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‘I find penguins at present the only comfort in life … one can’t be angry when one looks at a penguin.’

John Ruskin
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The Ballahays, Ayrshire, Scotland

May 2012

I HAVE TOLD EILEEN to get rid of all the mirrors. I used to like them but I certainly don’t now. Mirrors are too honest. There is only so much truth a woman can take.

‘Are you sure, Mrs McCreedy?’ Her voice implies she knows my mind better than I do. She always does that. It is one of her innumerable annoying habits.

‘Of course I’m sure!’

She clicks her tongue and tilts her head to one side so that her corkscrew curls brush against her shoulder. It’s quite a manoeuvre when you consider the extraordinary width of her neck.

‘Even the lovely one with the gilt edge, the one over the mantelpiece?’

‘Yes, even that one,’ I explain patiently.

‘And all the bathroom mirrors too?’

‘Especially those!’ The bathroom is the last place I want to look at myself.

‘Whatever you say.’ This in a tone bordering on impertinence.

Eileen comes every day. Her main role is cleaning, but her domestic skills leave much to be desired. She seems to be labouring under the impression that I don’t see dirt.

Eileen has a limited collection of facial expressions: cheerful, nosy, busy, nonplussed and vacant. Now she puts on her busy face. She bumbles around emitting a semi-musical noise like a bored bee, collecting the mirrors one at a time and stacking them in the hall. She is unable to close the doors behind her because her hands are full, so I follow in her wake, shutting them carefully. If there’s one thing that I can’t abide in life, it’s a door left open.

I stroll into the larger of the two sitting rooms. There is now an unsightly dark rectangle on the wallpaper above the mantelpiece. I’ll have to fill the space with something else. A nice oil painting with plenty of verdure, I think; maybe a Constable print. That would set off the Lincoln green of the velvet curtains. I should like a calming pastoral scene with hills and a lake. A swathe of landscape empty of human beings would be best.

‘There we are, then, Mrs McCreedy. I think that’s all of them.’

At least Eileen refrains from using my Christian name. Most young people these days seem to have abandoned Mr, Mrs and Miss, which, if you ask me, is a sad reflection on modern society. I addressed Eileen as Mrs Thompson for the first six months she worked for me. I only stopped doing it because she begged me. (‘Please call me Eileen, Mrs McCreedy. I would be so much happier if you would.’ ‘Well, please continue to call me Mrs McCreedy, Eileen,’ I replied. ‘I would be so much happier if you would.’)

I like the house much better now that it’s lost the appalling spectres of Veronica McCreedy taunting me from every corner.

Eileen puts her hands on her hips. ‘Well, I’ll be putting this lot away, then. I’ll bung them in the back room, shall I? There’s still some space in there.’

The back room is excessively dark and a little on the cold side, not really usable as a living space. The spiders think it belongs to them. Eileen, in her great wisdom, uses it as a depository for any item I desire to be rid of. She is a firm believer in hoarding everything ‘just in case’.

She heaves the mirrors across the kitchen. I resist the urge to close the doors as she goes back and forth, knowing this will only make life more difficult for her. I console myself with the thought that they’ll all be shut again soon.

She is back five minutes later. ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking, Mrs McCreedy, but I had to move this out of the way to fit the mirrors in. Do you know what it is, what’s in it? Do you want it? I can always ask Doug to take it to the rubbish tip next time he goes.’

She dumps the old wooden box on the kitchen table and goggles at the rusty padlock.

I choose to ignore her questions and enquire instead, ‘Who is this Doug?’

‘You know. Doug. My husband.’

I’d forgotten she was married. I’ve never been introduced to the unfortunate man.

‘Well, I shan’t be requiring him to take any of my possessions to the rubbish tip in the near or indeed distant future,’ I tell her. ‘You can leave it on the table for the time being.’

She runs her finger along the top of the box, stroking a clean trail in the dust. Expression number two (nosy) has now established itself on her face. She leans in towards me conspiratorially. I lean backwards a little, having no desire whatsoever to conspire.

‘I’ve tried the padlock to see if there might be something valuable inside,’ she confesses, ‘but it’s stuck. You need to know the code if you want to open it.’

‘I am well aware of that fact, Eileen.’

She clearly assumes I am as clueless about the contents as she is.

My skin crawls at the thought of Eileen looking inside. Other people meddling is the very reason I locked it all up in the first place. There is only one person who I will ever permit to see the contents of that box and that person is myself.

I am not ashamed. Oh no, never that. At least … But I absolutely refuse to be led down that path. There are things contained in that box that I have managed not to think about for decades. Now the mere sight of it provokes a distinct wobble in my knee joints. I sit down quickly. ‘Eileen, would you be kind enough to put the kettle on?’

The clock strikes seven. Eileen has gone and I am alone in the house. Being alone is supposed to be an issue for people such as me, but I have to say I find it deeply satisfying. Human company is necessary at times, I admit, but it is almost always irksome in one way or another.

I am currently settled in the Queen Anne armchair by the fire in the ‘snug’, my second and more intimate sitting room. The fire isn’t a real one with wood and coal, alas, but an electric contraption with fake flames. I have had to compromise on this, as with so much in life. It does at least fulfil its primary requirement of producing heat. Ayrshire is chilly, even in summer.

I switch on the television. A scraggy girl is on-screen. She’s screeching her head off, spiking her fingers in the air and caterwauling, something about being titanium. I hastily change channels. I flick through a quiz show, a crime drama and an advertisement for cat food. When I return to the original channel the girl is still caterwauling, ‘I am titanium.’ Somebody should tell her she isn’t. She is a silly, noisy, spoilt brat. What a relief when she finally shuts her mouth.

At last it’s time for Earth Matters, the only programme all week that is worth watching. Everything else is sex, advertising, celebrities doing quizzes, celebrities trying to cook, celebrities on a desert island, celebrities in a rainforest, celebrities interviewing other celebrities, and a whole load of wannabes doing everything they can to become celebrities (with a spectacular success rate in making fools of themselves). Earth Matters is a welcome respite, demonstrating as it does in manifold ways how much more sensible animals are than humans.

However, I am dismayed to find that the current series of Earth Matters seems to have ended. In its place there’s a programme called The Plight of Penguins. With a gleam of hope I observe that it is presented by Robert Saddlebow. That man demonstrates that it is occasionally possible to be a celebrity for the right reasons. Unlike the vast majority, he has actually done something. He has voyaged around the world campaigning and raising awareness of conservation issues for several decades. He is one of the few people for whom I feel a degree of admiration.

This evening Robert Saddlebow is relayed to my fireside all bundled up and hooded, in the midst of a white wasteland. A flurry of snowflakes whirls around his face. Behind him is a clump of dark shapes. The camera homes in and reveals them to be penguins, a seething great tribe of them. Some are huddled together, others sleeping on their bellies, others waddling round within the group, on missions of their own.

Mr Saddlebow informs me that there are eighteen species of penguin in the world (nineteen if you count White-flippered Little Blues as a separate species), many of which are endangered. During the filming of the programme, he says, he has developed a massive respect and admiration for these birds – for the race as a whole, for each species and for every individual penguin. They live in the harshest conditions on the planet and yet daily take on challenges with a gusto and spirit that would put many of us humans to shame. ‘What a tragedy it would be if any one of these species was lost to the planet!’ declares Robert Saddlebow, fixing his ice-blue eyes on me from the screen.

‘A tragedy indeed!’ I say back to him. If Robert Saddlebow cares about penguins this much, then so do I.

He explains that each week he’s going to pick a different penguin and show us the qualities that make the chosen species unique. This week features the Emperor penguins.

I am transfixed. Every year Emperor penguins walk some seventy miles across a desert of ice to reach their breeding ground. This is indeed a remarkable achievement, especially when you consider that travelling on foot isn’t exactly their forte. They walk like Eileen, shuffling forward with a singular lack of grace. They look rather uncomfortable in their own skins. Yet their persistence is inspiring.

When the programme is finished, I pull myself out of the chair. I have to acknowledge this is not as difficult a task as it is for many others who have reached my mature years. I would even classify myself as sprightly. I am aware that this body cannot be wholly relied upon. In the past it was a faultless machine, but these days it has suffered losses in both elasticity and efficiency. I must be prepared for the fact that it might let me down at some point in the near future. Yet so far it has managed to keep going marvellously well. Eileen, with her habitual charm, often comments that I am ‘as tough as old boots’. Every time she says this I’m tempted to reply, ‘All the better to kick you with, my dear.’ I repress the urge, though. One must always strive to avoid rudeness.

It is a quarter past eight. I make my way to the kitchen to get my evening cup of Darjeeling and a caramel wafer. My eye falls on the wooden box, still sitting unopened on the table. I consider twisting the combination on the padlock and taking a peek at what’s inside. In an illogical, sadistic sort of way I’d like to. But no, that would be a foolish move. It would be like Pandora in the myth, letting loose a thousand demons. The box must absolutely go back to the spiders without my interference.
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LIFE HAS JUST BECOME a degree more difficult. I tried to comb my hair into some semblance of order this morning, but the mirror in the bathroom wasn’t there. I hurried back to the bedroom only to discover that that one has vanished, too. So has the one in the hall and the one in the living room.

I proceed with breakfast, none too pleased with this new and unreasonable state of affairs.

At nine o’clock Eileen lets herself in.

‘Morning, Mrs McCreedy! What a lovely one it is, too!’ She will insist on being exasperatingly cheerful.

‘What have you done with all my mirrors?’

She blinks slowly like a frog.

‘I put them in the back room, like you told me to!’

‘That is absurd! How can I sort out my hair and make-up without a mirror?’ She really is an irrational creature. ‘Would you kindly put them back before you do anything else?’

‘What, all of them?’

‘Yes, all of them.’

She produces a faint huffing sound. ‘Whatever you say, Mrs McCreedy.’

I should hope so too. I don’t pay her all that money for nothing.

I remember too late that a certain wooden box is still on the kitchen table and she’s bound to want to interfere.

‘You haven’t managed to open it yet, then?’ she says the minute she lays eyes on it, assuming this is by incapacity rather than by choice. ‘I could probably get Doug to saw off the padlock with a hacksaw if you can’t remember the code.’

‘I do remember the code, Eileen. My memory is faultless. I can recall dozens of lines of Hamlet from my schooldays.’ She does a quick rolling of the eyes here. She thinks I don’t notice it, but I do. ‘And I don’t want some Doug of yours tinkering around with my box,’ I continue. ‘I’d be grateful if you’d see to those mirrors without further ado.’

‘Yes, of course, Mrs McCreedy. Whatever you say.’

I watch as she drags the mirrors from the back room and hangs them up where they were before, muttering to herself.

Once the mirrors are back I set about tackling the problem of my hair. There isn’t a great deal of it these days and it is startlingly white, but I like to keep it tidy. I don’t relish looking at myself though. My reflection isn’t a pleasant sight when compared to reflections of the past. Years ago I was really something to look at. People called me ‘a true beauty’, ‘a stunner’, ‘a corker’. No vestige of that is left now, I observe as I scrape the comb over my thin strands. My skin has become papery and loose. My face is scribbled all over with wrinkles. My eyelids sag. My cheekbones that used to be so beautiful jut out at peculiar angles. I should be used to these repugnant physical flaws by this time, but it still galls me to see myself like this.

I do my utmost to improve matters with the application of lipstick, powder and rouge. But the fact remains: I am not fond of mirrors.

The wind cuts through me. It is that damp, feral variety of wind one finds only in Scotland. I huddle in my coat and pick my way northward along the coast path. I have always believed in the efficacy of a daily walk and I refuse to be put off by inclement weather. To my left the sea churns in slate-grey patterns and spits a wild, white froth out into the air.

My stick steadies me over the uneven turf and sand. I have brought my fuchsia gold-trimmed handbag, which is floundering tiresomely against my thigh. I should have left it on the hook in the hall but one never knows when one might require a handkerchief or a painkiller. I have also brought my litter-picking tongs and a small refuse sack. It is a lifelong habit of mine to pick up litter because of something my dear father once said. It is a small act of remembrance as well as a token gesture to atone for the chaos caused by the human race. Even the rugged pathways of the Ayrshire coast have been sullied by the carelessness of mankind.

It is no easy task wielding stick, tongs, sack and handbag, especially in this wind. My bones are beginning to complain at the effort of it all. I work out a way of angling my weight to lean into each gust so that it supports me instead of fighting me.

A gull screeches and dips through the clouds. I pause for a moment to admire the beauty of the tempestuous seascape. I have a particular liking for rocks, waves and wilderness. But something scarlet is bobbing up and down on the billows. Is it a crisp packet or a biscuit wrapper? My younger self would scurry down on to the beach, wade straight in and get it, but now, alas, I’m incapable of such things. The spray blows into my face and drips down it like tears.

People who litter the countryside should be shot.

I push back against the wind and battle my way homewards. I am flagging slightly by the time I reach the front gates.

The Ballahays boasts a substantial driveway and is surrounded by three acres of pleasant grounds. Most of the garden is walled, which is one of the reasons I like the place so much. Within these walls are cedars, rockeries, a fountain, various statues and four herbaceous borders. They are tended by Mr Perkins, my gardener.

I glance up at the house as I approach. An ivy-clad, late-Jacobean-style creation, The Ballahays is constructed from mellow brick and stone. With its twelve bedrooms and several creaking oak staircases, it is admittedly not the ideal home for me. Trying to keep up with its needs is a considerable task. It suffers from crumbling plaster and terrible draughts, and there are mice in the roof. I purchased it back in 1956 simply because I could. I enjoy both the privacy and the views and therefore have not troubled myself to move.

I step indoors, deposit the refuse sack and tongs in the porch and hang up my coat.

As soon as I enter the kitchen my eye falls on the box. That wretched box again. I had almost forgotten. I sit down at the table. I look at the box and the box looks back at me. Its presence permeates the room. It is impertinent; mocking, challenging me to open it.

Nobody could claim that Veronica McCreedy is the sort of person who fails to rise to a challenge.

I make myself do it. Twist the controls and line up the numbers one by one. You will note how perfectly I remember those numbers. One nine four two: 1942. Still engraved in my memory, even after all this time. The lock is stiff, but that’s hardly surprising: it’s been seventy years.

The very first thing that meets my eyes is the locket. Small and oval, a ‘V’ etched into the tarnished silver amidst a design of curling tendrils. The chain is fine and delicate. I run it through my fingers. Before I can stop myself I’ve snapped the catch and the locket springs open. My throat clenches and lets out an involuntary gasp. All four specimens are there, just as I knew they would be. They are tiny, as indeed they had to be to fit into such a case. They seem so tired and so very, very fragile.

I will not cry. No. Absolutely not. Veronica McCreedy does not cry.

Instead I gaze at them: the strands of hair from four heads. Two are intertwined, brown and auburn. Then there is the dark, dark, luscious sprig of hair that a long-gone version of myself used to take out and kiss so often. Tucked in next to it is a tiny wisp, so fine and light it is almost transparent. I cannot bear to touch it. I snap the locket shut. Close my eyes, steady myself and breathe. Count to ten. Force my eyes open again. I place the locket carefully back in the corner of the box.

The two black leather-bound notebooks are also there. I lift them out. They feel horribly familiar. Even the smell of them, the ragged scent of old leather combined with an echo of the lily-of-the-valley perfume I used to wear.

Now that I’ve started, I can’t stop. I open the first book. Each page is packed with handwriting, eager loopy letters in blue ink. I squint and manage to read a few lines without my glasses. I smile sadly. As a teenager my spelling wasn’t very good but my writing was considerably neater than it is these days. I close the book again.

Read it I must and read it I will, but if my past is about to suck me in I need to brace myself.

I brew a nice pot of Earl Grey and arrange some ginger thins on a plate, using the Wedgwood porcelain with the pink hibiscus design. I bring it all through to the drawing room on the tea trolley. I settle in the armchair by the bay window. I eat two of the biscuits, drain one cup of tea and pour myself another before I take the first notebook into my hands. I do not open it for a further five minutes. Then I put on my reading glasses.

And, like a window opening to sunlight and fresh summer air, it is there. My youth: tender, vivid, spread out before me. And even though I know it will hurt me three times over, I can’t help but read on.
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IF I WAS YOUNGER I would run. Run and scream and shout and break things. That is not and cannot be my way now. Instead, I sip tea and I cogitate.

I have read through the night and am in a state of shock. Having been fed my own fifteen-year-old voice solidly for hours, it feels as if part of that wilder, more vulnerable self has entered me. The sensation is odd and uncomfortable, like a scalpel slipping under my skin. For so many years I have denied access to those memories. Now, as if to make up for lost time, they’ve burst the floodgates of my mental fortress and will not leave me alone.

Along with the turmoil, a sneaky little question has entered my head. I ponder it over breakfast. I am still pondering it when Eileen arrives. It remains with me during my mid-morning walk, while I am trying to read Emily Brontë, over my salmon-en-croûte lunch, during my post-prandial lie-down, while I am completing the Telegraph crossword and while I am picking roses for the dining-room table. As I file my nails afterwards I am beginning to realize I’ll have no peace until the question is answered.

I return to my bedroom. I have placed the diaries back in the box and padlocked it. I’ve removed the locket, though. It is now under my pillow.

I fish it out, take it in my hands and run the chain through my fingers again. I do not open it this time, but my thoughts dwell on that thinnest, palest wisp of hair. With considerable exertion I manage to barricade the tide of emotion once more. I force my brain into action.

The clock is ticking particularly loudly today. I dislike clocks but, like politicians and paracetamol, they have somehow made themselves indispensable in this world. I tear out my hearing aid. The tick-tock dies down. I am able to hear myself think at last.

By the time Eileen has finished her chores my mind is made up.

I go down to the kitchen, select a few items from the fourth-best china set and make a pot of good strong English breakfast tea. I insist on making tea myself. Nobody makes tea as well as I do.

‘Sit down for a moment, Eileen. I believe there is something I’d like you to do for me.’

She plonks herself on a chair and mutters something.

‘I do wish you would speak up, Eileen.’

‘What have you done with your hearing aid, Mrs McCreedy?’ she mouths back at me, madly gesticulating and pointing at her ears.

‘Bedroom, I believe. Would you be so kind as to—’

‘Of course.’

She gets up and trots out of the room.

‘Door, Eileen!’

‘But I’m coming back in a—Oh, never mind,’ she yells, hurling the door shut behind her. She returns an instant later with my hearing aid in her hand, this time remembering to close the door in her wake.

I put the hearing aid in, then pour out two cups of tea.

Eileen sits down again and slurps noisily. I take a sip from my cup and gather my thoughts. My decision will deeply affect whatever small fraction of future is left for me.

I would not call myself a superstitious person. I will always walk under a ladder if a ladder is there to be walked under and I am quite partial to black cats, whether they choose to cross my path or not. But never in my life have I made a will. That, I have always thought, would be asking for trouble. Yet I’m aware that if I fail to make any provision, my wealth may well pass to the government or some equally undesirable beneficiary. Having reached mid-octogenarian status, I believe it is incumbent on me to consider the matter in some depth. It is quite possible that this mortal frame will hold up for another fifteen years. I may get a postcard from the queen to congratulate me on my hundredth birthday. Then again, I may not.

As far as I’m aware, I don’t have a single blood relative alive in this world. But, having revisited the past, it strikes me that circumstances have not provided me with utter certainty on this point. It does not take much to create a new human being, after all. Not every birth is publicly celebrated and there must be thousands of fathers who have no idea they are fathers. Now that this small but undeniable doubt has manifested itself, I have become quite fixated with it. I am determined to find an answer. And I must pursue it without further ado.

Eileen is sitting across from me, her hands wrapped around her teacup. She is wearing her vacant expression. I observe that her hair is even wilder and curlier than usual. I do wish she would do something about it.

‘Eileen, I have a favour to ask of you. Would you be able to use your internet contraption to find me a trustworthy and reputable agency?’

‘Yes, of course, Mrs McCreedy, if that’s what you want. What sort of agency were you thinking of?’ She smirks into her tea. ‘A dating agency?’

I am in no mood to pander to her foolishness. ‘Don’t be ridiculous! No, I need the sort of agency that unearths documentation regarding long-lost relatives.’

Her hands fly up to her powdery white face, her smirk replaced with wide-eyed curiosity. ‘Oh, Mrs McCreedy! Do you think you might have some family out there somewhere?’

She waits, hungry for further information. I have no intention of telling her anything more. At my age I should be able to do exactly as I wish and not have to proclaim it to the world.

‘So you’d like me to google for agencies. Family reunited sort of thing, you mean?’ she asks.

‘Something of the kind, yes. Use your googly doo-dahs or whatever means are within your power. It would have to be a very discreet agency,’ I warn her, ‘and one with a good reputation and track record. I would be grateful if you could make sure of that, please.’

‘Of course, Mrs McCreedy. How exciting!’ she declares.

‘Well, exciting or not, I would very much like to investigate the matter. So I would be indebted to you if you could provide me with an address and phone number at your earliest convenience.’

‘Not a problem, Mrs McCreedy. I’ll do a search tonight, as soon as I get home. I’m sure I can find you some details. I’ll bring them in when I come tomorrow.’

‘Excellent. Thank you, Eileen.’

I flick the switch. The fake flames leap up in an instant orange blaze. Next I turn on the television for Earth Matters, my favourite programme, only to discover they have replaced it with a documentary about penguins. Come to think of it, I do recall having seen something similar recently. It will provide a welcome break from the pernicious thoughts that have been my company all day.

This week we are looking at King penguins. I confess, I am rather charmed by these singularly courageous yet waddlesome creatures. When the camera shows one of them losing its egg, which rolls down into a steep, inaccessible gully, I observe how the poor bird grieves, beak pointing to the sky in despair. It is really quite moving.

Robert Saddlebow talks passionately of the penguins’ massive population decline in recent years. It appears to be due to environmental factors, but more research is needed.

I hate to think that these noble and attractive birds might vanish from the planet.

My father’s words come back to me, words he spoke when I was sitting on his knee as a child, then on many occasions as I was growing up. I can almost hear them now, spoken in his earnest, gentle voice. ‘There are three types of people in this world, Very.’ (He called me Very.) ‘There are those who make the world worse, those who make no difference, and those who make the world better. Be one who makes the world better, if you can.’ I have met few people in my life who fall into the third category. I have myself done little in the way of bettering. I have chosen to interpret the three categories as people who throw litter into the countryside, people who ignore litter and people who pick up other people’s litter. I have satisfied my conscience by means of tongs and refuse sacks. Beyond that I cannot see that my life has been useful in the least.

Now an idea is beginning to take root. It is perhaps feasible that my demise might be useful in some way. Unless it is proved otherwise, I must work on the assumption that I have no blood ties at all. It would be pleasing if I could make some small difference to the planet. The more I think about it, the more I am attracted to the idea.

By the time I perform my night-time ablutions I am bordering on the obsessive. Indeed, I cannot wait until a time when pen and paper might be handy. I take the nearest thing to write with, which, as I am in the bathroom, happens to be an eyebrow pencil. (Yes, even at my advanced age I am not immune to a little vanity. My natural eyebrows have dwindled to a few pathetic grey wisps, so most mornings I take the trouble to enhance them a little.) I use the eyebrow pencil and write the word ‘PENGUINS’ in the bottom right-hand corner of the mirror.

My memory is completely intact – I frequently recite passages from Hamlet to reassure myself of the fact – but if there is something I wish to keep at the forefront of my brain there is no harm in having a written reminder, in a place where I will see it.




Terry’s Penguin Blog


3 November 2012

Shall I tell you something lovely about Adélie penguins? They have one rather romantic habit. A boy penguin will woo his girl with a gift: a carefully chosen, special pebble. How could she fail to be impressed? Not only this, but he’ll also put on a fine display, throwing his head back, puffing out his chest and making loud braying noises – which, of course, if you are a female penguin, is totally irresistible.

With any luck he’ll also have a shiny new nest already built by the time she returns from the sea. The pebble gift, in fact, represents more than loyalty and love. Pebbles are the most valuable currency at the moment because they’re the key nest-building material. The penguins are not above theft, either. We’ve witnessed a few comical instances of penguins nicking pebbles from each other’s nests when backs are turned.

Many of last year’s couples are now joyfully reunited. On the whole, the Adélies are a faithful bunch. Occasionally, however, there’s an issue.

For example, here’s a penguin who interests us. Adélies generally look pretty similar, but you’ll see from the photo why we always recognize this one, even from a distance. Instead of the standard white chest and tummy, with black covering everything else, he’s almost entirely black. Just a few paler feathers in a patch under his chin. His mate, a normal black-and-whiter, was with him for the last four seasons. But where is she? Did she fail to get through the Antarctic winter? Was she eaten by a leopard seal? Or do we have a rare case of penguin infidelity? We’ll never know. Whatever the reason, Sooty (we call him Sooty) is sitting there on his nest, very, very alone.
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ON AND ON. EVERY single fricking song I’ve ever heard about loneliness keeps playing inside my head. It’s driving me insane.

It’s been two weeks. Two gut-wrenching, bloody, bug-mongering weeks and not a squeak from her. Man, after four years together you’d think she might provide me with some sort of explanation. But no, not Lynette. Took all her stuff and just rocketed out of my life. No note, no nothing. I hadn’t done anything wrong as far as I could see, not recently, anyway. Not any of the things that normally wind her up. Forgot to put the recycling out? Nope. Left a snotty hanky in the bed? Nope. Licked my plate after dinner? Nope. It’s not as if we’d had a row or anything, either. Not that day, anyhow.

I hadn’t the foggiest what she was playing at, what it was all about. It was only when Gav told me he’d spotted the two of them hand in hand that the truth of the matter made itself clear like a wallop in the face. I did a bit of research, asking around at the bike shop, pub and any other hotbeds of Bolton gossip I could think of. I found out he’s a builder, the guy she left me for. All muscle, apparently. Often seen at the chippy mouthing off about the Poles and Pakis nabbing our jobs.

Lynette, Lynette, Lynette! You stick a needle in my heart. What the hell do you want with a racist brickie? You, with your masters in anthropology and your designer jeans and your perfect Cleopatra haircut. You, with your work ethic and your positivity ethic and your just-about-everything-else ethic. You’ve turned your own moral compass upside down. You’ve exchanged your bulging bookshelves for bulging biceps. You, of all people!

Where does this leave me? OK, here it is. I’ve lapsed. You turned me into a health freak, Lynette, and got me into cooking all those fruity, vegetably, superfoody meals. Well, you probably don’t give a flea’s fart but in case you want to know, I’m on a diet of cake, crisps and beer. My own biceps, which I confess I was a little bit proud of before, are gathering a lovely layer of fat. As is my stomach zone. More blubber every day. Soon this lean, mean sex machine will be a walking lump of jelly. Thank you for everything, Lynette. Nice one.

Three weeks. Where did it all go wrong? Was it me? I guess it was. I know Lynette didn’t like me taking over the cooking. She didn’t mind having a gourmet dinner waiting for her when she got home from work but at the same time she did see the kitchen as her domain. It was she who bought the coffee machine and skillet and juicer; she who rang the landlord every time the dishwasher played up. Thinking about it, she was maybe a bit of a control freak. Or was it all my fault?

I guess there were rows. But I thought that didn’t matter. I still reckoned she was the girl for me. I still fancied the pants off her. I still wanted to be with her.

I can’t seem to shake her out of my thick skull. She’s this living spectre that haunts the flat. One minute it’s her head bent low over her Margaret Atwood novel, her hair sweeping down over the pages. The next minute it’s her strident laugh echoing in the stairwell. The next it’s the image of her teetering in high heels as she scatters fish food into the tank for our one pet, the goldfish called Horatio that she took with her. I’ve become a total headcase. Can’t seem to snap out of it. I wouldn’t have her back now, though. Not if she begged me. Not even if she stripped off all her clothes and covered herself in taramasalata.

I was seriously late for work on Monday, nearly half an hour. Crawled in with bags under my eyes, grime under my fingernails and a stinking hangover.

‘Not getting any better, is it?’ said Gav. That’s so Gav. Not a word of reproach, even though the bike shop is his own business, built from scratch, and he cares about it like … well, it’s up there with his wife and kiddos. And he can barely afford to pay me for the one day a week I work for him and it’ll be all my fault if he goes under because of my sloppy behaviour.

‘Sorry, mate,’ I muttered.

‘Just hate to see you like this, Patrick,’ he said, putting a hand on my shoulder.

‘Any repairs this morning?’

‘Yeah, got a couple for you out the back.’

I slunk into the yard, glad of the prospect of oil and tyres and inner tubes for a bit.

But I spent the morning wondering if Lynette makes the brickie do that thing she used to make me do and if he’s any better at it than I was. Does he find it fun or humiliating? Does she still flick back her seductive Cleopatra hair and laugh in that serrated, sexy kind of way?

My hands were getting the shakes, big time. Couldn’t get the chain in place, it kept slipping and slithering away. Man, I needed some weed …

Some weed … Soon as the thought arrived it began kind of hen-pecking me. I’d have given anything, like anything, for a joint. My own stock got used up years ago and I don’t exactly move in those circles any more. I guess there’s Judith, though …

Four weeks. My landlord has kicked me out, of course. Well, I couldn’t keep up the rent payments, could I? Not without Lynette’s tidy bunch of wages from Benningfield Solicitors Ltd. I thought I’d be on the streets, but I guess I’ve been lucky. I’ve got this bedsit belonging to a mate of a mate of Gav’s. Gav did some asking around for me. That’s the kind of thing he does. He’s churchy, but he’s OK; his kindness is genuine. He doesn’t inflict his religion on other people. If he did I’d be out of that shop as fast as you can say ‘bicycle clips’.

My new home is up two flights of dingy stairs and the couple who live below me shout at each other all day, but hey, there’s a sofa and telly. It’s a bit of a dive but the rent’s like, a fifth of what it was for the flat.

I’m still banging my head against walls, feeling shrivelled up inside. I suppose it’s that insanely messy thing we call love. Must have loved Lynette even more than I thought I did.

Jeez, I hate brickies.

I met up with Judith (the ex who still speaks to me) on Tuesday. She was reluctant to part with any of her weed plants, but the combination of my dubious charm and a thick wad of cash did the trick. She had a new blue streak in her hair and was looking pretty good in a bony, greasy sort of way. We shared a spliff along with some chips and I thought we might sleep together for old time’s sake, but no. She said she couldn’t be arsed. She was more into girls now, anyway.

Oh well, I came away with some dried stuff in a jar and – because I know I can’t afford to keep on buying it – a grow-your-own kit in the form of two nice leafy, pot plants. My babies. I’ve named them Weedledum and Weedledee (I think I must be missing that goldfish more than I’m letting on). I’ve dragged the table in front of the windowsill and put them there, where they catch the early-morning sunlight. I’ve rigged up a high-power lamp, too. Pricey on the leccy, but needs must. I’ve got through a few of the dried buds already. It was bliss. You know how it is. The stress just melts away. But I’m not proud I’m going down this path again. And I’m going to have to ration myself until the plants have grown a bit.

I’m still a wreck. My flat’s a wreck, my life’s a wreck, everything I do is a wreck. I asked Gav on Monday why he hadn’t sacked me.

‘Haven’t a clue, mate,’ he said.

‘You can tell me to sling my hook if you like,’ I told him. ‘I wouldn’t hold it against you.’

‘Well, I would do just that … except that you know everything there is to know about bicycles, you can fix things that nobody else can fix and … well, if I gave you two safety pins, a battery and a carrot you’d go and construct, like, a bloody Hadron Collider or something. Plus you’re honest, you’re hard-working and – at least until recently – you’re totally reliable.’

‘I’m losing it with the customers, though,’ I tell him.

I can’t muster up the patter any more. You know the sort of thing: Hello, madam, what a lovely bicycle! What seems to be the problem? Oh yes, we’ll have it fixed in no time. Of course I can show you how to pump up your tyre. No, don’t worry. It isn’t going to explode. I seem to have lost the knack.

Wednesday. A day of nothingness. A narrow band of sunlight is creeping round the edge of the curtains. I think I’ll go out the front this morning for a quick look outside before settling into my telly-watching day.

I head downstairs to the communal hallway. There’s a letter sitting on the shelf where the guy in the bottom flat bungs all the post. My guts lurch at the sight of my name on the envelope. The letter must be from Lynette because I never get letters. Emails, yes, letters, no. But when I calm down and look properly I know it’s not her. Lynette’s writing is like a school teacher’s: narrow, neat and totally upright as if it’s trying to prove something. This writing is all on a slant. Copperplatey. In ink-pen, not biro. Very thin lines. Sort of careful but scratchy too, like marks from a cat’s claws. The postmark is … God, I don’t know. Looks Scottish or something. The letter was sent to my old address but it’s been forwarded by my ex-landlord, I guess. I’m amazed he bothered.

I tear the envelope open. Just a few paragraphs inside, same old-fashioned writing.


Dear Patrick,

I trust you are well? I am writing with news that may surprise you, as it has surprised me. After some careful research from a reputable agency, I have discovered important information regarding my estranged son. I have obviously questioned the veracity of this information, but it seems that it is corroborated on several counts: birth certificates, censuses and other legal documentation.

My son himself was given up for adoption as a baby. He is, sadly, no longer alive, but, unbeknown to me and apparently quite late in life he became involved with a woman and had a child. That child, I am reliably informed, is you. Although you and I have never met it appears we have a very close blood tie: I am your grandmother.

You will doubtless deduce that I am no longer in the first flush of youth but nevertheless I would be most interested to meet you. I am able-bodied and quite prepared to travel to your place of abode should this suit you.

I look forward to your swift response.

With kind regards,

Veronica McCreedy
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WHAT THE HELL AM I supposed to do with this? A new granny? It’s not exactly what I need right now. It’s hardly on my dreams-come-true list. Especially bearing in mind she’s the mother of my dad and, well, let’s face it, he’s never been my favourite person. Not after what he did to Mum.

I stomp back upstairs, screw up the letter and chuck it over towards the bin. It misses and bounces on to the floor next to the heap of dirty washing. There’s no washing machine here. I’m going to have to get myself in gear and find a laundrette sooner or later.

I’ve recorded some old Top Gears, so I watch them and then an episode or two of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? I like trivia. There’s no point gawping at all these programmes about death and depression and murder. It’s not going to help you on in life if you’re just going to sit there getting heavy about stuff, is it?

I’ve successfully used up a third of the day without thinking about Lynette much, so that’s got to be good. I stand up, stretch and go over to the window. The view from here is mostly stained brickwork and drainpipes. There’s one tree but it’s kind of bedraggled and nondescript. The sky is hanging murkily over the rooftops. After its brief appearance this morning the sun seems to have gone on strike again.

Weedledum and Weedledee are doing fine. There are some lovely little shoots just aching to be picked and dried and smoked. It’s a beautiful thing. The plants smile at me temptingly.

‘No, no, stop it. Not yet,’ I tell them. I cross the room and pick up the crumpled letter on the floor instead. I uncrumple it slowly and read it again.

The woman’s barking. What century does she think she’s living in? I have questioned the veracity of this information … no longer in the first flush of youth. Is she taking the mickey? Can it be true that she’s my actual grandmother? She seems to have done her research.

I’ve never made any attempt to find my dad. He’s not worth the effort. I can’t remember anything about him but I do know he didn’t give a monkey’s bum-hair about myself and my mother. Poor Mum. That nightmare … It sickens me and drags me down all the time.

I stand like a muppet staring at the letter from Veronica McCreedy. Family, you know; it’s supposed to be a good thing, isn’t it? But complicated. I’m already a mess. And at twenty-seven suddenly to be granted an incredibly formal and quite likely addle-headed granny – is it seriously going to help that much? I imagine not.

Still, I’m a tad curious. And you know what it’s like with curiosity. It’s like this worm that keeps nibbling away at you. It just keeps nibbling and nibbling until you can’t help but give way.

What’s the worst that can happen?

Veronica McCreedy hasn’t thought to give me an email address or phone number so if I reply I’ll have to send it snail mail. I haven’t got writing paper but there’s a jotter pad somewhere, I think. Yes, it’s by the pile of books and mags, with a screwdriver on top of it. I put the screwdriver in my jacket pocket, then grab a biro and write a note. Brief and to the point:

OK. When do you want to meet? I’m free next week. Any day but Monday.

I add my new address and phone number at the top. If she’s fully with it she’ll notice. If not, who cares.

I know it’s rude to write to her like that, but I’m actually pretty peed off with the woman. It would have been nice if she’d contacted me a bit sooner in life when I was, like, six years old and in desperate need of an adult to look after me. It might have saved a lot of people a lot of aggro.

I’ll go out, get this reply in the post then pop to The Harp and reward myself with a beer. Maybe I’ll give Gav a call. He could meet me there. I think I owe him one. His mum died a few months ago and one of his kids is ill and he’s got me as an employee. He definitely could do with a pint or two.

The thought of a pint or two puts a spring in my step. I hurtle down the stairs again, the letter in my jeans back pocket. Outside, the air feels damp and grey. I jog down the street. Traffic booms past. I’m not thinking of much apart from beer as I go, but no sooner have I bunged the note through the postbox than I start to feel bad about being so blunt to Granny Veronica. She’s an old woman, after all. She’s probably fragile. It wasn’t cool of me to come on all terse like that, even if her letter was bizarre.

I wonder if she’ll respond. Part of me reckons she will. Part of me reckons she won’t.

I start thinking (OK, maybe hoping) that Granny Veronica might be a sweet old biddy. I can picture her, all plump and rosy-cheeked and vanilla-scented. She’ll have a glint in her eye and a bright, girlish laugh. Maybe she’ll speak with a soft Scottish lilt. She’ll bring me a home-made apple cake wrapped in a checked cloth.

As I stand at the bar of The Harp with my first beer (I’ll call Gav in a mo), I’m getting into the idea. I’m even hatching a plan. I know what I’ll do: I’ll make a cake when Granny Veronica comes. Cake is cool. I can totally do cake. Cake-making could be the thing Granny and me have in common. We can bond over it. We’ll compare recipes. And she’ll tell me I’ve inherited her eyes and nose and her fondness for almond essence. And I’ll tell her all about Lynette. And she’ll be all sweet and sympathetic and grandmotherly. Sorted.

Granny’s going to totally adore me.
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I HAVEN’T A CLUE why, but I’ve woken up feeling better. I’m fizzing with new life and determination. I spring out of bed, scoop up the dirty clothes off the floor and push them into a polythene bag. There aren’t any clean clothes left but I pull on my old Gorillaz T-shirt and my jeans with the ripped knees – they’re marginally less stinky than the rest. God, I’ve let things go. It’s pitiful. Time to sort myself out. I stick my nose in the fridge but there’s nothing in there except half a pint of sour milk. I’ll have to go without breakfast.

I launch myself into the communal hallway, down the stairs and out the front.

I’m in top gear. The traffic hasn’t got busy yet and there’s none of the bad-tempered honking of horns you usually get here. The sun’s dazzling today and the leaves on all the trees look floodlit. Nice.

This is the start of a new life, a single but way more together new me. Lynette was right about one thing: if you don’t look after your health, man, everything falls apart. I take deep breaths as I jog along the road, through the park then down the slope till I reach Tesco. I’m going to enjoy this.

The contents of my trolley: avocados, dates, shiitake and brown mushrooms, leafy salad, a lean cut of lamb, fresh mint, potatoes, apples, sunflower-seed bread, quinoa and (OK, I’m not an angel) my reward for it all: two six-packs of lager. I use my credit card, trying not to wince at the cost. If I’m lucky, my next benefit will be in just in time.

I stop off at the newsagents on my way home and get distracted flipping through mags. Then realize I’ve stayed too long and the meat might have gone off. I dash back homewards, my shopping bags banging against my legs. Up the stairs two at a time. My answerphone is beeping. I listen to the message as I bung the shopping in the fridge.

‘Good morning, Patrick. This is Veronica McCreedy.’ The voice doesn’t have a Scottish lilt. It’s very English. Clear cut and prissy. ‘I am ringing to inform you that I am now at Edinburgh Waverley. I am due to arrive at Bolton at eleven seventeen and, assuming I can get a taxi without delay, I should be at your house at around twelve o’clock.’

Nothing else. Just that. Hell’s Bells!

She might have given me a bit more notice. I glance at my watch. It’s nearly ten now. And I haven’t got the ingredients for the lemon polenta cake. I’m starving and a whole load less buzzy and keen than I was first thing. Still, if I’m about to meet my one living relative, I’d better get that cake made. Everything seems to hang on the cake. Cake might be my one chance to hit it off with this new granny of mine.

I zoom out again, banging the door behind me. All the way back along the street (the traffic is nightmarish now and the cars are in crazy honking mode), back through the park and down the slope to the supermarket. Hot and sweaty. I can definitely smell myself and it’s not good.

I charge round, grabbing polenta, golden caster sugar, lemons and all that. I pick the shortest queue at the checkout but (just my luck) end up with the slowest assistant in the universe.

‘Beautiful morning, isn’t it, love?’ she says, holding my bag of lemons in mid-air rather than scanning it. She’s one of those people who can’t talk and act at the same time.

I grunt and look at the lemons pointedly.

‘They say it’s going to rain this afternoon, though. Best make the most of it while you can.’

‘Yup.’

‘Polenta! I’ve often wondered about that.’

‘Mmmm.’

Eventually we get through my six items. I’m about to stick my credit card in the machine when she stops me, waving a frantic hand in my face.

‘You’ve forgotten your Clubcard!’

‘No, I haven’t!’ I tell her.

‘You mean … so you don’t actually have a Clubcard?’

‘Got it in one.’

‘Oh! Can I interest you in getting a card? They’re very good, you know. You get points on your shopping every time, then you get money back on some items. It soon mounts up.’

‘Not now, sorry. I’ve got to dash.’

She pulls a face as if I’m the one who’s being difficult and then (God help us!) slows down even more.

‘Here’s your receipt and here’s your token,’ she tells me, pressing a round plastic disc into my hand. ‘Just pop it in one of the charity boxes on your way out.’

I duly post the plastic disc into the first charity box without reading which local PTA group or garden club it will go to. And at last I’m free to get back home and make the goddamn cake. I pant up the slope, swerving in jaggy patterns to overtake people on the pavement. They’re all such bloody slow-coaches.

But, hang on a mo, what’s this? Two people on the pavement ahead of me, wound around each other. The man with a great, square head and huge shoulders, the back of his neck deeply tanned. The woman as thin as a whippet. Designer jeans and a crisply ironed top. A perfect cut of Cleopatra hair. It’s her. It’s Lynette.

Straightaway there’s this massive earthquake right inside my guts. It’s like all my organs and intestines have suddenly decided to turn upside down and tie themselves in knots. My head screams. My feet stop pelting along the road. I’m stuck there, just stuck on the pavement gawping like an idiot.

Lynette! Lynette Lynette Lynette. All over him. The fricking brickie.

I stare until they disappear down the far end of the street.

Man, I’m in need of a joint. I leg it back to the bedsit, throw the shopping on the floor and reach for my rollies. Stuff them with dope and light them quick. Take deep drags and breathe the smoke out into the room. My hands are still shaking. Ash drops from the end of the fag on to the carpet.

There’s a ring at the bell. Makes me jump. Lynette?

No, of course not. It’ll be Veronica bloody McCreedy.

She’s more than twenty minutes early. I don’t believe in early. Lynette reckoned you should be early for everything, but c’mon … it’s cool to be late. It gives people a chance to get ready for you. Twenty minutes early, that’s totally not on.

I’m still shaking like jelly and I’m in no mood for small talk. What kind of a person is this McCreedy woman anyway, to give up her own son? I mean …

The bell rings again. I glance out of the window, just in time to see a taxi driving away. A woman is standing by the front door. Can’t see much of her from here though, only the top of her head and a bit of white hair. A purple clip file and a large scarlet handbag.

I guess I can’t leave her standing there, can I? She’s an old woman.

I go down and open the door. She looks me up and down. Me: spliff in hand, ripped jeans, crumpled T-shirt, hair a mess, face unshaven and my whole body reeking like a pig shed. Her: all dressed up smart in a starchy jacket and pleated skirt. Not quite twin-set and pearls, but almost. Her puckered lips pasted with vivid red lipstick.

‘Patrick?’

‘Yup, that’s me.’

I guess you can’t blame her for that look of horror. I almost feel sorry for her. I must be several rungs below the bottom of her worst expectations.

‘Come on up.’ I can’t manage a smile. She follows me upstairs, her eyes taking in the battered banister and stained eighties wallpaper. I push open the door to the bedsit and wave her in.

‘So this is where you live, is it?’ Her voice is dripping with disapproval. The bag of dirty clothes has toppled over and emptied itself all over the floor again. The bed’s unmade. The dope plants are there by the window in plain view. But do I care? No. All I can think about is Lynette and the brickie. There’s no way I’m going to pretend that I’m something I’m not. Or make out I’m pleased that Veronica McCreedy is here.

I blow out a slow lungful of smoke. ‘Do sit down.’

She removes a pair of underpants from the one armchair and lowers herself cautiously into it. She’s clutching that expensive-looking handbag, the sort the Queen always has, scarlet and shiny. Apart from her ruby lipstick she looks much the same as other old people look. You know: white hair, hollow cheeks, sunken eyes. Family resemblance? Maybe something about the bone structure but hard to say. I reckon not.

I’m in such a bad way myself I’m almost relieved to note she isn’t a sweet old biddy at all. She’s the opposite. She’s what Lynette used to call a ‘trout’. Stiff, stuffy, formal. And no, she hasn’t brought me cake. Hasn’t brought me anything except a scowl.
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