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The first thing you have to know is that I didn’t have 

any brothers or sisters and there was no one to please 

but myself. Which was just fine. Most of the time. 

The rest of the time it wasn’t, necessarily, though even 

then it wasn’t too bad. It was only sometimes when it 

all got as dry as dust, and there were too many adults 

about that I wished there was someone else there my 

age too.


I don’t know if you ever get that feeling – that fusty 

mothballs feeling. It’s the feeling you get when the 

little specks of dust hang in the sunlight and the 

whole empty afternoon is before you, like a desert, 

with nothing to do and nowhere to go and nobody 

coming round.


Your mum says to play in the garden, but somehow 

even the thought of it just makes you tired. And even 

if you went out and played tennis against the wall, 

you’d only whack the ball into next door’s garden, 

and then have to knock on the door and get stung by 

all the nettles round the back. The only way to make 

things better is to have another world to escape into. 

But who knows where it is? Or how you would get to 

it, anyway. And so you just drift and dream, as if your 

mind was on a magic carpet and you had left your

body far away in another land. So maybe you do

escape, in a way.


Which is what I want to tell you about – about 

escaping.





There being only me to please, I’d probably gone a bit 

bonkers. I dare say I was a bit selfish too, and liked 

to have everything my own way and just so. I’d probably 

got more stuff than most people and I never 

played with half of it. I just kept it in the cupboard 

and I didn’t like anyone touching it, or disturbing my 

straight lines. And woe betide you if you did.


I think I was what they call eccentric. I don’t suppose 

my hair helps either, it being extremely red, and 

then there’s my freckles, which aren’t red, but there 

are a lot of them. They can get quite bad in the 

summer and I look like a packet of cornflakes with a 

hat on.


Sometimes I wished I had a sister, but other times I 

didn’t. I’ve seen people with sisters and they don’t 

always get on so well. They’re often quarrelling over 

what belongs to who and accusing each other of 

pinching things. But then other times, when things go 

wrong, you’ve always got somebody to tell you that 

things aren’t so bad. I know that your mum or dad 

can also do this, but it’s not the same, because sometimes 

they’re the problem. It’s having someone your 

own age – I mean, someone who understands, not 

someone who has forgotten, or who cannot imagine 

now, or who never knew anyway. It’s not always 

someone grown-up and old you want to talk to, it’s 

someone young.


And that’s the other thing I want to tell you about

as well. About being young, and not being young,

especially not being young when you ought to be.

(I know that doesn’t make much sense yet, but it will

do later. At least I hope so.)


What I’m really saying is that the worst thing you 

can ever steal from anybody, to my mind, is their 

time. I hate it when people steal your time, or waste 

it, or bore you solid. It’s all right to waste your own 

time, because after all, it belongs to you. But it’s not 

really anyone else’s. So many other things can be 

replaced. Even if someone stole all your money, you 

might get it back again or make some more. But if 

somebody steals your time, what can you do about 

that? Time passes and it’s gone. It’s the most valuable 

thing you can ever have. There’s no going back. 

There’s no getting some more from somewhere. 

There’s no borrowing some from somebody else. At 

least not unless you’re—


Well, that’s part of it too.





Because there was just me and I was on my own quite 

often and had to talk to grown-ups a lot as there was 

nobody sensible to talk to, or maybe because I usually 

had my nose in a book a lot of the time, people 

sometimes said that I was ‘old beyond my years’ or 

that I’d got ‘an old head on young shoulders’. It 

seemed a funny sort of thing to say, but they did. Or 

they’d say to you that you were growing up too fast, 

as if you were in charge of a bicycle, and had some 

sort of control over how fast you were pedalling on 

your way to growing up.


But this idea of an old head on young shoulders is 

important too. Because that’s all part of it as well,

though in a different way. It was never that straight-forward,

as so many things are. All they ever get to be

is complicated, at least that’s my experience, such as

it is.


Which leads me on to grannies.


Personally I’d always been very interested in 

grannies, due to not really having one myself. Both 

my grannies died before I was born, so I felt that I’d 

missed out on them and should have been entitled to 

one, or at least have been able to rent one from somewhere. 

A nice neat and tidy one, with a big hat and a 

handbag.


In my daydreams I used to have a granny who 

would take me to places I never usually went to, and 

buy me more sweets than were good for either of us. 

We’d go to the zoo to look at the animals and my 

granny would say, ‘Just fancy’, when we looked at the 

baboons and their big red bottoms. Then we’d have 

ice creams afterwards as well and say, ‘It’s only once 

in a lifetime’. And then we’d go back and do the same 

thing again next week. Or maybe try somewhere else.


She’d have white hair, dyed slightly blue, or maybe 

lavender, and I’d tell her what had happened to me 

during the week and she’d pretend to be ever so interested 

and say, ‘Yes, dear’, but all the time she would 

only really be looking round for a bench to sit on.


Sometimes I used to wonder why you couldn’t get 

a game called Virtual Granny that you could install 

on the computer, and then you could have a granny 

whenever you wanted, at the click of a mouse.


Anyway, there I was, granny-less. I guess I was 

mostly on my own. But I wasn’t lonely, except for 

now and again. And I think that everyone is lonely

sometimes, even when they’re surrounded by all their

friends. I think that these lonely moments just come

over you sometimes, and there’s nothing you can do

about them but wait for them to go away. Sometimes

I think that being lonely is like that.


I suppose it all seems all jumbled up now and 

doesn’t make any sense at all. My mum is always 

saying that to me: ‘Begin at the beginning, Carly,’ 

she says. ‘Don’t go all round the houses! Begin at 

the beginning! Just tell me what happened.’ (My 

real name is Scarlet, not Carly, but I changed it on 

the grounds that it’s quite enough having hair and 

freckles without drawing everyone’s attention to the 

fact.)


Mrs Chardwick used to say the same about my 

English, about going round the houses. But to be 

honest, I like going round the houses. And as for 

beginning at the beginning, the reason I never start 

there is that I don’t know where the beginning is, and 

that’s the honest truth. And anyway, I’ve never 

known anything in my whole life that ever started at 

the beginning. Things aren’t like that. They usually 

start about halfway through, or near the end, and 

then work their way backwards, that’s how most 

things are.


But I promise that although I’m not very good at 

beginnings I’ll try to organize things so that it all 

makes sense in the end. And as long as you can get 

the end right, maybe the beginning doesn’t matter so 

much, just as long as you manage to get started.


One last thing I ought to say is that although I’m 

on my own now, I did have a sister once, for a little 

while, only that was back when I was small and she

was even smaller. She was born too soon and tiny as

a doll, and they kept her warm in an incubator. And

her name was Marsha. But she wasn’t very strong and

she slept all the time, and after a while she never

woke up. Mum and Dad were sad, and so was I,

because I’d wanted a sister and I did have one for a

while. But it was really only for a moment, and then

I didn’t any more.


Sometimes I had dreams about my sister who never 

grew up. Sometimes we fought and sometimes we 

were friends, but we were always together. And if 

anyone picked on her or called her names I’d call 

them names right back, and I’d hold her hand as we 

crossed the road and give her half my chocolate. Then 

I’d tell her all I knew about the world, as I’d done 

things first and been in it longer, and I’d have been 

her big sister. I’d have looked after her better than 

anyone, and we’d both have been all right.
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So anyway, that’s me and here I am. To be honest, I 

could talk about myself all day, given half the chance 

or even a quarter. I know it’s a bad habit and you 

shouldn’t really, but I think that it’s just nerves. Or it 

was then. Of course, I’m different now, after all my 

experiences, which can only be good for a person, 

though Mum doesn’t believe a word of some of the 

things I say. And when I try to tell her she says, ‘Now, 

Carly!’ and tries to be stern. But what’s the use in 

being stern when what’s true is true and being stern 

isn’t going to change it?


Most playtimes before it all happened I would be 

on my own in a corner somewhere, just me and my 

freckles, trying to stay out of the sun to stop them 

spreading. Freckles are a bit like exotic plants and 

they grow like mad in the sunlight. You can start off 

with one, go out into the sunshine, and the next time 

you look into the mirror, you’re covered in them. 

They even start to join up until you’re nothing but a 

freckle, one great big, walking freckle with hair on 

top.


Although I was on my own a lot, I did have friends 

and you don’t have to feel sorry for me as I’m not 

expecting sympathy or even asking for it. But I didn’t

have a special friend, not like some people did, and I

did wish I had one, though even in wishing I had one,

I didn’t really know if I wanted one or not.


Friends are like pets, Mum says. She doesn’t mean 

you have to muck them out and feed them lettuce, 

but she says you have to look after them and pay 

attention to them and take an interest in them and 

make sure that they never feel neglected. Sometimes I 

felt a special friend would be a big responsibility and 

I’d never be able to look after her properly. That was 

why I reckoned a sister might be better. Because I’d 

seen girls with sisters and, according to them, you can 

be as nasty as you like, and even give them a good 

punching every now and again – not that I’m saying 

that you should, only that you could if you wanted 

to. And no matter what you do to them, they still 

have to go home with you. And so even if you hate 

each other sometimes, at least you’re never lonely and 

you always have somebody to argue with. Because 

blood is thicker than water, as people say. (But then 

so is ketchup.)


So that was what I wanted really, a sort of best-friend 

sister – someone who wouldn’t mind or be 

offended if I had an off-day; someone who would 

forgive me if I wasn’t always nice. And I’d forgive 

them too, of course, if they weren’t nice to me. No 

one can be perfect all the time. That’s what I think.


So I was always on the look-out for new people 

who I could maybe make special friends with, new 

girls who might turn up halfway through the term, or 

maybe at the start of a new school year. There were 

always a few of those at our school. Their mums or 

dads would have moved to the neighbourhood for

new jobs and things, or maybe it was because they

hadn’t got on so well at another school. There could

be all sorts of reasons.


Anyway, it was September – a new term and a new 

school year. There didn’t seem to be any new pupils 

in our class at first, but then after a couple of days 

Meredith turned up. Her granny brought her along. 

She was a very old, very slow sort of granny, not a 

lively one at all. She walked along as though she 

needed somebody to lean on, or someone to oil her 

knees.


The teacher introduced Meredith to us and we all 

said hello and that we were pleased to see her – 

though if she hadn’t turned up we probably wouldn’t 

have been that bothered because, as my dad says, 

what you’ve never had you don’t miss.


Anyway, I sat and I watched Meredith for a while as 

the lesson wore on, and I started to wonder if maybe 

she couldn’t be the best friend I had been waiting for. 

There were things about her which just made her 

seem right, really. I mean, she didn’t have freckles, 

not like I had, but all the same she seemed a bit apart 

from everyone else, the way I feel sometimes. Maybe 

everyone feels like that but nobody talks about it. And 

if nobody ever talks about something, how do you 

know?


Well, at break-time a lot of people made an effort 

to be friendly to Meredith, and they tried to have a 

chat with her, or they invited her to join in a game. 

But although she was equally polite and friendly 

back, she didn’t join in anything.


‘Thank you very much for asking,’ I heard her say. 

‘That’s very kind of you. But I think I’ll decline for the

moment, if that’s all right. I’d prefer to read my

book.’


And so Rona Gusket, who had asked Meredith if 

she wanted to play hopscotch, and Dave Hobbs, who 

had asked her if she wanted to do some mud 

wrestling, both edged away, giving her funny looks, 

maybe feeling a little bit rebuffed and rejected.


Yet she hadn’t been rude. It was just one of those 

firm refusals.


But there was something odd about the way she 

had spoken. ‘I think I’ll decline for the moment.’ It 

didn’t sound like something you’d usually say. It 

sounded – I don’t know – somehow too old. Too old 

for Meredith, that was. I mean, if her granny had said 

something like, ‘I think I’ll decline,’ you’d have 

thought that was just granny-speak. But maybe 

Meredith had heard her granny use that expression 

once and it had rubbed off on her. Maybe that was it.


So break-time went on. People tried to be friendly 

with Meredith and they just as quickly gave up 

on her. If she wanted to be left alone, that was her 

business. If she wanted to join in, she was welcome 

to. If she didn’t, well, nobody was going to ask her 

twice, or feel obliged to persuade her.


I don’t know if Meredith knew that I was watching 

her from the far corner of the playground that day. I 

suspect – knowing what I do now – that she was, that 

the whole thing was planned in advance, that she 

had her eye out for a lonely, sort of solitary, sort of 

freckly girl. Maybe not. Maybe that’s just the ‘benefit 

of hindsight’ as Mrs Chardwick says. Maybe that’s 

just me being wise after the event.


But let’s face it, I wasn’t very wise before it.


As I watched Meredith that morning, I realized 

what it was that separated her from all the other 

children. It wasn’t her height – although she was 

fairly tall, not the tallest in the playground, but 

taller than most of us – and it wasn’t her face (she was 

pretty), or her complexion (fair), or her hair (brown), 

or her clothes (nice enough), or anything at all like 

that. It was something else. She just looked so utterly 

and completely bored, and every few minutes she 

would look from her book to her wrist-watch, glance 

at the time and sigh heavily as if to say, ‘Is that all the 

time that’s passed since I last looked?’, before going 

back to her book again.


Now I get bored sometimes. Everyone does. But it’s 

lessons I get bored with, not playtime. But Meredith’s 

boredom seemed to run deeper even than lessons or 

playtime or long car journeys or wet summer holidays 

when there’s nothing to do. Her boredom ran deeper 

than traffic jams and deeper than your mum’s conversations 

with people in the supermarket who she 

hasn’t seen for years. Meredith just seemed totally 

bored with everything. She looked around the playground, 

at the games of football, hopscotch and all 

the rest, and her lip seemed to curl with disdain at 

such trivial activities. She just simply didn’t have the 

time for it. ‘How could you!’ her expression seemed 

to say. ‘How tedious it all is.’


And then she looked at her watch again and sighed 

– the way I imagine a prisoner locked in a cell might 

sigh, a prisoner with a long, long sentence to serve, 

who shudders at the thought of all the time that has 

yet to pass before she can be free. She shudders and 

wishes it could all be over, in the blink of an eye.


‘Hi,’ I said. ‘I’m Carly.’


Meredith looked up from her book. I can’t remember 

what she was reading, but it wasn’t a book I 

knew. It looked a bit like a grown-up book, about 

grown-up things, the kind of grown-up things which 

are completely boring, until you’re maybe grown up 

yourself.


‘Hi, Carly,’ she said, pleasantly enough, forcing 

herself to give me a small smile. ‘How are you?’


‘Fine,’ I said. ‘And you?’


‘Fine,’ she answered. ‘Thank you. Just fine.’


She glanced at her book again, almost as if to say, 

‘You can go now. You’re dismissed.’


But I’m not so easy to get rid of.


‘You’re new then, are you?’ I said – just for the sake 

of conversation. I knew that she was new and she 

knew that she was new too. Neither of us needed to 

say it, but I said it anyway.


‘Yes,’ she nodded. ‘I am.’


‘Where are you from?’ I asked. (I’m not really nosy, 

just a bit curious sometimes.)


‘Easton,’ she said.


‘Oh,’ I said. It meant nothing to me. ‘Where’s that, 

then?’


‘Miles away,’ she said. ‘Miles and miles. A long 

way from here.’


She turned a page of her book, but I didn’t go 

away. I still hadn’t given up on her yet as a possible 

best-friend-in-waiting.


‘So what did you move for?’ I asked – and I 

probably was being a bit nosy by then.


‘Personal reasons,’ she said.


‘Did you move for your dad’s job?’ I persisted.


‘I haven’t got a dad,’ she said. But she didn’t 

exactly seem sad about it, just matter-of-fact,


‘Mum’s job, then?’ I said.


‘I don’t have a mum either,’ she answered. ‘Not any 

more.’


‘What happened to them?’ I asked.


‘They were lost,’ she said, ‘in a bad accident, at 

sea.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry.’ (I felt a bit shocked, 

actually, and didn’t know what else to say.)


‘It was a long time ago,’ Meredith said, and then 

she gave a small, sad smile. ‘I’m over the worst of it 

now.’


‘Got any special friends?’ I asked her. ‘I bet you’d 

probably need some special friends if you’d lost your 

mum and dad. I don’t have any really special friends 

myself, so if you need one, I’m available. There’s no 

catch. I hope you don’t mind freckles or red hair or 

the odd podgy bit? They’ve never bothered me. In 

fact, I’ve always thought of them as rather attractive. 

Who looks after you if you don’t have a mum and 

dad any more? Was that old lady your granny?’


We had all seen the slow old lady who had brought 

Meredith to school. Although, maybe looking back 

now, she hadn’t exactly brought her. In some ways, it 

was more the other way round. Meredith didn’t act as 

though her granny was looking after her, it was more 

as if she was taking care of her granny, as if she was 

the one in charge.


When I mentioned Meredith’s granny to her, an 

odd look came over her face. A rather nasty, almost 

malicious, even triumphant sort of look, as though 

she didn’t really like her granny at all, or as though

Meredith were gloating over her for some reason, as

though she’d tricked her out of her share of some

sweeties or something like that. Straight away, I

thought that I must have imagined it, or seen it

wrong, or misunderstood. Because Meredith’s granny

looked like such a sweet old lady when you saw her

out in the playground in the afternoon, patiently

waiting, with all the other mums and dads, for

Meredith to finish school and to walk her home.


‘Yes,’ Meredith said, ‘that’s my granny you saw.’ 

Only she said it the way you might say, ‘Yes, that’s my 

dustbin, you saw,’ or, ‘Yes, that’s my wart.’ She didn’t 

say it with any sense of pride or warmth, or with any 

note of affection at all. She said it just as if her granny 

were something nasty she had stepped in and couldn’t 

quite get off her shoes.


Huh, I thought, you don’t know how lucky you are 

having a granny – even if you are unlucky not having 

a mum or dad. She would have done for a granny for 

me, and I thought that if Meredith didn’t want to be 

my particular friend, and if she didn’t much want her 

granny either, then maybe I could have her. But on 

second thoughts I realized that this was pretty selfish, 

because I already had a mum and a dad, (even if I 

didn’t have a sister) and to go pinching orphans’ 

grannies when they had no one else to look after them 

in the whole world wouldn’t be a very good thing at 

all.


‘Yes,’ Meredith went on, a faraway look in her eye, 

as though she were thinking back to happier days 

before she was an orphan, ‘my granny looks after me 

now.’


‘What’s her name?’ I asked, as I’m interested in

that sort of thing. I’m always keen on finding out

names.


‘Her name?’ Meredith said. ‘It’s Grace.’


‘Grace?’ I said. ‘You mean as in before meals?’


She gave me a blank look. I get a lot of those.


‘Grace?’ she said. ‘Before meals? What do you 

mean?’


‘Our neighbours,’ I explained, ‘are very religious 

and they always say grace before meals. You know, 

like – “Thank thee o lord for these thy gifts—”’


‘That’s a different sort of grace,’ Meredith said 

coldly. I got the feeling that she didn’t like jokes very 

much – not my jokes, anyway.


‘So why did you move to this school,’ I asked, 

changing the subject. ‘Didn’t you like the old one? Or 

did they chuck you out?’


‘Of course not,’ Meredith said, as if offended by 

the very idea. But I was only asking. I didn’t mean 

anything by it. And besides, just because you’ve been 

chucked out of school, it doesn’t mean you’re a bad 

person.


‘We moved,’ she went on, ‘to get away from 

everything.’


‘Like what?’ I said. ‘Couldn’t you pay the milkman?’


Meredith paused and looked sad.


‘We moved to get away – from the memories,’ she 

said. And she took out a tissue then – and it looked 

like quite a clean one – and she sort of applied it to 

her eyes to soak up the moisture, but from where I 

was standing I didn’t actually see any tears coming 

out at all.


‘What memories?’ I asked.


‘Memories of – of Mum and Dad,’ Meredith said,

and she gave her nose a good loud blow, and then

sniffed a little and dabbed at her eyes again.


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry.’


I was too, because I don’t like to see people upset 

any more than anyone does. But then, when I thought 

things over, I was puzzled as well, because if I lost my 

mum and dad, I wouldn’t want to move away from 

where all the memories were. I’d want to stay there 

for ever. I’d want to live in Memory Lane itself and 

I’d walk up and down it every day, thinking back to 

how things used to be before the tragedy happened.


But maybe it was different for Meredith and her 

gran. Maybe thoughts of happier times were too 

much for them to bear, and they just had to get away 

and start anew, or stay sad and unhappy for ever.


So I didn’t blame them really for wanting to get 

away if that was the case.


But, just the same, I did wonder why Meredith 

wasn’t more affectionate towards her gran. After all, 

by the sound of it, her gran was the only living 

relative she had left. But maybe something like that 

can cause as much resentment as anything else. 

Maybe if you only have one person left, you start to 

blame them for the fact that everyone else has gone, 

and don’t like having to rely on them all the time and 

having no one else to go to. (In which case Meredith 

would need a special friend more than ever.) Or 

maybe it was just that Meredith was so young and 

quick, and her granny was so old and slow, and that 

made them like oil and water, and chalk and cheese, 

and Jack and Mrs Sprat, with the fat and lean bits.


Sometimes very old people just don’t seem to 

realize how urgent it all is. They seem to have

forgotten and only want to take their time. It’s weird

really that the less time you have left, the slower you

go; and the more time you have, the quicker you take

it. You’d think by rights that it would be the other

way round.


The bell went for the end of break-time then, and I 

still hadn’t really got an answer to my question. So I 

asked it again.


‘So what do you think then, Meredith?’ I said. 

‘Special friends or not?’


She closed her book, after first dog-earring the 

corner of the page so that she wouldn’t forget her 

place.


‘It’s very kind of you, Carly,’ she said, ‘and while I 

would very much like to be friends with everyone, as 

it makes life so much simpler, I’m not really looking 

for a special friend as such. To be honest, I just wish 

the day was over. And that tomorrow was over as 

well. And next week, and the week after that. In fact, 

all I really want is to be grown up – don’t you? Don’t 

you feel that this is all just so—’ and she gestured 

around at the people playing, at the hopscotch grid 

on the ground, at the climbing frames, at the number 

snake, at the wooden wigwam for the infants to play 

in, ‘—all just so immensely childish.’


And before I could reply, she had walked off back 

towards the classroom, so as to get the next lesson 

over with as quickly as possible.


Childish! Childish? Well, of course it was childish. 

If children can’t be childish, who can? That was the 

point of being a child, wasn’t it; to do what you liked, 

to muck around, to take your time to grow up, to 

learn, explore, investigate.


But Meredith – she seemed to have done it all 

already. That was it, that was how she was different. 

She had the air of someone who’d ‘been there, done 

that and bought the T-shirt.’


How strange, I thought, how very strange, as I 

watched her cross the playground, a lanky, disdainful 

figure, looking down on everyone around her.


‘You have to make allowances,’ I thought. ‘She 

doesn’t mean it. She’s lost her mum and dad and only 

has her granny. Things like that can affect people and 

make them seem rude when they’re not. They’re just 

like woodlice under attack, and they’ve grown an 

armour-plated skin and rolled themselves up into 

little balls so that nobody can get at them. But let 

them feel safe and secure again, and they’ll maybe 

open up.’


So I hadn’t given up on Meredith entirely. It was 

early days yet. I’d give her a chance to settle in and 

then maybe ask again in a week or two. She might 

feel more like having a special friend then, and it was 

quite possible that I’d still be available.
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That afternoon the parents, and if not them, then the 

meeters and greeters, gathered in the playground 

from three o’clock onwards – even though we didn’t 

finish till quarter past.


I think they got there early for their own sakes, not 

for ours, just to have a chat and a gossip with each 

other and to complain about the teachers. If it wasn’t 

that, it would be what my mum called ‘private 

matters’. She was always talking to other parents 

about ‘private matters’. She was supposed to be there 

to take me home, but quite often I’d be hanging 

around for ages, waiting for her to finish chatting.


Some afternoons we wouldn’t get away until four 

o’clock, and if I asked what they’d been talking about 

she’d say not to be nosy. But, of course, if your mum 

ever asked you a question and you said, ‘I’m sorry, 

but I am unable to reveal that sort of information, my 

dear parent, as it is private matters,’ she’d probably 

have fifty fits.


Grown-ups like to know all your business, that’s 

how it seems to me. And if you’re not grown up yet, 

your duty is not to tell them anything unless you 

really want to, and even then it’s probably a good 

idea to miss out the gory bits.


Well, a week or so after Meredith began at school, 

I was out in the playground one afternoon, waiting 

for my mum to finish another of her long conversations, 

when I spotted Meredith’s granny, Grace, 

shuffle into the playground and sit on the low wall by 

the gate to wait for her granddaughter to appear.


Normally she didn’t have to wait long, as Meredith 

was usually very anxious to get away from school 

and go home, or go to the shops. We had seen 

Meredith in the shops quite a few times, my mum and 

I. But she was never looking at toys, only at grown-up 

things, like clothes and jewellery and expensive 

perfumes, while her long-suffering granny stood in 

the background, waiting for Meredith to be ready to 

move on.


‘Oh look at that, Gran,’ Meredith would say. ‘Look 

at that fabric! Look at that style!’


But it was all far too old for her, and not meant for 

girls of her age at all.


Meredith’s granny cut a lonely figure in the playground 

that day. The other grown-ups were always 

polite to her, and nodded and said hello and asked 

after her health, but nobody seemed to want to talk 

to her for long. Maybe she was too old and distant 

for them, and her concerns weren’t their concerns. 

Or maybe the truth was that she frightened them. I 

think that sometimes very old folk do frighten people. 

It’s because they remind people of what lies ahead, 

that we will all be old and frail ourselves one day – 

at least if we don’t die first. But who wants to 

be reminded of things like that? It’s like a blast of 

cold air on a summer’s day, or like a cloud crossing 

the sun.


To be fair though, even if people had wanted to 

start up a conversation with Meredith’s granny, they 

rarely got the chance. Because as soon as anyone did 

start talking to her, Meredith would come tearing 

across the playground, waving her books and saying, 

‘I’m here, Gran! Time to go!’


Her gran never dared to say, ‘Just a moment, 

Meredith,’ or, ‘In a minute dear, run away and play, 

Granny’s talking to someone just now.’


No. She would immediately apologize and excuse 

herself and break off her conversation in order to 

take Meredith home or do whatever else she wanted. 

It was almost as if Meredith was in charge, that she, 

not her granny, were the adult, the one responsible 

for all the decisions.


I had noticed something else about Meredith’s 

granny too. It was the way she looked at the children.


I think that Meredith had instructed her granny not 

to arrive at the school too early – certainly not before 

ten past three. In fact I overheard Meredith give her a 

ticking off one day, when she had got to the school 

early, and we had all seen her chatting to my mum 

out in the playground. Meredith had hurried out after 

the bell went, and I heard her say, ‘You got here far 

too early! I told you not to do that! Don’t ever let me 

see you do that again – or there’ll be trouble.’


‘I’m sorry, Meredith,’ her granny had meekly 

answered, ‘I must have misjudged the time. It won’t 

happen again, I’ll see to that. I promise.’


After that she never got there until ten past three at 

the earliest. Though sometimes I would see the tip 

of her white-haired head visible over the wall, as 

she waited out in the street, afraid to come into the

playground just yet, as it was still too soon, and she

would only get into trouble with Meredith.


During those few minutes that she was occasionally 

alone in the playground though, I saw Meredith’s 

granny watch the children as they streamed out of 

their classrooms. She watched almost spellbound as 

they ran and played, shrieking at the tops of their 

voices. She watched with a kind of hunger and 

sadness.


It wasn’t ordinary watching. Grannies usually 

watched in a different way. They watched children 

playing with faraway smiles on their faces, with misty 

memories of long ago. Rose-coloured-spectacle 

memories, I mean. They were probably thinking of 

when they had been girls, of how they had played the 

same games, or of how things had changed, one or 

the other or even both. They maybe thought of how 

they had once had grannies too, but now they were 

grannies, and how strange and sad and mysterious it 

was that they should have turned from small girls to 

old grannies, and it had all happened so quickly. It 

was a bitter-sweet watching, that kind of watching. 

Happy and sad both together.


But Meredith’s granny watched the children playing 

with a dreadful, terrible longing in her eyes. It 

wasn’t like she was remembering the past or growing 

nostalgic with a warm inner glow. It was as if she 

wanted to be there – up on the climbing frame, there 

on the grass doing handstands, here with the other 

girls, turning the skipping rope, or clapping her hands 

in the clapping game.


It was painful to watch her. There seemed to be so 

much hurt and longing in her old, sad eyes. It turned

a knife in your heart to see her stare so at the children

playing around her. Sometimes she would reach out,

as if to take the hand of someone running by, as if by

doing so she could be young again and join in their

game.


Her hand would tremble and her lips would purse 

a little then, as if she might start to cry. Her hand was 

so thin too, almost like the claw of a bird, and her 

arm was stringy and scrawny, like the leg of a 

chicken. And I know it wasn’t her fault, and that we 

all grow old and it can’t be helped. But in some ways 

it sent the shivers down your spine. It really did. It 

made you think of terrible things, of things lurking in 

cellars, of things in wardrobes, of things in attics, of 

things all covered in cobwebs, and of dungeons where 

no one dare go.


But more than anything it made you sad, to see the 

poor old lady seeming to reach out for her lost and 

faraway childhood, as if she wanted it back.


It was almost as if she had never really had a 

proper childhood at all.





Maybe I was too busy watching her that afternoon to 

notice that she was watching me. How long she had 

been looking at me, I couldn’t say. She smiled faintly, 

in the way that grannies do, and I smiled back, to be 

polite.


Then I remembered that Meredith was going to 

be late. She had been roped in for the annual school 

production by Mr Constantine. He said he needed 

someone tall and willowy for his leading lady and 

could Meredith sing? She said she couldn’t (though if 

you ask me she could, she was just trying to wriggle

out of it – being the leading lady in the school play

was just another of those ‘boring’ things as far as

she was concerned). But Mr Constantine said it didn’t

matter, and that it was more important to be tall

and willowy than it was to be able to sing. Which I

disagreed with, as a matter of fact, because it ruled

out a lot of shortish, chubbyish girls, especially ones

with red hair and freckles, who maybe could sing a

bit.


But no. Mr Constantine said that he would teach 

Meredith how to sing. There is no such thing as tone 

deaf, Mr Constantine said. There is no such thing as 

a person who cannot – eventually – sing in tune.


Well, if that’s what he believes he ought to come 

round to our house one night and listen to my 

dad singing in the bath. It’s awful. It sounds like 

somebody strangling a turkey. The only way you 

could ever get my dad to sound in tune would be to 

hammer a large cork into his mouth and muffle him 

up completely.


To be honest, I was a bit miffed that Meredith had 

got the leading-lady role in the school play when she 

had only been in the place a couple of weeks. I had 

been there for years, and Mr Constantine had never 

once paid any attention to me.


I was always on at him to put on a production of 

Annie – the musical. I don’t know if you’re familiar 

with it, but it’s all about another orphan, called 

Annie, who is the star, and who has red hair and a lot 

of freckles, somewhat like one or two people that I 

know. I would suggest it to Mr Constantine every 

couple of weeks or so, by way of a hint, and to let 

him know that I was interested. But he said that you

would need a very talented kind of actress for a part

like Annie. And even when I cleared my throat and

coughed a bit to draw attention to my own red hair

and freckles and my acting abilities, he still didn’t

seem to catch on. He just went and did this other play

instead. But I don’t think that people are all that

interested in tall and willowy girls these days. I think

they want a change from all that, and would like to

see a short, chubbyish person get a chance, instead.


Mr Constantine did offer me a role in the play with 

Meredith, but it was only a small part as the Third 

Squirrel. I did feel that I was being under-used and 

that I could have been the First Squirrel, at the very 

least. But no. Third Squirrel it was. He promised I 

would get to wear a costume with a bushy tail, and 

that the other squirrels and I would also get to sing 

a song about how we had forgotten where we had 

hidden our nuts.
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