled for 

something in her apron pocket. She wasn't a woman who 

usually fumbled, so Robert and his father watched. She 

brought a letter out and held it with both hands along the 

long edges, pressing it as if she might be able to squeeze the 

contents out through the sealed envelope.

"This came today...I forgot."

He put out his hand for it - their arms almost formed an arch 

- and waited uncertainly. Was she going to give it to him, or 

had he to take it? He took it from her. She stood on, 

blocking his way to the stairs, to his room, to the other 

letters. He stepped around her and went up and closed his 

door. He sat on the edge of the bed and stroked the creamy 

paper.
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The narrative opens with a letter being held in tension between two 

people. Robert is poised between, on the one hand, a present reality of ties and 

responsibilities and on the other, the possibility of something unread (the 

future) and unknowable (unlike duty and responsibility which are all too well 

known.)

Having had a chance to consider at length the effect of gaps and 

indeterminacies in narrative, I feel that this opening contains more of the 

dynamism which is created in tensions which inevitably have loss at their heart. 

This opening too goes beyond a simply melancholic narrative - the beginning of 

the narrative is not quite as simple as the loss of the brothers. It begins in 

medias res and there are response-inviting gaps - why does his mother hesitate 

to hand the letter over? Will he let her read it later? (and will we, as readers, 

get to read it too?) Who has written it? Was he expecting news of some kind?

The letter, I think, stands for a number of things: the distance that 

separates him from his brothers (and from his mother too), the strangeness of 

their lives from each other, and the fragility of the remaining connection 

between them. But it also says something about the passing on of stories from 

one person to another, from one world (the new) to another (the old), from 

unconscious to conscious. The moment's hesitation separates the beginning and 

end. Were he to open it straight away and read it aloud to his parents (and to 

us) there would be a letter, but there would be no narrative. In the middle, the 

dilatory space, lies the delay, the agony of choice, and the difficulty of letting go. 

There are, in this opening, response-inviting structures, which, like Jane Eyre's 

vignettes, do not pin down the site of loss too precisely or quickly - either for 

the character or the reader.
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As a scene for the production of further narrative it is more richly 

suggestive than the (perhaps) more finely written, more obviously 

heartbreaking, They were gone'. Also, in staying with They were gone', it was 

difficult to move from the poetic (it is laid out like a poem) to the ordinary, but 

we do discover our losses and create our stories in and from the ordinariness 

of life. The narrative would open with the idealised relationship with his absent 

brothers rather than the ordinary 'here and now' relationship with his mother.

On reflection I will probably stick with the second opening because it does 

open the story up straight away - it's 'out there' in the middle of the kitchen, in 

between Robert and his mother, inside that envelope. The first has a very 

intimate feel to it, thoughts that Robert would never express directly to anyone 

and I prefer it for that reason but, as far as the opening paragraphs go, I think it 

is too small a space to start from.

3.4 RETURN

/ feared nothing but interruption, and that came too 

soon. (p. 15)

In the final section I want to look at return in the dynamics of leaving, 

wandering and return; at the return to and of the past; at the red-room as an 

example of what Peter Brooks calls proper and improper ends (Brooks, 103-4).
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Just as there is a narrative of loss in her self-created enclosure in the 

window seat, so there is one in the enforced enclosure of the red-room. Jane is 

borne off after the attack from her cousin John Reed and she is locked in the 

red-room, presumably chosen for her imprisonment to encourage her to 

contemplate, in a place associated with death, the destiny of her eternal soul. It 

is here where her uncle died some nine years before. The room is now unused, 

but kept as it had been at the time of his passing in 'dreary consecration' (p. 21).

The house-maid alone came here on Saturdays, to wipe from 

the mirrors and the furniture a week's quiet dust: and Mrs 

Reed herself, at far intervals, visited it to review the contents 

of a certain secret drawer in the wardrobe, where were 

stored divers parchments, her jewel-casket, and a miniature 

of her deceased husband; and in those last words lies the 

secret of the red-room: the spell which kept it so lonely in 

spite of its grandeur, (p. 21)

The window-seat and the red-room are linked by a number of physical 

similarities; in the window-seat there is the window overlooking the grounds 

and scarlet drapery, drawn nearly closed. The red-room too has curtains of 

'deep-red damask', and a window, but with the blinds permanently drawn and a 

locked door. They are both places of confinement, one chosen by her, the 

other forced upon her.

Both the window seat and the red-room are attempts to remember. The 

remembering of the window-seat is provisional, voluntary and is able to take 

account of the imperfect workings of the mind situated between the
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unchangeable past and the unknowable future. That of the red-room is rigid, 

removed from everyday life, makes the unchangeable past to be the last word 

and the unknowable future something to be only feared.

The room is transgressive, just as Miss Havisham's wedding breakfast 

room is. The past has not been allowed to become the past, indeed it exists in a 

kind of perverted present, a present where her uncle is always having just died 

(just as Miss Havisham's wedding feast is always just about to begin). There is 

the same fury at a catastrophe which has stopped clocks but which the rest of 

the universe has refused to acknowledge by also stopping.

I want to look at two aspects of the red-room in particular. One is the 

image of dust which is cleaned every week by the maid and the other is the 

matter of Jane's fantasy of her uncle speaking from beyond the grave.

Dust is largely the result of sloughed skin cells from our living bodies and 

from the daily activities of life, and is an interesting image because it 

acknowledges both decay and life - the daily, inevitable decay of the living in 

fact. We are, even if microscopically, heading toward death.

In the weekly visit by the maid to clean the room there is the illusion that 

it is somehow necessary to remove dust from a room where there is no life 

(and therefore no decay), and that a deadened room can, by going through the 

motions of the normal rules of cleanliness for the living, be transformed into a 

room where there is life. The drawn blinds and locked door prevent other 

changing perspectives to enter the scene. The shrouded bed is no longer a place 

of sleep, dreaming, lovemaking, and birth, but is a place now only for the 

memorialisation of death.
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Beginning, middle and end; leaving, wandering and return; past, present 

and future are processes which are inherently transformative. Leaving becomes 

wandering, wandering return, and then back to leaving and so on. One of the 

functions of narrative (as well as giving an experience of it) is to describe and 

make sense of these transformations. The attempt at transformation in the red- 

room (that of dead to living, past carried forward to present), fails because the 

deviations and wandering/wondering transformations of the middle are absent. 

Peter Brooks writes:

It is like that arabesque from Tristram Shandy, retraced by Balzac, 

that suggests the arbitrary, transgressive, gratuitous line of narrative, 

its deviance from the straight line, the shortest distance between 

beginning and end - which would be the collapse of one into the 

other, of life into immediate death. (Brooks, 1992, 104)

The red-room stands as a memorial, not to her uncle's life, but to his 

death, and memorialisation raises interesting questions about the relationship 

between past, present and future.

Primo Levi (1987) describes, in the Afterword to If This Is A Man/The 

Truce, his return to two concentration camps some years after the war. The 

central Camp, in Auschwitz, is where Levi was interned. He visited Birkenau but 

was not a prisoner there. Dust is mentioned in the second passage, though it is 

not its presence or absence which is important, but rather what is done with it, 

with this symbol of the passing of time and the presence in life amidst erosion 

and decay.
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I didn't feel much when I visited the central Camp. The Polish 

government has transformed it into a kind of national 

monument. The huts have been cleaned and painted, trees 

have been planted and flowerbeds laid out. There is a 

museum in which pitiful relics are displayed: tons of human 

hair, hundreds of thousands of eyeglasses, combs, shaving 

brushes, dolls, baby shoes, but it remains just a museum - 

something static, rearranged, contrived... (Levi, 1991, 389- 

90)

When he visited Birkenau, however, he was profoundly affected.

I did, however, experience a feeling of violent anguish when I 

entered Birkenau Camp, which I had never seen as a 

prisoner. Here nothing has changed. There was mud, and 

there is still mud, or suffocating summer dust. The blocks of 

huts...have remained as they were, low, dirty, with draughty 

wooden sides and beaten earth floors...here nothing has 

been prettied up. (Levi, 1991, 390)

The first camp has undergone a transformation, but it is a once-and-for-all 

transformation, so that it can never become the past which takes its place as 

past, but has a place in a perverted present. Birkenau is open to, in subjection 

to, passing seasons and erosion by the weather. The 'past-ness' of the camp is 

allowed, while its existence and purpose are not denied. What is disturbing 

about the red-room and the central Camp is that the transformations of the 

wandering middle have not been allowed to act on them, and they could,
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without too much rearrangement, be put to their original, death-orientated use 

again.

Improper ends are ends that have been written before the end has 

arrived. What is so difficult about improper ends is that they hold out 

something which is seductive and bears resemblance to a proper end. The work 

of the hero/heroine is in the unmasking of the improper end's true nature - the 

choice of the right suitor is the choice of the right end (as with Jane's 

recognition of St John Rivers as the wrong marriage partner). What is seductive 

about improper ends is that they usually are an attempt to circumvent some 

difficult aspect of reality - in the red-room it is Mr Reed's dying wish that Jane 

be looked after as if she were one of their own. At the memorial of the central 

Camp it is more difficult to see at first, a memorial in the camps might seem to 

be the right and respectful thing to do. Reading over both passages I was struck 

by the long list of objects in both. In the red-room there is a bed supported on 

massive mahogany pillars, deep red curtains, two large windows, blinds, carpet, 

wardrobe, toilet-table, chairs, mattresses, pillows...and so it goes on. At the 

central camp Levi describes trees, flowerbeds, human hair, eyeglasses, combs, 

shaving brushes, dolls, baby shoes, all in great quantity. One of the things that 

these two narratives are saying is this: that remembering and a static 

arrangement of memorial objects are one and the same thing. At Birkenau, 

empty, open to the elements, the remembering must be in us, in our bodies and 

minds. Levi's anguish is a type of remembering and it is there - within him - that 

the transformations of leaving, wandering and return can take place. Ends are 

carried forward, the clock still ticking, in memory and desire, in our
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'undeveloped understanding and imperfect feelings.' Lev! describes the hazards 

of this kind of remembering.

My need to tell the story was so strong in the Camp that I 

had begun describing my experiences there, on the spot, in 

that German laboratory laden with freezing cold, the war, 

and vigilant eyes; and yet I knew that I would not be able 

under any circumstances to hold on to those haphazardly 

scribbled notes, and that I must throw them away 

immediately because if they were found they would be 

considered an act of espionage and would cost me my life.

Nevertheless, those memories burned so intensely inside me 

that I felt compelled to write as soon as I returned to Italy, 

and within a few months I wrote If This Is a Man. The 

manuscript was turned down by a number of important 

publishers; it was accepted in 1947 by a small publisher who 

printed only 2,500 copies and then folded. So this first book 

of mine fell into oblivion for many years: perhaps also 

because in all of Europe those were difficult times of 

mourning and reconstruction and the public did not want to 

return in memory to the painful years of the war that had 

just ended. (Levi, 1991,381)

Imprisoned in the red-room, Jane fantasises about ways of bringing an end 

to her situation. She briefly contemplates starving herself to death and then 

imagines her uncle coming back from the dead to reproach her aunt for not
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carrying out his dying wish, and to reinstate her as a beloved child. Either she 

must take herself beyond the end (in death), or the solution must come to her 

from there. When a ghostly light moves across the room, and it seems that her 

wish for a visitation from her Uncle might indeed happen, it produces such a 

violent conflict within her that she has a fit. The idea of an end which can be 

'brought in' from beyond the narrative is seductive because of the illusion it 

carries that the lengthy, hazardous and imperfect wanderings are unnecessary in 

bringing the narrative to completion.

Jane Eyre is popularly misremembered as ending with the words 'Reader I 

married him.' It in fact ends with the penultimate sentence of the last book of 

the Bible, 'Even so, Lord Jesus come.'

It is understandable that the last words should be mistaken for the phrase 

that heralds romantic bliss and not unreasonable to imagine that with marriage 

and motherhood and her independent wealth, her wanderings have ceased. The 

desire of the opening chapters to belong and to be beloved has been 

legitimately fulfilled. They are however the first words of the last chapter, and 

the story, it seems, is carried on beyond what might appear to be the natural 

end for a story of this kind. I want to look more closely at this ending, in 

particular at the figure of the returning Christ, imaged in the last chapters of 

Revelation as both the Bridegroom coming to be united with the Bride church, 

and as the judge presiding over the last, great judgement of all.

Our fictions of beginnings and ends include the idea that they bind time, 

enclose and transform it so that life is no longer simply 'one damn thing after

43



another' but is a significant, recognisable season, a kairos imbued with meaning. 

At the end there is both a desire for the final flourish of meaning assigned to 

and transforming what has gone before, and there is also fear of it, that at the 

height of desire for meaning, there is the death of narrative itself.

Fearful of the end though we may be, beginnings and middles are end- 

oriented. As Frank Kermode writes:

[We have a] deep need for intelligible Ends. We project 

ourselves... past the End, so as to see the structure whole, a 

thing we cannot do from our spot of time in the middle. 

(Kermode, 1966,8)

The matter of judgement, the weighing up of a person and her life-story, is 

very much to the fore in Jane Eyre, which is also being presented to us, for our 

appraisal and judgement. The tone set in the opening chapters is that of the 

courtroom, as if the question of what is to be done with Jane Eyre, which so 

vexes everyone at Gateshead and Lowood, is treated as a legal problem, rather 

than a family one.

I want first, though, to examine the fore-runners of the bridegroom-judge 

image which we encounter in the opening chapters, principally in Mrs Reed and 

Mr Brocklehurst at Gateshead and Miss Temple at the orphan school, Lowood.

The atmosphere at Gateshead of constant scrutiny and judgement reaches its 

climax in Jane's encounter with Mr Brocklehurst. She describes him in 

architectural terms, as if he were a pillar and not human at all:

...a black pillar! - such, at least, appeared to me, at first sight, 

the straight, narrow, sable-clad shape standing erect on the
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rug: the grim face at the top was like a carved mask, placed 

above the shaft by way of capital, (p. 40)

His communication with her is conducted almost entirely through questions, 

which are framed in such a way as to discourage independent, thoughtful replies. 

He begins with a question about her moral condition '... and are you a good 

child?' After it is answered negatively by her aunt, his judgement is immediate: 

'No sight so sad as that of a naughty child.' His judgement is further confirmed 

after she says that, although she reads and enjoys a number of books in the 

Bible, she does not like the Psalms: That proves you have a wicked heart, and 

you must pray to God to change it.' This echoes her aunt's demands that she 

change her nature. Although his many questions echo Jane's own curiosity about 

herself - what sort of creature is she, what is her nature - a judgement has 

already been reached. The interview is not part of a process of discovery, but to 

confirm what has already been decided. (She is, in the end, given a pamphlet 

recounting the narrative of the 'awfully sudden death of Martha G-, a naughty 

child addicted to falsehood and deceit.') He is an unmoved and unmoving judge, 

like the stone structure she first imagined him to be. He promises Mrs Reed 

that 'she is to be watched' at Lowood, thus bringing forward into the future the 

scrutiny and suspicion she has had to endure at Gateshead. This overriding 

sense of the judgement of a life is an important clue in the reading of this text in 

particular, and also in understanding narrative as a sense-making operation. As 

Peter Brooks says:

Most viable works of literature tell us something about how 

they are to be read, guide us toward the conditions of their 

interpretation. (Brooks, 1992, xii)
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What is presented to us at the beginning, and what we are returned to at 

the end is this matter of judgement - how is a life to be weighed up? Can the 

wandering middle of a tale be brought to an end? In Jane's many repetitions of 

her story in the opening chapters, her explanations of herself, she has a number 

of listeners - Mrs Reed, Betty the nurse, Mr Brocklehurst, Mr Lloyd the 

apothecary, Miss Temple and Helen Burns. She is required to give an account 

of herself, in one form or another, to each of these, and something is being said 

here about the relation of listener to tale - the account does not just lie in the 

teller's ability to tell, but it also has something to do with the way in which the 

tale is listened to. Jane tells and re-tells her story, in different contexts and with 

different audiences, and we too are an audience to the telling of how she tells 

her story and how it is listened to.

The first scene of judgement, the interview in the library between Mrs 

Reed, Mr Brocklehurst and Jane, threatens the forward progress of narrative, 

with Brocklehurst standing as a substitute for Aunt Reed at Lowood. The 

apparent progress of a new location and opportunities of education are blocked.

I dimly perceived that she was already obliterating hope from 

the new phase of existence which she destined me to enter; I 

felt.. .that she was sowing aversion and unkindness along my 

future path... (p. 42-3)

The judgement upon Jane seeks to reinforce itself - she is a burden and of 

questionable character and her 'sentence' is that she is to be treated as such:

Deceit is...a sad fault in a child...she shall... be watched Mrs 

Reed; I will speak to Miss Temple and the teachers, (p. 43)
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There is a breakdown in the transmission of her story, which threatens to 

create the conditions of further breakdown. She has been branded a liar, and 

those who have responsibility for her are to be told she is a liar, and she is to 

be treated as if it were true. Can there be any escape from this self- 

perpetuating short-circuited narrative? And what are the necessary conditions 

for the successful transmission of a narrative? This is responded to, still within 

the context of the courtroom, but in Miss Temple's room at Lowood.

After a short time at Lowood Mr Brocklehurst repeats the allegations of a 

deceitful character to the entire school, and advises the other pupils to avoid 

her - 'You must be on your guard against her; you must shun her example: if 

necessary, avoid her company...Teachers you must watch her...' (p. 78). Once 

again Jane is left in despair, as it seems that there is no escape from the 

deadening atmosphere of Gateshead. She is found late that day in great distress 

by Miss Temple, the superintendent and teacher at the school. Miss Temple 

invites Jane and her new friend Helen Burns, to her room. Once there, she asks 

Jane to go over the events that Mr Brocklehurst alluded to, and Jane once again 

tells what she knows of her life story to date.

...having reflected a few minutes in order to arrange 

coherently...! told her all the story of my sad 

childhood...Thus restrained and simplified, it sounded more 

credible: I felt as I went on that Miss Temple fully believed 

me. (p. 83)

The transmission of her story is successful at last-Jane herself feeling that she 

is believed as she recounts her tale and Miss Temple demonstrating her
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acceptance of what she hears - 'I know something of Mr Lloyd; I shall write to 

him; if his reply agrees with your statement, you shall be publicly cleared from 

every imputation: to me, Jane, you are clear now.' (p. 83)

There is not only something being said here about the elements required 

in an adequate judgement - the accused should be allowed to speak for 

themselves, evidence gathered, events recounted as accurately as possible - but 

also about the problem of transmission. Implicit in any judgement is the idea 

that there is a judge who must be convinced. The transmission is deemed a 

success, sounded more credible, because of the ordering of events, the 

restrained language, the editing of what is perceived to be extraneous detail. 

Narrative and transmission involve the need to convince the listener/judge of 

the veracity of the case, and that requires not a dramatic re-enactment, but a 

sober composition, a convincing fiction. In the presence of a listening judge she 

has begun to plot her life - the convincing, transmissible life is the plotted one. 

The listener/judge calls out for ordering and editing, suggests that life's narrative 

is transmissible, but transmissible as a credible fiction, as plot rather than re- 

enactment.

She is released from her need to repeat her story by the fact that she has 

convinced her judge - she is released now into the relative freedom of what life 

may offer her. Miss Temple tells her 'We shall think you what you prove 

yourself to be.' The conversation in Miss Temple's room turns to discussions 

between herself and Helen Burns of history, geography and languages - all 

speaking of the 'elsewheres' of other places and times. They conversed of 

things I had never heard of; of nations and times past; of countries far 

away...they spoke of books: how many they had read!' (p. 85)
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In the weeks following her interview with Miss Temple Jane progresses 

upwards through various classes, soon reaching one senior enough for her to 

begin to learn French. 'I learned the first two tenses of the verb Etre...' (p. 87) 

In learning again 'I am... I was...' through the medium of a foreign language, she 

gives birth to herself, positioned and composed in relation to past, present and 

future.

We began with 'gone-there', a primitive narrative of desire and loss, and 

we come at the end to a fiction of the End which is vast in scale. The book of 

Revelation is a rich, complex narrative of the end of all time, the culmination of 

the grand plan, the final out-working of the plot of history. The old order passes 

away and the new is being born. The title of the book suggests unveiling, 

recognition and sight, and yet is often obscure and difficult, fantastic in its plot 

and trajectories, a reflection perhaps of the very great difficulty of speaking of 

ends. At the very end of this account we are however brought back once again 

to a scale and subject matter which feel altogether more human and 

comprehensible. From the vast operatic cast of armies, dragons and angels we 

come finally to two key figures -the Bridegroom and the Judge. Apocalyptic 

fiction is both cosmic and personal in its scope.

...for the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife hath 

made herself ready...Blessed are they which are called unto 

the marriage supper of the Lamb. (Rev 19v7b)

Also

And I saw a great white throne and him that sat on it, from 

whose face the earth and the heaven fled away; and there
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was found no place for them. And I saw the dead, small and 

great, stand before God; and the books were opened: and 

another book was opened, which is the book of life: and the 

dead were judged out of those things which were written in 

the books, according to their works. (Rev 20vs 11-12)

As well as the judgement at the end, heralding and sealing the end, there is 

also the figure of the bridegroom. Of course there has already been a bride and 

groom in this narrative - the final chapter opens with the famous line 'Reader, I 

married him.' The closing paragraph of the novel reproduces Stjohn Rivers' 

final letter to her, words which are themselves reproduced from the book of 

Revelation:

'My Master,' he says, 'has forewarned me. Daily he announces 

more distinctly, - "Surely I come quickly!" and hourly I more 

eagerly respond, - "Amen; even so come, Lord Jesus!'" (p. 

502)

As with the judge, the presence of the bridegroom changes everything - 

there is someone who is calling out (both a warning and a promise) and 

someone who responds. There is a kind of 'can you hear me?' check, with the 

answer 'received, over and out', which is an essential part of the transmission of 

narrative. Narrative not only checks that someone is there listening, but that it 

is someone who is in a certain kind of relationship to the teller of the tale. One 

who is in a relationship of desire, who longs for the consummation of the end, 

and who is willing to wait, though not vacantly, passively, but in expectation, 

with anticipation. The final image of lover calling out to the beloved brings us
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back to where we began, to the gone-there of our earliest narrative and to the 

animating desires and fears which transform the terrain that lies between.

4. CONCLUSION

I began this study with a description of our first narrative (our first leaving 

wandering and return) in the gone-there of the infant's reconstruction of the 

absent mother; and ended with the gone-there (embodied in the last book of 

the Bible, the narrative of the end of all things) of the calling out of the bride- 

church for the bridegroom to come, to satisfy the demands of desire and the 

demands of justice.

Leaving, wandering and return is a dynamic echoed in the beginning, 

middle and end of narrative structure, the themes it describes, and in the way in 

which we take it in, as we leave our own world and enter the other world of 

the book. Leaving, wandering and return are narrative set in motion. Life begins 

when we leave from the fixed point of the mother's body and ends when we 

return to a fixed point in the earth. The long wandering between those two 

points is marked by other leavings and returns to other fixed points. It is a 

pattern we appear to need to repeat many times. The dynamic of leaving, 

wandering and return in narrative acknowledges the physical nature of our lives 

- we move through time in our bodies and in the geography of the world 

around us. Reading echoes the physical nature of this experience - we scan the
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lines back and forth with our eyes, turn pages with our fingers, hold the book in 

our laps, become increasingly aware of how close we are to the end. Gone- 

there, our earliest narrative, our first mystery to solve, is a narrative grounded 

in the body - in the mystery of the disappearance and re-appearance of the 

mother.

We move through our days, our ordinary here-and-now existence, 

through this dynamic, attempting to bind time and rescue it from what 

Kermode calls a 'terrible loveless chronicity' (1966, 54). Chronicity is 

transformed into a 'kairos', a significant season in which we try to understand 

where we are in relation to time, in relation to the loved, and in relation to 

ourselves.

What is recognised in the vignettes of the window-seat is the status of our 

fictions as experimental constructions. In our bewilderment we glimpse from 

time to time something which we recognise as an assent to our experience.

I have looked too at the false narratives of the red-room and the central 

Camp, as attempts at recollection which are seductive in their notion that the 

work of remembering (which is really the work of narrative, of leaving 

wandering and return) can be assigned outside of ourselves or can be brought in 

from beyond the end.

What began for me as a curiosity about beginnings of novels developed 

into an exploration of the structures and dynamics of not only the fictions we 

read but also the other fictions we construct, about past present and future and 

about our own internal dynamics, how we move through the world. I have 

found this Critical Study to be invaluable to me as a reader and writer. To go
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back to the analogy I used in the introduction of the visitor to a foreign country, 

I feel that this exploration has given me a language to describe and make further 

enquiries. Most importantly (and to change the analogy) it has given me a basic 

orientation, like being able to navigate by the stars and not always needing to 

rely on a map. It does feel like resorting to cliche to describe the development 

in my own writing as a journey, but having deconstructed it in this study 

somewhat, I feel I have recovered a fresher, richer, sense of the meaning of that.

I have talked earlier about how I have approached a practical aspect of 

writing in The Dork Walk in the choice of beginnings. There are other ways in 

which my work has changed which are more fundamental and harder to 

describe - but I will try. It became clear (after several years of things seeming 

anything but clear) that the novel I had been working on was turning into a 

collection of short stories - some connected like The Dork Walk, some not. 

Recognising the way in which I work, and the scale I work in, was an enormous 

relief. I felt that I was finally finding my level, my voice. Running alongside this 

was the other realisation that I didn't need to know the end from the beginning 

- that I could start a piece of work with no idea at all of where it was going. 

Having looked so closely at the necessity of being able to lose oneself I have 

been able increasingly to work without that worrying voice which says 'If you 

don't know what you're writing about it must be wrong.' Allowing myself to be 

lost and bewildered has probably been one of the most helpful writing 

experiences I have had.
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