
Stourbridge Common (1250) by Oliver Scott (postgraduate) 

 

 

In the remote village of Horningtoft in East Anglia, where Ealdwald had 

been born in the year 1236, even the seemingly noiseless had a 

sound. Without even having to hone your ear one could hear the 

whistling of the hedgerows, the chirping of even the smallest of birds 

and, in the summer months, the gentle buzz of the bee. On occasion, 

Ealdwald heard the mechanised chiming of the church bells, the 

wheezing of the blacksmith’s bellows or the clunking of the wooden 

cogs in the watermill. On the whole though, his world was one of 

quiet and natural wonder.  

Ealdwald’s world was also an empty one. His village contained 

just 14 households and 31 villagers. He lived a healthy walk away 

from the next village along and so felt he always had room to stretch 

out and breathe. It really was the archetypal English hamlet, a little 

over a dozen homes surrounding a village green with a single street 

running through this remote but tightly knit community. Ealdwald knew 

not just the names of his livestock but those of everyone in the 

village. These were the people he had grown up with and whom he 

knew most intimately.  

However, on reaching his fourteenth birthday in the summer of 

1250, Ealdwald’s narrow world view was about to change drastically. 

His father had demanded he accompany him on his first day trip from 

the village, travelling first on horseback and then via boat on the day’s 

journey to Stourbridge Common, just outside Cambridge, for their annual 



fair. Ealdwald had heard very little about the fair. His father simply 

had some excess textiles that he was hoping to sell.  



unremarkable plot of land yet for two weeks in September it was 

utterly transformed. Ealdwald wondered through a maze of temporarily 

erected streets with a range of wooden booths on the outside. Traders 

were so desperate for the best pitch that Ealdwald was stepping over 

straw mattresses strewn across the floor. 

Whilst it was the mass of noise that had first piqued Ealdwald’s 

interest, as he ventured closer and closer to the inner crevices of the 

maze of the market, it was the smell that next caught his attention. 

The smell Ealdwald was most familiar with was that of faeces. His 

nose was a far less prissy organ than that of his urban 

contemporaries. His village was covered in cow dung as well as goat, 

sheep and pig droppings, with the sweeter smelling turds of the 

vegetable eating animals often pervading throughout the village on any 

given day. At Stourbridge, his upturned nostrils found themselves 

bombarded with an array of novel smells that he almost did not have 

the vocabulary to describe. The combination of pepper, ginger, 

cinnamon, clove, saffron as well as uniquely medieval gems such 

grains of paradise and spikenard made him wish he could bottle up a 

barrel load and sprinkle it over every crevice of Horningtoft to rid it of 

its faecal undertones.  

After the sound and smells, it was the people to which Ealdwald 

was next drawn. He and his father were at the more working-class 

end of the social spectrum, dressed in their simple open tunics, their 

original cream shade darkened with years of work on the fields. This 

was what all in the village wore, bar the local priest, yet, in 

Stourbridge, Ealdwald was in the minority. He saw merchants speaking 

a language he had never heard, covered head to toe in purple 



velvets. He was told they were men from the east, from an unknown 

land called Constantinople. As well as these men there were a group 

of three wealthy looking merchants, well-versed in the arts of haggling, 

dealing and refunding the array of goods that lay at their feet covered 

in soft red velvet overshirts. Despite these flashes of colour, it was a 

group of four men dressed in what Ealdwald could only describe as 

the softest, smoothest material he had ever seen with flashes of royal 

blue epaulettes hanging 



the variety of goods they picked up made their way to adorn the 

walls, floors and bedrooms of Henry III’s favourite palace at 

Westminster. 

Ealdwald’s father gave him the good news that he had managed 

to easily shift their surplus textile to two merchants, Nimble-Heels and 

Stupid Stephen, whom his father had done extensive business with 

before, as their rather cordial nicknames suggested. He said he had 

got an unusually good price giving Ealdwald a small surplus with which 

to play. They wandered the tightly packed streets staring at all 

manners of things. He had come to a world where traders of all sorts 

could be found there were markets for fish, wax, spices, timber, salt, 

cloth, almonds, spices and iron goods. The fair had sections set aside 

for cheese sellers, shoemakers, ironmongers, horse dealers and traders 

from every possible industry.  

Ealdwald thought he had explored every crevice of the market so 

made his way to the Duddery, the makeshift town square in the centre 

of the fair. In it, he found a maypole and a small crowd dancing to 

the music of a local band. Eadwald eventually found himself joining in, 

dancing and laughing with fellow youngsters who moved from strangers 

to friends as the evening passed. He used his little surplus to buy a 

small cup of mead for a young girl who he met and danced with 

who happened to live four villages west of him. Money well spent in 

his eyes, he hoped to see her at the fair next year!  

As dusk turned to dark, Ealdwald’s father came to remind him 

that their boat back to Horningtoft was about to leave. As their boat 

pulled further and further into the reaches of the River Cam, the 

bustling noise, array of colours and new smells faded into obscurity 



and by late morning the next day Eadwald found himself back in 

familiar Horningtoft. He found himself longing to return to that fateful 

fair on the outskirts of Cambridge. His rural bubble having been 

emphatically burst by the joys that Stourbridge Fair had to offer, he 

was certain he would return next year. 

 

  



The Knight



take a deep breath, feeling the icy air in my lungs, then exhale and 

watch the mist in front of my face. 

A twig cracks, the bird flies away, and out of the forest comes 

a knight in very fine armour, sitting astride an equally fine horse, 

carrying a green and gold axe (perhaps the largest I have ever seen) 

and a shield with a five-pointed star worked on it. He takes off his 

helmet, letting down wavy, dark hair, and he smiles at me kindly with 

deep brown eyes and rosy lips. 

‘Good morning,’ he says, his tone light and friendly. ‘My name is 

Gawain, servant and knight to King Arthur! Would you perchance know 

where I could find the place known as the Green Chapel?’ His voice 

booms, seeming almost to echo in the stillness of the crisp, winter air. 

‘I am seeking a great adversary with whom I made a deal almost one 

year to this very day.’ I am sure the look on my face displays my 

confusion, as his pose falters somewhat, and, in a smaller voice, he 

says ‘Do you know where I could find any of the local lords? I’m 

beginning to run out of time.’  

I flounder silently, my voice refusing to work for a few seconds, 

before I manage to squeeze out ‘Y-Yes, I work in the manor nearby. 

I-I can take you, if you like?’ 

A smile breaks out over his face again and he bends down to ruffle 

my hair ‘Thank you, that would be a great help!’ I feel strangely 

warm, and Gawain dismounts from his horse to walk beside me. He’s 

tall, and broader than most of the knights who come to the manor for 

tournaments. ‘Ah, I almost forgot,’ he says, ‘This is Gringolet,’ and he 

pulls his horse, a beautiful grey, around so I can pet him. ‘He has 



been a trusted friend throughout my quest, and through many trials 

before it.’  

‘Hello Gringolet,’ I say, as I stroke his nose. I’ve always loved 

horses, and Samuel, one of the grooms, says he’ll take me on as an 

apprentice in the spring. Gringolet whickers back at me and nudges 

my hand with his nose.  



its scabbard, and stabs it in the eye over and over, until its face is 

a bloody mess. A gasp escapes me involuntarily, and he jerks to look 

at me, eyes wilder than I have seen them before. 

‘Just wanted to make sure it was definitely dead,’ he says, 

smoothing the hair that had fallen in front of his face in the 

commotion. 

‘I definitely think it is, Sir Gawain,’ I say, as he wipes his sword 

on the grass (though there is still a fleck of blood on his face).  

I look at him closer, and realise that he seems paler than 

before, and greener somehow. I wonder if maybe he feels a little sick 

at the sight of the boar’s mangled face, but then I realise his hair is 

becoming a lighter shade of brown too, and his armour is beginning to 

lose its shine. In fact, I realise, Gawain is fading away. He seems to 

come to the same realisation as I do, as he looks down at his hands 

then looks at me with panicked eyes. 

‘Is this some trick of the sorceress Morgan le Fay?’ he asks, 

‘Or is this punishment for breaking my oath with the Lord Bertilak?’ 

His voice sounds quieter now, somehow muffled, and he turns away 

from me to stare into the distance, seeing something that I cannot, 

before he fades completely. All that is left is the boar’s head, the 

blood that seeps out of it slowly staining the frosted grass. 

When I return to the manor (after having gone back to the river 

because I forgot my bucket), I get so tangled up in preparation for 

the festivities that I almost forget my encounter with the mysterious 

knight. It is only later, while waiting the table at the lord’s feast, that 

I really think about him again. Could he have been a faerie visitor? 

He was beautiful enough to be one, but faeries don’t usually wear 



armour, according to the stories the minstrels tell. Perhaps I dreamt 

him up, somehow didn’t realise I had fallen asleep at the river’s edge, 

but then the boar’s head wouldn’t have still been there when I walked 

home after fetching the bucket. 

I am pulled out of my pondering at the entrance of the minstrel. 

Edward smiles at me quickly from his side, before they launch into the 

telling of the their new tale:  

‘Lords and ladies of the court, good evening! I come to you today 

with a tale that has been sent to me from the North of England. It is 

tale of intrigue, betrayal, great mortal peril, but most of all, a tale of 

honour and sacrifice. Gracious listeners, I present to you the tale of 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight!’ 

I suppose Gawain must have finished his quest after all. 

 

[In the interest of transparency, I would like to say that this story is 

somewhat based on/inspired by the poem Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight] 

 

  



Should we have stayed (1400s) by Lisa Rowe (staff) 

 

 

“That’s the way, ignore the bones, they will settle in their places”. 

“Excellent, heads up, don’t watch the bones, listen to them, feel 

them. They will speak to you in time”. 

Individually, they came to my table. I tapped gently at their 

hardened exteriors by rising to greet them, calling them by their 

chosen names, smiling, genuinely smiling and happy to greet them. I 



novitiates appeared. They gossiped and giggled as we filed through 



But we were the ones becoming wealthy whilst they struggled to 

outshine each other. “Stupid peacocks”. 

When we were evicted, because they coveted our land assets, 

we were not lost. We did separate, but it was time, and we were 

prepared. Our ascent had begun. “How? You ask. Through the 

language of our lace”. 

Each pattern woven contained our maternal history. In time, the 

written texts that you kept from us, would lose importance and truth, 

because this is what you wanted, to argue the words of your 

competitors into meaningless. 

But our lace, our beautiful lace, continues to move to the rhythm 

of the bone bobbins and the beating of our hearts, telling the stories 

of our past, our present and our future. There was no need for us to 

remain when our philosophy was now woven into the fabric of life. 

Economy, patience, passion, resilience, community and care. 

“Take a look at your adornments….you will see”.  



Nan's Story (1600s) by Claire Gilbert (visiting fellow) 

 

 

I kneel and put my hands, palms together, between the palms of 

Mother Abbess.  My knees feel the cold floor through the rough-spun 

brown wool of my novice’s habit. 

 ‘God bless you, my child,’ says the Abbess, and bids me rise to 

my feet, seating herself in her chair.  My head is at the same level 

as hers.  I am thirteen and not yet grown. 

 ‘The novice mistress has told 



 ‘I write in my head, Mother.  I write stories about the characters 

who come to our Abbey church, and about the Bible characters. 

 ‘I am writing a longer story about the disciples’ families, Mother, 

and I want to write it down.’

  



 ‘And they sit together that night, near 



 ‘And Jesu asks the sisters if they will stay with him through all 

that he has to 



whole earth, and Jesu is stamping and laughing as his naked body 

spins free of the clothes of death that bound him and— 

 ‘Nan gasps and they all gasp and stop dancing and stand stock 

still and stare at Jesu. 

 ‘They can see his naked body.  It is the body of a woman.  

Jesu is a woman. 

 ‘And at that moment he disappears. 

 ‘The sisters cannot stop talking about what they have seen.  But 

then other followers of Jesu, women, come to the tomb, and so the 

sisters quietly leave that place.  Nan thinks they have seen and 

learned all that they need. 

 ‘And joining a caravan for safety, they make their way back to 

their homes in Galilee. 

 ‘And Nan writes everything down. 

 ‘But no one believes her.  No one believes the sisters have 

been with Jesu and gone to Jerusalem and passed through death with 

him and seen him in new life, in new life as one of them, as a 

woman.  Their families, who knew they’d been absent, decide to 

remain silent and deny everything.  And Nan’s mother steals Nan’s 

writing from her and whips her for telling lies.’ 

 

* * * 

 

I stop speaking.   

 At no point has Mother Abbess interrupted me.   

 Now she rises from her chair.  I dare to look at her but I 

cannot read her face. 





 Now I am mature in my religious life and have learned the ways 

of the church and of the men who rule it, I know the answer only 

too well.  I can do nothing with it.  So, frustrated, I replace it and 

cover the trunk and repeat the order that it is to be left alone. 

And now I am very old and another is Abbess, and Cromwell’s 

armies have come to ransack our monastery.  I see two soldiers rifle 

casually through the papers in the secret trunk. 

 As we leave, homeless women treading a new and unkind path, 

I see a movement in the bushes.  One of the soldiers is squatting.  

He finishes, and I watch as he tosses away a soiled piece of 

parchment that he has used to wipe himself.  I am too far away to 

see what is written on it, but somehow I know, I just know, that it is 

my story. 

  





She stood up and let out a fearsome roar, a message of threat 

injurious. But the man stood his ground, his target he had found. It 

only took one shot, between the eyes at close range. Her blood 

ebbed away hot, to the small cub it looked strange. He climbed down 

from his spot, from then on, his life did change. The crazed man 

raised his gun, but the cub did not run. 

He lay down next to her on the forest floor, the man took his 

aim. The rain started falling and began to pour, the man felt no 

shame. The water droplets mingled spreading the gore, this was no 

fun game. The dog put himself in the line of fire, lifting the veil of 

the man’s burning ire. The cub’s life was saved by an unwitting foe, 

but he could not survive on his own. It was a bittersweet and ironic 

blow, the cub left all he had ever known. His days forever tinged by 

heavy woe, weighed down by grief dug deep in the bone. But he had 

the dog now by his side, without whom he would have surely died. 

The hunter did not keep him very long, caught between mercy 

and loathing. He could not live with what he had done wrong, a bear 

cub was too exposing. He looked for anywhere it could belong, through 

many lands he went roving, before a little boy took a shine, fascinated 

by the young ursine. 

Once again, the cub knew love from the heart, surpassing a 

mammalian divide. Never the two kindred friends did they part, no 

fancy was the spoiled boy denied. Until the bear grew too large and 

too smart, no more a toy, but a thing to deride. He became a pest; 

the household was stressed. The boy wanted him by his bed, to 

guard against bad dreams which come at night. It all came to a 

brutal head, when the cub got into a deadly fight, leaving many fish 



and ducks dead, with his mighty and unwavering bite. The boy started 



they are allies. The tragic bear moves nearer and all will become 

clearer. 

The bear is a fine mess and shows this sorry scene. He is in 

sheer distress and words are said obscene. The owner he does press, 

venting his angry spleen. Finally, a deal is struck and the bear 

changes his luck. The scents around him become an assault, cloth and 

fish, wax and beer, timber and spice. Do not see it as purely his 

own fault; it is compelling and comes at a price. A cheese cart 

rumbles past and one of salt, when he smells the honey, all in a 

trice, the bear goes mad. The man is sad.







“But mother, I have no desire to go to London. Last year, Anne 

spent all season spreading scandalous rumours about the lords and 

ladies of the ton. I want nothing to do with it.”  

My mother sighed. “Eliza Ashington, we are not discussing this 

any further. You have a …” 

“… duty to this family. I understand that mother, truly I do, but 

if I marry one of those gentlemen, I believe it will bring shame on 

this family rather than fulfilling any such duty. Many of them do not 

even know how to dance, my toes were bruised for six weeks after 

Lady Talbot’s ball at the end of the last season”.  

“Eliza, the rest of society thinks that they are more than suitable 

candidates so you, young lady, must smile and dance, and your toes 

will survive”.  

Eliza looked down at her feet, probably already imagining the 

deep purple her toes would inevitably turn. I felt grateful that I still 

had a year of peace before it was my first London Season. I was not 

ready to navigate the chaos that was the London marriage mart. Eliza 

walked over to the pianoforte and began to play, her fingers dancing 

merrily along the keys. The upbeat melody jarred against the tension in 

the room.  

“And Francesa,” my mother looked over at me, “there have been 

some slight alterations to the plans, and we will now all be leaving for 

the London house. There is a horrid fever circulating this town which I 

wish to escape.”   

“Of course, mother”.  While the prospect of spending the next 

few months among self-entitled ladies and arrogant gentlemen was quite 





The tears plummeted now. “I must not”.  

“Of course, you may”. I reached for her chin, to lift her gaze to 

mine. Whatever her problem may be and regardless of her lack of 

care for me these past few years, I wanted to look her in the eye 

and reassure her that we would get through this together. After all, 

that was what sisters were meant to be for. But when my hand met 

the tear-stained surface of her chin, she jerked her head away. 

“Do not touch me!” Her eyes flashed with a fear so vivid that I 

felt compelled to take a slow step away from her. I stared at the 

stranger standing where my sister had been.  

“I must not look at you,” she whispered, “as I will turn you into 

stone”. 

I would have laughed but the foreboding filling my veins 

compelled me not to.  

“Eliza, what is wrong?” 

“Come with me.” She took my hand and dragged me towards 

her bedchamber. It looked almost identical to mine, though what stood 

in the middle of the room made me instantly drop her hand. It 

seemed to be a statue, elegantly carved out of pure white marble, like 

the ones scattered around the town. At least, that was what I thought 

at first. When I approached it, I realised that it looked oddly familiar. 

However, this was not the usual image of a recognisable stranger. It 

had a striking resemblance to Ivy, the young maid who I am not sure 

I had ever heard speak, frozen in marble at the end of Eliza’s bed. 

Why would Eliza carve a statue of Ivy? Unless … this was not a 

statue at all.  







heart turn to stone, trapping me eternally in my act of saving her. As 

flesh turned to marble, my sorrow transformed to love. Sometimes it 

was the book tucked away on the top shelf that people needed to 

read the most.  

  

  





 

Being a woman teaches you discipline and respect - 







A Slither in time (1800s) by Deborah Omolegan-Obe (undergraduate) 

 

 

If Aunty Mary could be a word then she epitomised “apology”. A 

hurried ‘sorry’ when you barged into someone at the Derby races, 

craning your neck to get a good view of the horse you picked out to 

be a winner. The way us young girls used to fawn over those horses, 

attaching our hopes and dreams to the intangible prospect of their win. 

We, Eliza, and I, would tuck raw pieces of turnip under our gowns for 

them, we never got a chance to take them out and feed them. We’d 

take the turnip from mother’s vegetable pot, the concoction she asked 

Beatrice to make each morning with the firm belief that drinking their 

pureed form would maintain her youth.  

But yes, Aunt Mary was an apology, a half-



Eliza and I spent most of our days together. Being only 16 

months apart, nature mandated that we would be close, and with little 

more to do than studying, music, and artwork, it was up to us to 

make something more out of our daily routine. 3 o’clock was “garden 

hour”, we’d pick daisies and make up songs, rhyming our names with 

whatever we could think of, adding a daisy to our chain if we 

managed to make the other laugh. At 5 o’clock during music we’d 

“compose”, I’d sing, and Eliza played violin, this time the winner was 

whoever could make the other cry, we both had a soft spot for 

melodies. 

Summers were better for both of us because we spent more 

time outside the estate grounds. It was in summer that we went to 

see the horses race, we’d make up names for each one and father 

would tell us who he had betted on. Often, we’d disagree with him, 

that was our own mark of independence, our attempt to find our own 

place in the world – even if such was to be found in the name of a 

horse. Only once did my chosen horse win, and on that day, father 

bought us both an ice cream from the stalls at Kings Parade. I got 

two scoops and Eliza got one, father said it was only right given that 

I had won. 

I missed Eliza on days like this, especially whenever it rained. In 

the music room we had played our instruments to the tempo of the 

wind, it was only on raining days that I touched a piano, I was never 

any good when the sun was shining. 

Aunt Mary would sometimes come watch us play, though she’d 

always keep her feet planted firmly outside the door, tilting her head 

ever so slightly with her eyes closed firmly. We always thought it odd 





Dear Dorothy (early 1900s) by Bex Goodchild (undergraduate) 

 

 

Eglantyne Jebb 

British social activist 

1876-1928 

 

Pitter-patter of little paws. Pitter-patter in the ceiling. In the walls. 

Under the floorboards. Pitter-patter into the kitchen. He is looking for 

something to eat, poor little Rat. But poor chef too! She jumps out of 

her skin – what a fright. Mr Rat makes a run for it. Little paws on 

the tile floor. Out in the open – he just needs some food. Chef wails 

and takes both hands on the broom. Bang! Bang! Bang! She is 

striking the floor, but Mr Rat is quick. He is agile. He is prepared. 

Up, up, up! He runs up the broom and Chef drops it with a shriek. 

On the table, Mr Rat sets his pesky eyes on a chunk of bread. He 

hurries over and grabs it with two front paws - throws it up, high in 

the air and catches it in a bag tied to his back. Then, in one 

almighty jump, he springs to the cabinet into the safe darkness of the 

gap between the wall. He squeezes through the cracks, darts across 

floorboards and in the narrow passageways hidden from human view.  

 

Do you remember such stories, my dear Dorothy? The stories I would 

tell you when we were children? What an imagination. We would talk 

for hours, dreaming up new worlds in hushed whispers. Giddy giggles 

were unsuccessfully stifled. Mother would come and tuck us in. A kiss 

on our forehead and a promise of pleasant dreams. Do you ever wish 



we could go back to that time? My understanding of the world was 

so different – so small. As much as I desire for the images of the 

impoverished, the suffering, and the weak to leave my dreams, they 

cannot, and they should not. Not even a mother's kiss cou



spreading like a disease, infecting me with a smile. But such extremes 

of joy are accompanied by other extremes. Loss, grief, fear, all of 

which I began to feel alongside them. All of which made my joy that 

much stronger, that much more defiant. The dance became a battle 

cry and the song a declaration of survival. Us all together, I felt at 

home. I felt at home but according to what is proper, according to the 

will of the rich, I must stay away. We are much the same people 

and yet these invisible lines pull us apart. Dorothy, I cannot tell you 

how much I resent these shackles that divide us. What is so different 

about you and me that distinguishes us from the factory girls? That 

we were born into wealth? We cannot claim that for ourselves you 

must understand. Just as the poor cannot claim their poverty for 

themselves. We are all of the same matter – from the same source. 

The same bud that bloomed at the beginning of the universe. The 

same hand of God that sculpted each and every one of us and who 

now pulls me to action.   

. °Ҁ 





chest of draws in the far corner. Past the city hall, the nursery, the 

bathhouses. Mr Rat reaches the top-third draw to the left. Mr Rats 

home. His family celebrate his arrival home and gathers around the 

thimble table. The bread from Mr Rat's bag is admired by all. First 

some for his son, his three daughters and then his wife. Mr Rat tells 

them he has eaten his fill. Them full is his fill.   

 

Yours,  

Eglantyne Jebb 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Human Grains (1940s) by Flaminia Zane (postgraduate partner) 

 





The baby was already born. Perhaps it was not a good time, he 

could have come back later. But when? There was a train to London 

that afternoon, and he wanted to catch it. But then again, things had 

to be done immediately that summer, even if it was the wrong time, 

because you could not know if at the right time you would still be there 

to do them, those damn things. 

He knocked. Softly. Too softly. He could not hear it himself. He 

knocked again, stronger. The singing stopped, the child continued to 

scream. 

He knocked again, gently. Now that his presence was clear, there 

was no need to force further. The child’s screaming came closer and 

smashed right into his face when the door opened. 

In front of him stood a woman, holding close to herself a wailing 

bundle that she rhythmically rocked. Her eyes, bright, open, surrounded 

by dark circles, looked at him in surprise. Her hair, tied in a braid, was 

longer than in the photo Richard had shown him. She was shorter than 



But her expression changed. Her features froze, the rhythmic 

movement of her arms stopped, and for a few seconds, she was nothing 

but a statue with a wailing baby perched on top. 

Charles lowered his gaze, nervous. He felt the urge to drag his 

limping leg down the stairs, then to the station, then onto the train, then 

to London, then to the barracks, then on a ship again, and then back 

to the front because that was the only place he belonged, out of respect 

for all the Eds and Johns and Richards, out of respect for the woman 

who now stood in front of him on a doorstep where he did not belong. 

But she said, "Good morning, Charles. Please, come in." And he 

dragged himself inside instead. 

"Will you excuse me, just for a moment? I will put the baby to 

sleep. Please make yourself at home.” 

He made a gesture as if to say not to worry, while she disappeared 

into the next room and closed the door behind her. 

Everything was as Richard had described it. The kitchen in the 

corner, the coat rack, the wooden desk, the photos, the window overlooking 

the street. The leather armchair. When she came back, he stood there 

still, unable to move. Outside, rain had finally come. 

"Please, make yourself comfortable, Charles. May I offer you 

some tea? Did you have lunch already?” 

Her eyes were red, but her voice was firm. 

"Yes," he lied. "Just a glass of water," he added, out of fear of 

being rude otherwise. His eyes followed her as she moved towards the 

kitchen, filled two glasses of water and brought them back. 

"You know who I am?" 

The grammar, Charles. The grammar. 



"Richard wrote to me about you." 

She already knew, it was for sure. The War Office must have 

sent the notification letter already. After all, more than a month had 

passed. He watched her move the chair from the desk, then sit down. 

"Please sit here, Ms Wilson. You will be more comfortable," he 

said, indicating the armchair. She looked at him for a moment, and 

Charles knew she understood why he did not want to sit there. She 

moved without insisting further. He took a seat at the desk’s wooden 

chair. 

"You can call me Louise. You are just as he described you, you 

know? How old are you? Eighteen?" 

"Nineteen. A few days ago." 

"Happy birthday." 

"Thank you." 

Silence. He wanted to ask her about the baby, but could not get 

himself to. Awkwardly, he took the letter out of his pocket. It was worn 

and creased, but the ink was intact. He had kept it with obsessive care 

all along the journey, clutching it under his pillow when he was in the 

hospital. 

"He gave it to me before ..." 

Louise lightly touched the paper, as if to check it would not burn 

her. A photo slipped down when she opened the letter. She started 

reading, then immediately closed it. She placed it on her lap, and finished 

the sentence, ".. he died." 

That was the first time, in the long conversation that would follow, 

that Charles felt like a coward. The second time was a minute later, 



when Louise offered him a cloth handkerchief and he realized he was 

crying. 

"God, I'm sorry." 

Louise gazed at the open door of the room where the baby was 

sleeping. 

"You're just a child." 

He could not tell to whom she was referring. He made a move 

as if to leave. 

"I won’t bother you more, Ms Wilson." 

"No," she said. Then, realizing she had acted too vehemently, she 

added, “Stay a little longer, Charles.” 

He sat back down, and that was the third time he felt like a 





Trapped in Takehara (1945) by Serena Warwick-Yamamoto (undergraduate) 

 

 

“How have you been coping?” Dr Ichimura asked, opening up a new 

page in his small, orange notebook. 

Coping. Miya hated the word. It was like an itch she couldn’t 

scratch; a nagging prod on her brain which she could never bat away. 

“I am fine,” she replied. There was something about Dr 

Ichimura’s face which unsettled her. Small and beady eyes behind 

thick, perfectly oval glasses. An unevenly shaved beard with small 

flecks of grey all scattered across his jaw in a disorderly fashion.  

“Fine,” he nodded, looking back down at his notepad. He flicked 

to the page before, then back again. “Are you eating?” 

Miya’s smile wavered. “Yes.” 

“Eating well?” 

Her teeth gritted. “Well enough.” 

He nodded again, then shut the notebook, placing it face down 

on the table. He drew in a long breath through his nose and sat 

forehead in his seat, looking solemnly into Miya’s eyes. It made her 

want to recoil and crawl away, fast. 

“How is your heart?”  

Her smile dropped away, barely leaving even a shadow of 

politeness. “My heart?” 

“Your mother told me your heart is broken,” Dr Ichimura 



Miya realised what it was that bothered her so much. He spoke 

without opening his teeth. His lips moved, sort of, but he talked 

entirely through his teeth. 

She was not going to talk to her mother’s neighbour’s peculiar 

younger brother about the death of her husband. She didn’t need a 

doctor’s note to know that she was utterly and irreparably broken.  

 

An hour later she was back in her mother’s house, listening to her 

mother mumble about the rain. Something about it being good for the 







forever, and even more after that. If I spent my lifetime with you it 

would still never be enough.  

 

 With all my love and for the rest of time, 

 Your Daichi  . 

 

Signed, dated and stamped. Hiroshima, 31st July 1945.  

  



Exquisite (1950s) by Chanel Wagenheim Plucinski (undergraduate) 

 

 

Part I - A Christmas Formal  

 

‘Aren't we supposed to know it all?’ 

‘And infinitely more?’ 

Amanda took a last sip with a smirk, responding to questions with 

more questions was a Cambridge custom one grew rapidly fond of, and 

if you could also put in some intellectual references, it was even better. 

‘This is the reason we got here in the first place, isn’t it?’ 

She did not answer but she let out a laugh. It all felt like an 

act, she felt she did not know a thing. And since she had started 

college it had only gotten worse. Students were not supposed to know 

everything, afterall she was supposed to be learning, that was what 

college was for, but everyday she was confronted with students who 

seemed to already know everything. She thought it was a common 

experience, something every scholar went through, some even called it 

imposter syndrome. She thought that was something everyone experienced. 

She really believed that, but then she met Amanda - that A-student 

whose confidence was as high as her ponytail. Coming to Cambridge, 

Alice knew she would be surrounded by overachieving students who could 

actually pull all-nighters while still volunteering and taking part in school 

plays. However, when she applied she just wanted to please her parents, 





 

Part II - Alice through the painting 

 

She opened her eyes, still feeling a bit dizzy.  

She was in her room: ‘I had the strangest dream.’ 

She went to her bathroom and splashed cold water on her face. 

As she was not able to find her phone, she just grabbed her bag and 

walked to Amanda’s door. The girl did not answer, she was probably 

already on her way. Alice walked to the porters’ lodge to check her 

mail. However, the pidge she got at the beginning of the year was not 

there. She thought she was still hallucinating, and took the time to 

meticulously look at the different labels. Not only was she not able to 

find her name, but she did not recognise the name of any of her 

cohort. As she was probably already running late, she decided she would 

come back later.  

Walking out of Newnham, she could not shake the feeling that 

something was off. As she started crossing the road, she realised 

something was wrong. She had no clue how this was even possible: 

while the lecture site was still there the day before, somehow it had 

become a construction site overnight. The building was not even there 

at all, as if it had been demolished and thrown away in the matter of 

a few hours, while a new one was under construction.  

‘Sorry?’ 

‘Yes, ma’am.’ 

‘What is happening?’ 

‘We are building the new site for the university ma’am.’ 

‘The new…’ 



She did not have time to ask further questions, the worker left, 

getting back to work. 

‘Curiouser and curiouser.’ Talking to herself was a habit Alice never 

quite grew out of. 

She walked back to her room, deciding she should try to make 

sense of everything that happened that morning. 

She started a list entitled ‘Things that do not make sense’. That 

was and had always been her way of coping: making lists, writing things 

down, giving names and titles to concepts and feelings. Afterall she was 

a humanities major.  

Therefore, she started a list:  

 

- Amanda not in her room 

- The pigeon hole labels 

- The construction work going on on the lecture site 

 

She questioned if anything else had seemed peculiar which she 

could have added to her list. After a few minutes of reflection, staring 

at the page, she added two other elements, now the list read: 

 

- Amanda not in her room 

- The pigeon hole labels 

- The construction work going on on the lecture site 

- People’s clothes in the street 

- The new porters 

 





Back in the kitchen, she looked for something to eat but as she 

had expected there was not one single thing that belonged to her 

anymore. She looked on the different shelves, surely there was something 

she could eat and replace later. That is when she saw a bowl of figs, 

or rather a huge bowl with two figs in it. She took both in her hands, 

as if weighing them out, before going for the bigger one. The first bite 

was exquisite. She put down the other fig on the table and sat to eat 

the rest of the one she picked out. Taking the last bite, she was 

interrupted by noises coming from outside. Out of curiosity, and probably 

a bit of boredom, Alice left the dorm again.  

There was the same young woman, in front of the door, her back 

turned to Alice. She did not know what to do, however she felt that 

woman was the answer. 

‘Sorry to bother…’ She started shyly but, before she could form a 

proper sentence, they both heard a strident noise. That was when the 

woman started to run. Alice tried to follow, she felt she had to get to 

the bottom of this, to understand what was happening that day. She 





‘Whose is it then?’ 

‘No clue. Izzy? I mean if it is not yours, nor mine… Anyway, we 

should head up… You know figs always remind me of that writer… the 

one who wrote The Bell Jar!’ 

‘Plath?’ 

‘Exactly. Wasn’t she a student here as well? Like in the 50s or 

something…’ 

Alice was not listening anymore, she was focused on the fig half-

eaten left on the table.   

 

 

 

  



The Darker The Skin, The Deeper The Bruises are Buried (1950s) by Sam 

Misan (undergraduate) 

 

 

It was at one of the usual BBC watering-holes that I encountered a 

young student poet named Edward Kamau Brathwaite. Freshly plucked 

out of Pembroke College Cambridge, where he attended on a Barbados 

Island Scholarship, he had made his way onto the fledgling Caribbean 

Voices Radio



had burst the stiff upper lip of its banks as it did most winters. It 

comforted me.  

We dined in the dark wooded Christopher Smart Room. Kamau 

sat among the other two island scholars to my left: Agwe Etienne and 

Lindo Belfield. They spoke of mutual interests, histories, textures, 

childhoods by the sea, currents in their 



Terribly kind, that Kamau. That doesn't happen to be your work 

up there beside the portrait of Christopher



shape and hue every now and then, like the shot of red in the 

fellows’ cheeks when they learned of the banana tree. Deep magenta 

would redden



"Mami kissed your mama with colour and let 





The darker the skin, the 





and women from all over the continent and even, dare I say, one from 

Scotland. We helped ourselves to big bowls of stew with wedges of 

bread, throwing around audacious theories and pointed fingers. I had an 

appetite for drink in those days, I’ll say. That night, however, my first 

with Maria, I was distracted. Her lips were shaped in the most precise 

bow, curved at each end and raised in the middle. It was impish, 

charming. I kept my own eyes fixed on them throughout the night and 

traced their pattern on my leg underneath the table. Tired with the 

heckling conversation that had long since turned from earnest discussion 

into snobbish showmanship, Maria finished her soup and rose to leave—

and as she went, she took the air right out of the room with her.  

Jim had originally only invited us to visit, but we stayed to paint. 

As long as Maria would stay, so would I. We often found ourselves by 

the Cam, tucked into nooks along the river edge where our conversation 

would only bother the ducks. She had first used that spot to pray. She 

said she always felt closer to God by the water because the trickling 

music of the stream always brought with it the reassurance of a reply. 

Most afternoons, she would gaze into the water, grey eyes clouded by 

strands of shimmering, golden hair, and her lips would murmur missives 

to a God far beyond my reach. As she prayed, eyes open and hands 

twirling the grass beside her ankles, I would sketch. My notebook back 

then was littered with fragments of her: the arch of her nose, her mud-

rimmed fingernails. In those moments, time had truly suspended itself. 

She teased me (that smile again) that she had become my muse—and 

I had no reply.  

Of course, nothing of that sort ever happened between us. I 

couldn’t bring myself to sully her with romance—in fact, I truly believed 



that if anything unbecoming or vulgar came out of her mouth, I would 

have had to cast myself into the river or leave the city forever. Jim 

tried to talk to me once, actually, saying something about ‘expectations’ 

and ‘self-restraint’, and I could see what the old boy was getting at, but 

it never concerned me: Maria would never stoop and, for my part, I 

would never give her cause to. 

A month or so later, while I was sharing breakfast with Jim in 

the walled garden, I met Isaac Montgomery. A painter from London, he 

also attempted oil landscapes, like me, although with a greenness that 

bordered on inexperience. Isaac had arranged to stay with Jim to paint 

the Fens, it appeared, and would be taking the room next to mine. As 

he settled down to breakfast with us, he pulled out his sketchbook and 

flipped through a few drawings of the sights he had encountered already 

on his trip from Grandchester. The usual scribblings of punters, cowslips 

and dragonflies affronted us. He turned the page once more and alighted 

on a semi-drawn portrait of a woman’s face. It was only half finished, 

he assured us, as he had only had time to capture the eyes and the 

smile. The face’s eyes were grey, and her lips were like a bow, impishly 

curled at each corner.  

I flushed. The likeness was unmistakable. Maria, courting with 

others? Breathlessly encouraging the impositions of other men’s pens? I 





Ladies' Night (1950s) by Molly Becker (staff) 

 

 

Two women stood outside Great St Mary’s, rubbing their hands 

together and stomping their feet to stay warm on the chilly February 

night. After months of planning, there was nothing to do now but wait.  

Lillian was the one to finally break the silence, asking the only 

question that mattered.  

“Do you think they got it?”  

Footsteps sounded on the cobblestones, and they got their 

answer.  

 

***** 

 

Three hours earlier, Florence had filed into the candlelit Hall alongside 

her host for the evening, a lecturer in history at Jesus College. She 

had only been speaking with him for a half hour as they sipped port 

before dinner, but they had already covered the unseasonably cold 

weather, guesses about the dinner menu, and a discussion about the 

man’s aunt, who was recovering from a short but severe illness in 

Lincoln, before circling back to the weather. Florence could already tell 

that this was going to be a long evening.  

Florence had been to four Ladies’ Nights around Cambridge since 

her marriage three years ago, all arranged by her husband. Mark had 

met Florence in a bookshop, her nose buried in a biography of 

naturalist Mary Anning. By the time the time they had reached 

Florence’s doorstep after a long walk discussing Anning’s contributions 



to natural science, Mark had fallen in love with Florence’s mind, and 

she had fallen in love with him for it.  

Mark loved to arrange these Ladies’ Night invitations for Florence, 

imagining that she was having the conversations he knew she craved 

about art, history, and science. In reality, she and her hosts rarely 

discussed anything more intellectual than which Cambridge building she 

found most beautiful.   



Alice already felt like she had plenty to pick a fight about at this 

meal.  

When Alice had left Cambridge in 1936, almost twenty years 

earlier, she had no intention of ever going back. Cambridge had given 

her an education, for which she was grudgingly grateful, but she could 

never forgive the feeling that she wasn’t fully welcome, simply because 

she hadn’t been born a man. She didn’t understand how Jean, her 

best friend since their days at Girton, could bring herself to stay. But, 

as Alice herself well knew, Jean had always seen the best in places, 

and in people.  

After almost twenty years of friendship, Alice was fairly sure she 

knew Jean better than anyone. But even she was shocked when Jean 

had told her about her idea over coffee on a rainy afternoon in 

Oxford. Alice knew Jean had raised money for New Hall before, ten 

years ago when she had published A Cambridge Scrapbook and 

donated the proceeds to support the small new foundation for women’s 

education in Cambridge. But this new plan was bold, dangerous, and 

would raise much more money than the proceeds of A Cambridge 

Scrapbook ever could. How could Alice say no?  

As the waiters circled the table, collecting the plates, Alice felt 

Florence’s arm brush hers and a note fall into her lap. Glancing down 

and reading the hastily scrawled directions, Alice smiled and turned to 

the Fellow next to her, ready to do her part.  

 

***** 

 





of becoming quite the tale of its own. Even if they didn’t pull off the 

plan, Cambridge would be talking about this Ladies’ Night, and Alice’s 

dramatics, for months. Jean would have felt bad about tarnishing her 

friend’s reputation if she didn’t know Alice had loved every second of 

it.  

Alice found Cambridge stifling, but Jean loved her life teaching 

history at Girton to students who reminded her of herself and Alice 

twenty years ago, bursting with life and yearning for knowledge. Most 

days, she could almost convince herself that the disparity between her 

students’ experience and what the men at other Colleges were given 

didn’t bother her.  

But the founding of New Hall in 1954 had sparked a passion for 

change that she could no longer ignore. She had done her part with 

A Cambridge Scrapbook, but it wasn’t enough. When Jean had heard 

that they were finally fundraising to build the new College, she began 

to plan.   

It all came down to this final step, and to her. Jean knew she 

wasn’t enchantingly pretty, like Florence, or bold and outspoken, like 

Alice, and she definitely wasn’t the star of the show, like Lillian. But 

blending into the background was a talent, too.  

Her host, a Fellow in English, was laughing loudly, focused on 

Lillian. Excusing herself quietly, Jean got up from the table and slipped 

out of the Hall to find her best friend. Nobody noticed she was gone.  

 

***** 

 







bright shiny egg-cups given to Father and Mother on their wedding-day 

by someone who assumed there would soon be four of us eating from 

the breakfast-table. The green egg-cup, green the colour of mould and 

slime, has never been used. A little pool of dust has collected in its 

basin where it stands on the cabinet.  

I have a new red coat, a Christmas luxury. I wanted one pink, 

like Audrey Hepburn wears, but red is close enough. Father said I 

looked like Jackie Kennedy, but I wanted Audrey Hepburn. Mama would 

have known. And I got my skates. The Cam has been frozen for 

months – or it feels like months. They call it the Big Freeze, and at 



Macmillan, who has been Prime Minister half my life but who, 



 

There is no 

  Strange look given me by the ice. Ice is my favourite in 

cobwebs that hang from the old gas lamps. 

Ice makes spidery stiff ribbons out of these floaty things, 

geometric like Father’s diagrams. 

I find these diagrams on the back of napkins, backs of bills 

which stack up. As though some formula, written in blunt pencil and 

too perplexing even for undergraduate eyes, might solve the mystery of 

the unpaid hot-water man. Or else bring back something far greater.  

Einstein gave us the Atom Bomb, Father said sometimes with a 

sort of eye-twinkle. You don’t remember it, you don’t know what things 

were like before our Nuclear Age. Every Age gives us a new 

challenge for Science, Ada. You’re named after a very clever young 

lady. Some people even say she invented the Computer. Now our 

challenge is to beat the Soviets to the Moon. But if anyone asks you 

what your Papa does, tell them he’s looking into the age ahead. 

 O look at the numbers, Ada, he said. One day we’ll use them 

to beat time, go backwards, forwards, through. 

Often there were no numbers, only signs. Many letters. Spelling 

at school confused me at first, when I was younger, because I thought 

letters belonged always to mathematical equations. I thought the words 

in our storybooks, the 

 CAT   SAT  ON  THE   MAT 

would be equivalent to something else. But no. They were just 

themselves. And lately the twinkle in Father’s eye has settled into 

something grimmer. Time and the numbers are no longer a sort of 



friendly adversary. I feel that he and they are now deadly enemies. 

The pencil marks on bills are darker and blunter when I see them, 

and smudged with something more than a hand. 

 

      ---  

 

The bells are tolling the hour in Queen’s College chapel where I reach 

the river. They ring through the quiet like pickaxes striking the air. The 

students are still sleeping. Get thee to Girton, Father likes to say to 

me. Or better; by the time you turn eighteen, Ada, maybe the grand 

old colleges will be letting women in. He laughs at this, as though the 

idea amuses him. It’s an unthreatening idea. I look at the Elizabethan 

wood panelling just visible across the Mathematical Bridge in Queen’s 

Old Court. I imagine crossing it with books in hand on my way to a 

supervision. I see the women at Newnham sometimes doing the same 

thing. It’s because of one of them, a student about my height with 

curled blonde hair, a beret and a friendly smile, that I first decided I 

wanted a coat like Audrey Hepburn. She has one, only it’s bottle-

green. I see her often on my way to school. I think she’s late to 

lectures a lot. 

 

      ---  

 

Enough of thinking. Onto the ice, crunching, stumbling, not-at-all-smooth.  

Zing and pop like the special American soda cans we get in 

summer now.  

The tooth-shivering cold of an ice-cream float. 



White silvered lines criss-crossing the blades of the skates, like 

those frozen spider webs hanging off the lamps.  

Lamps that give off no heat, only yellow light.  

Now, though, the light is grey, piercing grey as a pair of eyes 

as I follow the curve of the river round the Backs.  

One day soon there will be cows on King’s meadow again. 

Mama liked the cows. I for one am scared of them.  

I imagine a vast palace of ice to disappear into. Tunnels, ice 

waterfalls, slides into the blue depths of things. Punts are frozen in 

odd angles along the banks of Trinity. I don’t think they’ll survive the 

winter. 

In places the ice is almost translucent. Perhaps it is warming up, 

after all. 

Oh! 

An almighty sound, and a lurch downwards.  

The gravity of the skates. 

--There must, I think all in a rush, be a formula for this. 

  





student carpet. You pick up my head and read me the news. The 

comet has fallen over Japan. Hanging is out, for the time being. 

Separating your eyelashes one by one with a pin, 7300 teachers in 

training, gone wayward, or biding their time with philosophical pursuits, 

balancing glasses on the edges of tables and cutting their own fringes 

with sewing scissors. I can hear them. I can hear the hairpins falling 

to the ground. It’s Friday night. The singing is lying at my feet, 

standing sentry at my door. Winter drives us beneath our blankets, 

curled like clefs at the fireside. Festivity is time-sharp, and full of 

cheery threat. We could go out and see it all. You say: 

 

don’t you know they don’t ever take them down? They just  

turn them off, and nobody ever notices.  

 

I feel the thumping of the air, the lifting of lungs, rough and 

gossamer. Snowflakes borne back along the river, the clouds heavy 

with themselves. Five silver points lay brittle at the foot of the stairs, 

fallen from their drunken perching.  When I lie on your back, I can 

see the spot the painter missed, and the shoddily-covered crack of a 

long-gone boot. It makes me feel tiny, as tiny and as silly as the 

silver  dusting the hallway. It’s stuck all over your coat. A fairy, I 

tease, a sweet wingé d critter. You say, shut up with that, I’ve got stuff 

to do. I picture your glittering tail over the neatness of the lawn. A 

bedazzled, grumpy phoenix hovering in the doorway, scattering asbestos 

sparks. That can’t be fantastic for the birds. It doesn’t matter, you say, 

brushing yourself down into the night.  

 



It doesn’t matter, it’s just an old star. I have so much to do.  

 

III. 

 

Then, against all hope, it’s sunny. I show you shiny pictures in the 

panelled rooms. Gently-bragging hands holding a pouting face, resting 

needlessly upon a Bible, caught in an act of confidence. Under your 

raised brow, he looks black and white and far away from now. He 

wore a bow-tie and didn’t brush his hair a hundred years ago. 

Suddenly, the room is cringing with tenderness. It seems there was 

nothing but the present then, as poised on a lit fuse as it is still, the 

simplest path. He said that music was the stuff of life. Silence is a 

breath’s distance from the next song. Don’t Put It Down, someone 

sings. You say, he couldn’t be right, the young song-genius, because 

the poets were wrong. Hope is the thing with claws, dragging you 

backwards into the darkness. Don’t you know, you say? Don’t you 

listen to a thing I say? I watch the needle find its groove. I hear the 

light rushing from the sky.  

 

Nothing is real. We are made of very old carbon that fell out of the 

sky, and you’re worrying about a supervision?  

 

I wonder if you knew that we turned up with the young prince, the 

cameras, the politely turned faces. Flashes like explosions, subtle as a 

storm. I tried to make you a crown. My glue-gnarled hand tenses in 

its pocket. I still haven’t picked up the plastic gems, a sharp 

constellation littered across their cheap stained sky. I wish I could 



make like you could, like you don’t. Carbon hands, I think, and flint. A 

grain of sand is an embryonic pearl, or the microcosm of a cathedral 

halo. Right now, I want to tell you that I think you are brilliant. The 

sun behind you lights you up like a manuscript, arcane evidence of 

erasings, bored sketches of arrows and lemons, and love. Don’t put it 









Running, Running, Running Away (1976) by 



 

Dada’s forlorn face glared back at me. Below, an accusing headline 

read: ‘Don’t worry about a thing? Bob abandons a nation’. Despite my 

feet standing on Cambridge’s cobbled pavements, my mind was far 

away. It was hearing the tropical buzz of Jamaican paradise, the 

raucous of the ‘jancrows’ and the hustle and bustle of market day with 

Muma. I missed her more than words could conjure. A pang of guilt 

rose to my throat, but I refused to let my feelings awash. Instead, I 

furrowed my brow sympathetically and continued trudging through the 

snow. Flurries of icicles dusted my leather boots and made it slippery 

underfoot. Thank goodness for the velvet-collared Shetland coat, the 

grey felt hat and the woollen tights; I’d never experienced such bitter 

weather and I silently thanked the uppity lady in the Uniform shop for 

equipping me so adequately.  

My days were spent gliding around in this trance. I had no care 

for this country and nor did it for me. The girls in my house despised 

me, my teachers looked at me pitifully and it wouldn’t stop damn 

snowing! At night, I’d curl up and transport myself back home to the 

warm embrace of Muma and Dada. But when the winter sun rose and 

accosted me through the bay window, I was reminded of just how 

alone I was. My roommate had moved her bed away from me. As 

she’d scraped the bed across the floor, thinking she’d been subtle, her 

gaze met mine. With a smirk and defiant toss of her auburn ringlets 

that enraged me, I knew I’d met my enemy in the flesh. Heiress to 

‘Potts’ Flowers’, Miss Carlotta Potts was a spiteful, spoilt, and snooty 

girl. She sauntered around the school as if she owned it, religiously 





Reality Checkpoint (1990s and more) by Sarah Burton (staff) 

 

 

When she returned to the world, she was left feeling less alive 

somehow, until she was forced to stop. Cursing the final straw in a 

hard first day back at work, she leans her bike against the lamp post 











He says that’s why. “People want to learn about their adopted 

hometown, but take for granted where they have lived their whole life.” 

“I feel I’m looking at the world with fresh eyes, thank you.” 

She’s seeing things differently after being stuck at home for so long. 

“I’ve been comfortably numb.” 

She looks a little lost, but he smiles widely at her Pink Floyd 

reference; cultural references create instant kinship like nothing else. “As 

they have said, “Don’t adjust your mind. Your dream may be gone, 

reality is at fault.” 

Smiling back, “that’s a bit presumptuous.” 

He shrugs, “hasn’t everyone’s dreams been affected by what we 

have all been though?” He wants to take her hand and lead her 

away to talk some more, but social distancing. 

Not wanting to go home yet, mirroring his mind, she invites him 

to walk with her, talking song lyrics, governmental idiocy and setting 

the world to rights, helped by the knowledge of the past, embracing 

the present and hopeful for the future. One of the lamp post’s lights 

flickers farewell as they leave. 


