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Since my father’s death I’ve tried not to think about Veronica. 
Then I hear her name, called out in the street or on the radio, or 
I think I catch sight of her face amongst the rush hour crowds. 
This time my mother’s phone call unsettled me.  

My mother, Eva, phones once a week, always on a 
Friday around six o clock. She tells me about her visits to the 
theatre, her dinners with old friends, but never asks me 
anything. I prefer it this way. 

Last night she told me about a coat she thought she 
might buy, red wool, beautifully cut, rather more expensive 
than she’d intended. 

‘Do you think I ought, Charlotte? Don’t you think red 
might be a bit loud?’ She didn’t wait for me to say I was sure it 
would be lovely. ‘Oh and by the way, I forgot to tell you. I saw 
Veronica last week. I was coming out of the dentist. She was on 
the street corner. Veronica Northwood.’ 

For a moment I could make no sense of the words. 
Apart from once, my mother has refused to discuss Veronica 
since my father’s death.  

‘I couldn’t forget that face even after all these years. 
She looked as if she wanted to speak. I ignored her of course, 
pretended I hadn’t seen. She’s become very gaunt – off-putting. 
Charlotte, are you still there?’ 

‘Yes. The coat sounds nice Mum. You should treat 
yourself.’  



 
 

 

I walked to the window with the phone. In the twilight 
rain fell. A few yellow leaves, bright in the gloom, still clung to 
the lime trees. The Italian café across the street had just closed 
and a woman walked by dragging a dog on a lead. After a while 
my mother and I said goodbye for another week and I put the 
phone down. 

I woke early this morning. In the white dawn a solitary 
bird sang, and far beneath me I felt the rumble of the first 
Piccadilly Line train. A truck arrived to unload in the street 
below, and I lay listening to the men shouting and the rattle of 
the warehouse doors unfurling.  

In the room’s half-light I saw Veronica standing by the 
open window with her back to me. She was wearing a long red 
coat. Slowly she turned round. The coat was unbuttoned and 
she wore no other clothes. I saw the shape of her breasts and 
long muscular thighs, her flesh grey like mist. I tried to call her 
name but I couldn’t open my mouth.  

Now, hours later, I put on my dressing gown and sit on 
the walkway outside my door in the late October sun. I should 
get dressed, go and buy the paper, but I don’t move.  

My flat, five floors up, is one of a block built in the 
1930s – the narrow gardens in the courtyard below me hemmed 
in on all sides. I lean over the balustrade and look down into the 
gardens, where in winter the sunlight never reaches. Sometimes 
two little girls play there. They can’t escape onto the street or 
play on the wasteland as we did.  

I pull the dead heads from my tub of late flowering 
geraniums and watch them fall. They land beside a child’s 
plastic pram abandoned on the lawn. A plane crosses low in the 
pale sky.  

I see Veronica running through the long grass towards 
the pavilion, leaping and shouting for me to catch up with her, 
Veronica feeding the swans by the river after school, the winter 
sun setting behind the black cedars in the groves. Veronica – 



 
 

 

that last evening – standing alone on the hillside with her 
plastic carrier bag of possessions. I was sad and scared when I 
said good-bye to her, but I had no idea I would never see her 
again. She was thirteen. 

Nothing of that time exists now – no wasteland, no 
Annie or Beverly or Phyllis. I rest my head on my arms and 
close my eyes. In my mind I follow the path through the scrub 
of bramble and nettle, along the stream and over the hill to the 
overgrown playing field, to our pavilion on the edge of the 
wilderness – our home.  

But though I see Veronica everywhere, I cannot find 
her.  

 

  
 

The last time I saw my father, six years ago, I recognised him 
by his feet as he descended the stairs into the Soho Italian 
restaurant where we met on his trips to London – that particular 
crease in his brown leather shoes, his trousers just clear of the 
laces because he was tall man, long in the leg – his deliberate 
tread, taking care not to stumble. Then the full height of him, 
his eyes searching the tables, lighting up as he strode towards 
me.  
 ‘Dad, you’re soaking. It’s like kissing a wet dog. 
Where’s your umbrella?’ 
 ‘I asked myself that,’ he replied, smiling down at me. ‘I 
believe I left it at the hotel. Silly of me.’ He wiped the rain 
from his face. ‘Still, it feels good to walk.’ 
 The waiter hurried forward to take his coat. My father 
had a self-effacing manner and a need to make others 
comfortable. At fifty-eight he was completely unaware of being 
privileged by his good looks and a certain diffident charm. 
 ‘What do you think of my shirt?’ he asked me.  

‘It’s very gaudy. A bit 1970s.’ 



 
 

 

‘Your mother says it’s hideous. I’m not to wear it at 
home.’ 

‘I like it Dad.’ It was orange, brown and gold with a 
swirling pattern. ‘It’s cheerful anyway.’ 

‘That’s what I thought when I bought it. But what do I 
know about these things? Nothing, apparently, Eva tells me.’ 
He looked at me and pulled a face, elbows on the table, his chin 
in his hands, his eyes the same pale green-grey as my own. 
‘How are you darling?’ 

I told him my news, of my work in hospital, my friends. 
At that time I was caring for women with post-natal psychiatric 
illness. My father didn’t like talking about his work. He was a 
solicitor, dealing mostly with divorce settlements and it 
depressed him, especially because of the children, he said. He 
preferred to talk about the garden – he’d just built a raised pond 
– and the memoir he was endlessly writing about his 
grandfather. We drank red wine and ate pasta, and then he told 
me about a piano recital early that evening. 

‘It’s a charity thing for the Heart Foundation. I should 
go. It would be lovely if you wanted to come. I know it’s not 
really your thing,’ he said with his apologetic smile. 

I had nothing else on that evening. 
‘If you can face accompanying me dressed like this,’ he 

added. ‘Oh dear, I should have thought ahead. It’ll probably be 
rather a posh do.’   

The taxi stopped outside a private house somewhere in 
West London. Through a stone portico we entered a hall, and 
beyond a spacious, high-ceilinged drawing room with panelled 
frescoes of lilies between long windows.  

Sitting beside my father I watched the deepening orange 
grey of the city sky through the window, and the black fingers 
of an evergreen tree flattened by the wind. The music drifted 
through my thoughts. For a moment I slept sitting upright in 
my chair. Then I came to and glanced at my father, ready to 



 
 

 

smile if he’d noticed my lapse of attention. And I looked again. 
His eyes were closed; his mouth and throat worked tightening 
to hold back tears. For all the many times I’d caught sadness in 
his face when he thought himself unobserved, I’d never seen 
my father cry, and now instead of putting my hand on his arm 
to comfort him, I felt embarrassed by his uninhibited display of 
sorrow. Was it just the music? If so, he’d become absurdly 
sentimental with age. 

He tried to make light conversation later. What had I 
thought of the pianist, what about her gown, a deep blue velvet 
affair, would Eva have approved? Would I like a drink before 
heading back?  

We didn’t go for a drink. We walked in silence. The 
cars sloshed rainwater from the gutters. He scanned the traffic 
in search of the taxi for me. He wanted to walk again, he said, 
to stretch his legs after sitting so long – he didn’t want to take a 
taxi, but insisted I should and he would pay for it. We reached 
the main road. The sound of a police siren ripped through the 
rumble of slow-moving traffic. I covered my ears as it 
screamed by. 

‘You were talking about those poor women earlier,’ my 
father said, stopping abruptly in the street. ‘The women you 
work with. It made me think about Veronica Northwood and 
her mother, Annie.’ His eyes searched my face. ‘Do you 
remember?’ 

‘Of course I remember.’  
I looked down at the pavement. He took my arm but I 

couldn’t look at him. The siren died away.  
‘I need to tell you something Lottie. We never talked 

when we should have done.’ 
I took a step backwards so he had to let go of me. 
‘No,’ I said. ‘Not now you’re about to go off. Let’s 

leave it until we have longer.’  



 
 

 

‘Something changed but we never talked. It was my 
fault. I thought it was the best way at the time.’ 

‘No Dad.’  
I must have sounded aggressive. I looked up then and 

saw the resolve die from his eyes, and a look of resignation. 
Then I spotted a free cab and hailed it. He opened the 

door, hugged me and put a ten-pound note in my hand - far too 
much money, but he insisted. 

I left him standing on the kerb. He smiled, his damp 
hair plastered to his face. He raised his hand to wave, then blew 
a kiss. He looked so alone. I’ll never see him again I thought, 
and in a moment of anguish I leaned forward to ask the driver 
to stop. Then I dismissed such nonsense. My father was fifty-
eight and in fine health. We drove away.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 
1974 The North 
Spring 
Veronica Northwood turned into Salisbury St wheeling her 
mother Annie’s tartan shopping trolley behind her. She hated it. 
It made her feel like an old woman, but it was the only way to 
get all the shopping they needed in one trip. She let herself into 
the house. Annie, her mother, had been asleep, and her father 
out at work when she left for town. Now the sound of running 
water meant Annie had got up at last to run a bath. That might 
be a good thing.  

She pushed the trolley along the hall into the back room 
and stopped in the doorway. The curtains were almost drawn. A 
rod of sunlight shone through the gap catching the edge of her 
father’s saltwater aquarium and the goldfish tank next to it. 
Fish swam through the brilliance. She saw that a chunk of 
plaster had fallen from the ceiling in the corner and landed in 
the sea tank, cushioned by the cluster of sea anemones. Water 
with fragments of seaweed had sloshed all over the table. More 
water dripped from the ceiling. Above her the plaster bulged as 
if it would fall any minute.  

‘Mum!’ She bounded upstairs to find the bathroom floor 
awash. The cold tap was turned on full, the basin plugged and 
the overflow stuffed with a flannel. ‘Oh God.’  She turned off 
the tap, pulled the plug and dragged sheets from the airing 
cupboard to soak up the flood. Annie’s nightdress and tattered 
grey-white bra lay in a pool of water. ‘Mum!’  

A pigeon flew against the windowpane with a thud. 
Startled she cried out and went to the window. The pigeon was 
nowhere on the ground or in the air. She saw the chimneys of 
the steel factory against the blue sky and the jagged line of 
broken glass along the wall of the Greyhound pub.  



 
 

 

In her parents’ room the bed was unmade and a red 
scarf had been tied round the dressing-table mirror. Veronica 
ran downstairs again, manoeuvred the table away from the back 
door where it had been pushed some time during the night. 
Outside, the midday light had the brittleness and clarity of 
glass; the sky enamel blue, the hawthorn leaves like emerald 
spikes. 

Last time she’d found Annie crouched between the 
rusted gardening tools in a shed at the end of the allotments. 
She went in that direction again, out of the yard, down the lane 
and through the gap in the privet hedge. 
 She ran between the vegetable plots of the empty 
allotment to a seat hidden between the fruit canes and bushes 
by the boundary wall. The jackdaws circled in a cackling cloud 
round the factory chimneys and swooped towards the sycamore 
trees at the edge of the land. She didn’t like it when they flew 
like this, round and round. The noise made her angry. If she 
ever had an allotment she’d build a huge scarecrow to keep 
them away. 
 ‘Fuck you Dee.’ She shouldn’t say this word. Annie 
didn’t like it. ‘Fuck you, for fucking off and leaving me to 
fucking manage.’ She’d scream it to the world. Nobody could 
stop her. Her sister, Dee had been gone two months now, 
leaving her alone to cope. 

Her chest might burst open with pain of running but she 
had to find her mother. 
She galloped along the paths between the plots, over the rows 
of vegetables, scuffing the cabbage plants, and trampling the 
earth.  

‘Veronica!’ 
 She stopped and turned to see a neighbour from two 
doors along waving at her. 
 ‘What?’ 



 
 

 

 ‘You watch where yer treading. Trampling my 
seedlings like a hooligan!’ 
 ‘I’m looking for Mum,’ she shouted. ‘Have you seen 
her anywhere?’ 

The neighbour gave her a strange look. She wasn’t after 
all going to be angry that she’d trampled on the vegetables.  

‘Haven’t seen her, love. I’ll keep an eye out.’ 
Veronica slowed down and walked back up to the street. 

She would try The Wild next, but as she passed the door of 
Allen’s Stores she saw Phyllis Moriarty from up the street 
coming out of the shop. She looked away, but Phyllis called 
out. 

‘Hey, Veronica, I’ve just seen your mother.’ Phyllis 
crossed the road, her ferrety, raw-boned face poked forwards. 
‘She’s in a bit of a sorry state.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 
‘Well I don’t like to interfere, but I’d say she needs to 

see a doctor. Pronto.’ 
‘Where did she go?’ Veronica looked at the pavement 

to avoid Phyllis’ inquisitive eyes. 
‘She was at the top of the lane. If you want any help you 

know where I am.’ 
‘We’re fine. Thanks.’  
Phyllis patted Veronica’s arm. 
‘You take care of yourself now too.’ 
 

  
 

In a house on the corner of Clarence Park, half a mile from 
Salisbury St and separated by a stretch of wasteland rising to a 
hill, Charlotte, the only child of Michael and Eva Hall, paused 
outside the slightly open door of her parents’ bedroom. They 
were talking about her. 



 
 

 

‘I don’t understand it,’ she heard Eva say. ‘We’re two 
good-looking people. How can we have bred such a plain 
child?’ 

‘Why do you keep going on about this?’ Michael 
answered. 

‘It’s interesting. It’s curious.’ 
‘And I hate that word breed. It’s not as if we’re farm 

animals.’ 
‘She’s not even remotely pretty.’ There was a moment’s 

pause as a wardrobe door clicked shut. ‘It’s very perverse. 
You’d think she’d possess some redeeming features.’ 

‘For God’s sake Eva, can’t you shut up?’ Michael raised 
his voice. ‘For all you know she might be listening.’ 

Charlotte backed down the stairs shielding her face with 
her arm as she passed the mirror in the hall. She would be as 
dismayed as Eva by what she saw, but she must try not to care. 
After all Jane Eyre was a plain child. 

In the yellow room the sun caught the edge of a cut 
glass vase casting a rainbow onto the wall. Charlotte made her 
fingers form a circle with the rainbow inside then closed her 
fist so it fell over her skin. She concentrated on the colours, red 
for anger, indigo for bruising. Upstairs her parents’ talking 
sounded like a rough, unsettling music. The burring vibration 
of Michael’s voice a double bass, interrupted by the strident 
brass of Eva. Their bedroom door opened. 

‘Sometimes I think you’re the coldest woman I’ve ever 
known.’  
 ‘At least I’m real. I see the world as it is, not some 
romantic version of it,’ Eva shouted after him as he left the 
room.  

 
They sat down to lunch, Eva and Michael at opposite ends of 
the table, Charlotte between them. They had mushroom quiche 



 
 

 

and a tomato and lettuce salad. Michael opened a bottle of 
Liebfraumilche. Charlotte drank Cherryade.  

Nobody spoke. They looked at their plates and ate. 
Charlotte peered sidelong at Michael. His right eyelid twitched. 
With the edge of his knife he nudged the quiche around his 
plate with intimate attention. Eva divided her food neatly into 
tiny pieces and snapped them off the fork with the energy of a 
snake striking.  
 ‘Do you have to chew like that?’ Eva said to her 
husband. ‘You’re like a cow with cud.’  

‘I like cows,’ Charlotte said. ‘Anyway Dad wouldn’t be 
a cow, he’d be a bull chewing the cud.’ 
 Michael reached for the wine and filled his glass. He 
didn’t refill Eva’s. 
 ‘Don’t you think you’ve drunk enough?’ 
 ‘I don’t ask for you to monitor me.’ 
 ‘I only want to remind you…’ 
 ‘You’re not my keeper, Eva.’ 
 He placed his knife and fork together on the side of his 
plate with precision, and exhaled slowly. 

Charlotte swung her feet under the table until her heels 
bashed into the legs of the chair.  

‘Stop that Charlotte,’ Eva said. 
She bashed harder, just once more.  
‘What on earth’s the matter with you?’  
Charlotte could hear music on the radio in the kitchen, 

marching along so cheerily, indifferent to how miserable their 
lunchtime was. 

‘La la la,’ she sang. She looked at her mother, giggled, 
then squeezed her legs together and held her breath.  
 ‘Phew.’ She exhaled, and gasped. ‘Can we have ice-
cream for pudding? Which flavour ice-cream do you like best 
Dad?’ 



 
 

 

 ‘I don’t think there’s any left,’ Michael answered. He 
looked at Charlotte for the first time since the meal started. The 
anger in his eyes melted to tenderness. ‘Today I like strawberry 
best. If there is any.’ 
 ‘I do too. I’ll go and look. I think I know where there’s 
some hiding at the bottom of the freezer.’  

Charlotte slipped from her chair and out to the kitchen. 
She sang as she went and then stopped to listen from the 
kitchen door.  

‘You’ve only got to look at her to see. She heard 
everything you said.’  

‘Don’t be ridiculous. She was downstairs reading. She 
hasn’t got super-human hearing.’ 

Charlotte knew she mustn’t listen for longer. She went 
into the kitchen and stood poised by the open freezer, until the 
cold burned her hands, then she took out the strawberry ice-
cream and filled two bowls. Eva, on a calorie-controlled diet, 
wouldn’t eat ice-cream. 
 ‘Can’t you use your imagination?’ she heard Michael 
say as she carried the bowls back to the dining room. 
 ‘You spoil her.’ 
 ‘She’s twelve years old. You act as if she’s done 
something wrong. She hasn’t.’ 
 ‘And I have! Everybody else gets the sweetness – oh 
yes, such a kind man, so charming. You’re so self-righteous 
Michael. You should hear yourself.’ 
 ‘I only want a peaceful happy family.’  

‘I only want a husband who doesn’t pick fights with 
me.’ 

‘Eva – for God’s sake!’  
Michael smiled at Charlotte as she came back into the 

room.  
‘You were right,’ he said. ‘There was enough left! 

Thank you darling.’ 



 
 

 

Charlotte looked down at the swirl of strawberry pink 
ice-cream in her bowl. Then she looked at her pretty mother. 
Eva sipped from her glass and stared into space. She was lovely 
with her red-gold hair and creamy skin. Charlotte supposed she 
must have a few recessive genes and that’s why she looked 
nothing like her parents. Or maybe she was an ugly mutation. 
She knew about breeding and genes with peas and rats at 
school.  

Michael stacked the plates and pushed them to the 
middle of the table. He went over to the piano, lifted the lid of 
the piano stool, and took out a pile of music. Eva picked up the 
plates and left the room. 
 Michael played Scarlatti. The music tripped and danced 
along as if nothing mattered. Charlotte pulled up a chair and sat 
beside him. 
 As Michael played she watched and turned the pages. 
Then he stopped and sighed. She knelt up on the chair and put 
her arms round him. 
 ‘It’s okay Dad.’ 
 He said nothing. She could feel his heart beat. She 
listened to the rhythm of it, nestled into the warm male smell of 
his neck where the buttons of his shirt were undone. He gazed 
at the wall. Sometimes everyone in the house seemed lonely.  

‘It’s no good.’ He spoke quietly, as if he’d forgotten 
Charlotte. 

She pulled away from him and froze.  
‘What’s no good?’ She stared down at the black and 

white keys. 
He turned to her. 
‘I’m sorry, Lottie. I was talking to myself.’ He brushed 

the hair from her face. ‘You’re my girl. My perfect girl! Shall 
we go out later? We could go to the river, on a boat if you like.’ 

‘With Mum?’ 
‘If she wants to.’ 



 
 

 

She nodded. He cupped her face in his hands and kissed 
the tip of her nose. 

‘I’d better go and help wash up,’ he said. 
‘And make friends with her?’ 
 ‘Perhaps. I hope so.’ 
Charlotte waited a moment then followed him into the 

kitchen. 
‘Nothing is wrong, I told you,’ Eva was saying. ‘It was 

you who was in a foul mood.’  
 ‘Only because you were so insensitive.’ 
 ‘Oh don’t start on again. It was trivial. I was making 
conversation. There’s no harm done. End of topic.’  

She washed the pots, her voice bright and brittle as she 
rinsed each plate with swift precision. ‘I’ve just got a terrible 
headache all of a sudden. Must be the wine.’ 
 ‘Then let me do that,’ Michael said.  
 ‘It’s fine. I’m nearly done. I’ll lie down for a while. You 
go off to the river with Charlotte. Cheer her up.’ 

Charlotte slipped away, unnoticed, through the back 
door, past the tubs of yellow tulips, to her secret place in the 
garden – a hollowed out stone amongst the flowering currant 
bushes. She plunged her face between the leaves, sniffing their 
scent. Probably her parents would carry on bickering in the 
kitchen as usual. Sometimes it seemed to her like waves 
crashing on a beach – the build up of rage until the wave broke, 
then calm as the water sucked quietly down the sand. 
Afterwards they were friends for a while. 

When Charlotte was little she used to try to stop them 
fighting. In those days Eva shouted and beat Michael, and tried 
to scratch his face. He would hold her hands still until her 
strength gave out. Now Eva was cold and organised. She liked 
things to be under control. She looked after them well. 
Charlotte knew her parents would never leave each other. They 
were proper people and they had a lot of money and a lovely 



 
 

 

house. They loved each other in a strange way. When she grew 
up she would love differently. 

She left enough time for the quarrel to have passed, 
before she went indoors again. She listened outside the 
bedroom door. Silence. She opened it a crack and peered round 
to see Eva huddled under the blankets like a sick child. A day 
moth battered softly against the velvet curtains. 
 ‘Mum.’ 
 She seemed to be asleep. Her eyelids flickered as if she 
dreamed. Charlotte sighed loudly.  

‘Mum, we’re going to the river, Dad said. Are you 
coming?’ 

‘I need to sleep,’ Eva murmured. ‘I’ve got a dreadful 
headache.’ 

‘Well we’ll just have to go without you.’ She shouldn’t 
feel so glad but she couldn’t help it. ‘Where’s Dad?’ 

‘I’ve no idea.’ 
She stood on the stairs and called her father. Nobody 

answered. He often walked after a quarrel because it made him 
feel better, but if they didn’t go soon it would be too late for a 
boat trip. In the kitchen she poured herself a glass of orange 
juice, gulped it down, and set off to look for him. 

He was nowhere in the garden so she crossed the road 
and stood at the top of the lane leading to the wasteland, gazing 
down the tunnel of white hawthorn to the blue sky beyond. He 
could have gone that way for a walk.  

The lane ran downhill to the stream and then onward 
through a dense thicket of willow saplings over the hill to the 
disused playing field. She trampled her way through the 
undergrowth until she reached the wooden plank that bridged 
the water.  

She forgot her father. She wanted to see if she could 
cross the stream without slipping and then climb the steep 
embankment to the railway. She wobbled along the plank and 



 
 

 

then jumped off the other side grasping at clumps of grass to 
stop slithering down the bank. When she reached the top, 
breathless and triumphant, her legs were scratched and nettled 
so she searched for dock leaves and rubbed until her skin 
turned green. Then she gazed into the distance where the 
railway curved away towards the city.  

Only yards away a woman stood motionless with her 
back to Charlotte, so close to the rail that if a train came she’d 
be hit and dragged under the wheels. Charlotte began running 
awkwardly over the rough ground towards her, and the woman, 
startled, turned round.  

‘You’re not allowed on the railway,’ Charlotte shouted. 
The woman looked down at the ground, she held her 

arms around her waist hugging her elbows close to her sides. 
Charlotte looked up and down. There was a train signalled for 
the opposite line.  

‘It’s dangerous. The trains come very fast. They suck 
you in.’  

The woman was so still it was eerie.  
Then everything else stopped moving too. Charlotte 

froze between plates of blue sky and metal track. There was a 
rush of air. She thought she heard voices singing. Then 
everything blanked.  

The woman’s cold hand grabbed Charlotte. She dragged 
her to the margin of long grass and down the embankment. 
They stumbled into a hollow and fell as the train sped by. 
Stillness again. The woman lay beside her, gripping her 
shoulders so hard that it hurt. She loosened her hold. 

‘You must never do that ever again,’ she said, staring 
into Charlotte’s eyes. 

Charlotte trembled.  
‘What?’ she said. ‘What did I do?’ 
The woman looked at her a moment longer, and then 

hugged her so hard that Charlotte, crushed against her chest, 



 
 

 

could feel the bone of her ribs and the chill of a wet dress. The 
woman shuddered as if crying. Then abruptly she let Charlotte 
go and sat up. Blood smeared the blades of grass.  

‘You haven’t any shoes on, or socks,’ Charlotte 
whispered. ‘Your feet are bleeding.’ 

But the woman just looked at Charlotte.  
‘You must go home. You shouldn’t stay here,’ she said. 

‘It’s not a place for children. Children were murdered on 
Saddleworth Moor.’  

‘But that’s not here,’ Charlotte whispered, her mouth 
dry. 

She put out her hand, and pulled Charlotte up. She 
seemed to move easily down the embankment as if she didn’t 
feel the rawness of her feet. Charlotte followed. 

They reached the stream and the woman crossed it first, 
holding out her hand to help Charlotte balance along the plank. 

‘Go back home now,’ she said. Burrs clung to her 
brown dress. Her hair hung in damp tangled clumps. 

‘Will you go home too?’ Charlotte asked her. 
It seemed she hadn’t heard her. She looked down at the 

murky stream and Charlotte looked too. A rusting oilcan, 
caught between the bank and a stepping-stone, dragged at the 
water.  

‘Yes. I’ll go home now,’ the woman said, at last. She 
walked away through the long grass. 

Charlotte turned from watching her to see Michael 
pushing towards her through the wands of willow sapling. 

‘Dad!’ She stood beside the stream waving. ‘I went to 
look for you,’ she shouted to him before he reached her.  

He said nothing. He took hold of her arm and pulled her 
back up towards the crescent without stopping to push aside the 
nettles that stung her bare legs.  

‘I couldn’t find you,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d gone.’ 
‘I had gone, Dad. I went to look for you.’ 



 
 

 

‘Don’t ever go again without telling me. Charlotte, 
don’t ever do that again, do you hear?’ 

 ‘Dad, stop dragging me!’ She tried to stop but he 
marched her along. ‘You said we were going to the river, on a 
boat. I waited.’ Her voice rose. ‘I looked everywhere for you.’ 
She pulled her arm away from his hand and sobbed. ‘There was 
a lady on the track. The train would have come and hit her if I 
hadn’t got her away. Look she’s still there.’ 

He stopped. In the distance they saw the thin woman 
walking away from them along the edge of the stream. She 
moved, head bowed, slowly. He turned to Charlotte. 

‘It’s all right Lottie.’ He wiped away her tears. ‘I was 
just so worried. I’m sorry. It’s all right. I’m not angry. We can 
still go to the river.’ 

‘She hadn’t got shoes on, Dad. Her feet were bleeding.’ 
She looked up at him. ‘Maybe she hadn’t got enough money for 
shoes. Should we do something?’ 

‘I don’t think we can do anything darling. She’s too far 
away to catch up with.’ 

The woman had stopped, head thrown back looking up 
at the sky. 

 
 


