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Margaret stood up from the wooden chair. She stretched, then 

rubbed the small of her back with both hands, walked to the 

window and looked out at the floods.


A door opened and closed downstairs, and a tap ran.


Margaret turned the curled handle of the window and tried 

to open it to let a bit of air in, but the wood had swollen from 

the rain.


Through the glass, she could see the willow. Its small silver 

buds, bare branches, black from the rain.


Downstairs the tap stopped and there was silence for a 

while.


Margaret yawned and pushed her hair behind her ears. It 

was getting dark in the room, but she didn’t like to turn the 

light on. Not yet.


She looked across at the bed. His thin hands resting on the 

covers. The drip from one of them, the tube leading up to 

the bag on the metal stand.


The tap from downstairs again. A cupboard door slamming.


‘Margaret.’


‘I thought you were asleep,’ she said.


‘Is there any water?’


‘Course.’


She walked over to him. Picked up the glass of water from the bedside table and held it to his mouth; he took one small 

sip, swallowed, then shook his head when she offered more. 

She replaced the glass, turned on the bedside light.


‘Good to be home?’


He looked round the room. ‘Yeh.’


Margaret smiled. ‘Good.’


‘Better than there,’ Frank said. ‘Never leave you alone there.’


‘No. Well, they have to look after you.’ Margaret straightened 

the counterpane, picked up the glass. She dried the bottom 

of it on her trousers, wiped the water mark it had left on the 

bedside table, then put it back.


‘And you can’t sleep there. Soon as you sleep they wake 

you up. Sticking things in you.’


‘Well, you’re home now.’


Frank nodded.


Margaret moved to the end of the bed, stood fiddling with 

the brass knob on the corner of the bedstead.


‘You will stay for a bit?’ Frank asked. ‘Only I don’t know if 

we can manage.’


‘You know I will, Dad,’ Margaret said. She picked up the 

small case by the door, placed it on the bottom of the bed.


‘Where’s Brian?’ Frank asked.


‘Downstairs with George.’


‘With George?’


‘Yeh, with George. Look, you’re bound to get a bit confused, 

you know, with all they’re giving you.’


‘I’m not confused. I know where I am.’


Margaret opened her mouth to speak. Closed it again. 

Undid the suitcase and took out two pairs of pyjamas, which 

she laid in the top drawer of the chest.


‘I’m not going back there,’ he said.


‘No.’ She placed the slippers under the bed. Put the sponge 

bag by the door to take through to the bathroom.


‘Not ever going back.’


‘I know.’ She felt the sharpness in her voice and told herself 

to sit down, take a breath. She closed the case and pushed it 

under the bed, next to the slippers. Sat down.


‘All that fussing on.’


‘They were just looking after you.’


‘I’m a grown man. Didn’t need all that.’


Another deep breath. Then, ‘How you feeling, anyway?’


‘Bit better. Yeh, I reckon I feel a bit better.’


‘Well, that’s good. Good you’re feeling all right.’


‘Not all right. I said better.’


‘Right.’


‘I’ll be up and about soon.’


She looked at him as he lay in bed. Say nothing, she told 

herself.


‘So,’ he said. ‘George is downstairs.’


‘Yeh.’


‘How was he, without me?’


‘He was all right.’


‘Spec he missed me.’


‘Course he did, but I looked after him well. And Brian was 

good with him.’


‘Spec he’s glad I’m home.’


‘Yeh.’


She looked at the window. Dark now. Just the reflection of 

the room. ‘Dad,’ she said, ‘the nurse’ll be here tomorrow 

morning to see to the drugs and that. Give you a wash.’


‘Don’t need no nurse.’


‘And the doctor’s coming.’


‘I seen enough of doctors for a lifetime.’


‘Well, they’re coming. You agreed.’


‘That was before.’


‘You have no choice, Dad.’


Frank struggled to sit up. ‘I have got a choice. If I don’t 

want them here . . .’ He started to cough.


Margaret took his arm, stacked the pillows behind him, one 

flat, the other two at angles to support him.


‘You have to take it easy. Don’t go getting yourself worked 

up.’


She helped him lean back gently against the pillows. There 

was sweat on his face and his breathing was laboured. ‘You 

okay?’ she asked.


He nodded.


‘Just try and take it easy.’


He looked away, at the window.


‘I’ve made you some soup,’ she said. ‘Will you try and eat it?’


‘A bit, maybe.’


She saw his hand feel along the bed until it found the 

button. He held it for a second, then pressed. Liquid flowed 

from the bag on the stand, down through the tube, into his 

arm.





Later he opened his eyes and looked round the room, at the 

window, the four squares of glass, the dark outside.


‘You all right?’ Margaret in the doorway, a tray in her hands.


He nodded and his head felt heavy.


‘I’ve brought you the soup.’ She placed the tray on the 

table, pulled the chair up close and sat down.


‘What is it?’ he asked.


‘Carrot.’


‘My carrots used to love the soil here.’


‘Yeh.’


‘It was the peat they loved. All that peat got in the topsoil.’


‘I know.’ Margaret dipped the spoon into the soup. As she 

lifted it out, some of the orange liquid slopped back into the 

bowl.


‘You ought to grow some,’ Frank said.


‘It’s finding time.’


‘George, he used to love helping me out there.’


Margaret smiled. ‘That time he pulled them all up.’


Frank laughed. ‘Daft bugger.’


‘Dunno how you managed not to get cross with him.’


‘Oh, you can’t get cross with George.’ Frank shook his 

head. ‘Not George.’


Margaret looked at the soup. ‘You gonna try this, then?’


Frank nodded. Margaret held the spoon out towards his 

mouth. ‘Here.’


As he opened his mouth, the white spit at the corners of 

his lips stretched then snapped. Margaret tried not to look. 

Frank sipped at the soup and swallowed.


‘Is it okay?’


‘Doesn’t taste of much.’


Margaret filled the spoon again. ‘Spec the medicine messes 

up the taste buds.’


‘Used to taste of something, my carrots.’


She took a breath. ‘Well, this is all we got now. Come on.’


He took another sip. Soup dribbled down his chin and 

Margaret reached for a piece of kitchen roll from the tray, went 

to wipe his mouth.


‘I’m not a baby.’


‘You do it, then,’ she said.


He wiped his mouth, the movement of his hand dragging 

the tube across the bed, then handed Margaret the screwed-up 

piece of kitchen roll. She offered him more soup, but he shook 

his head.


‘You had enough?’


‘George coming up to see me?’ he asked.


‘He’s with Brian. They’re icing a cake we made.’


He smiled. ‘That figures. What colour’s he got mixed up?’


‘Green,’ Margaret said. ‘C’you manage a little more?’


‘I’m not really hungry.’


‘No.’ She put the spoon back in the soup. ‘Well, it doesn’t 

matter. I can warm it up later in the microwave.’


‘You wanna watch those microwaves,’ Frank said.


Margaret placed the bowl of soup on the tray.


‘You don’t wanna go trusting them.’


‘What d’you reckon they do to you?’


Frank shook his head. ‘Cook you from the inside.’


Margaret smiled. ‘That’s what they do to food, not people.’


‘It’s not right.’


‘They been around ages.’


‘You just wait,’ Frank said. ‘You’ll all see.’


‘Right,’ Margaret said. She looked down at her lap and saw 

a drop of cake mixture that had fallen on her trousers. She 

licked her finger and rubbed at the stain, but it made it worse.


Frank looked at the fireplace. The oak mantle. ‘We used to 

cook on that fire,’ he said. ‘That time the floods got in here. 

Stuck up here for weeks, we was.’


‘You must’ve got bored.’


‘Went out in the boat.’ Frank smiled. ‘Had to go out the 

window, down the ladder.’


‘Floods are bad now.’


‘One of the worst.’


‘We were lucky to get you back here,’ Margaret said.


‘I couldn’t have stayed there.’


‘No.’


Margaret stared at the fireplace. ‘That was the best bit about 

being ill, the fire.’


‘Yeh.’


‘I mean, you know, when I was little,’ she said.


‘I lit one for your mother when George was born.’


Margaret stood up, walked around the bed.


‘It rained the day he was born.’


Margaret bent down. The fireplace was dusty inside; the 

firebrick had a crack in it from top to bottom.


‘And the day I was born?’ she asked. ‘Did it rain then?’


There was a silence for a while, then Frank laughed gently. 

‘It rained so much the day George was born I thought it’d 

never stop.’


Margaret nodded to herself. She walked back and picked 

up the tray. Went to leave.


‘You going?’ Frank asked.


‘I got a lot to do, Dad.’


‘Right,’ he said. ‘I’ll call if I need you.’


‘I’m sure you will.’ She balanced the tray and opened the 

door, left it ajar.





A few minutes later, George came in the room.


‘You’re home.’


‘Yep. I’m home.’


‘Margaret said you were.’


George closed the door and the latch settled in the keep. 

He pulled the chair up to the bed. Sat down.


‘I made a cake.’


‘Margaret told me.’


George looked round the room. He crossed then uncrossed 

his legs. Clapped his hands, rubbed them on his trousers. ‘So 

you’re home,’ he said.


‘I am.’


‘And you ain’t going away again.’


A pause, then, ‘No. I’m staying here now.’


George smiled slowly. ‘Good.’ He clapped his hands again 

and rubbed at his grey hair.


‘That a new jumper you got, George?’


George plucked at the wool, pulled the sleeves over his 

hands.


‘Margaret got it.’


‘Looks like a good one.’


‘Yeh,’ George said. ‘Warm enough.’


‘Every man needs a warm jumper.’


‘It’s been raining,’ George said. ‘While you was away. 

Margaret said it’d never stop, it rained so much. Brian got the 

boat out, had to go everywhere in it. Shops and Glastonbury 

and everything.’


‘I came home in it.’


George looked at Frank. ‘Did you?’


‘How else was I gonna get home?’


George smiled. ‘Oh yeh.’


‘Spec you liked it in the boat with Brian.’


‘Yeh.’


‘You like the old boat.’


‘I do.’ George stared at the wall. ‘Dad?’


‘Yeh.’


‘D’you know, I’d like to be a boat.’


Frank smiled.


George stood up and walked to the window, then back. He 

sat down and crossed his legs again, his trousers riding up, 

showing his bare white ankles. He had his favourite shoes on 

and the stitching had gone, so the sole gaped open. ‘See, thing 

is,’ George said, ‘if you were a boat, you’d know what you 

were.’


‘Spose you would. You’re gonna need new shoes soon.’


George shook his head. ‘Don’t make these ones no more.’


‘You’ll have to find some others you like.’


‘I don’t like no others.’


‘They’re only shoes.’


George lifted up his foot. He pulled the sole, saw where the stitching had rotted. ‘Reckon Margaret could put some glue 

in?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Maybe I’ll ask her.’


‘You ain’t got no socks on,’ Frank said.


‘No. I gone off socks.’


‘Any reason for it?’


George shrugged. ‘My feet don’t like them any more. Used 

to, but they don’t now.’


‘Didn’t Margaret tell you to put some on?’


‘She tried. She says she’s staying for a bit, Dad.’


‘She is. It’s just while I ain’t right.’


‘And she’ll go when you’re better?’


Frank nodded. ‘Yeh. You like her being here?’


George thought for a second. ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘I like 

Brian.’


‘But you missed me.’


‘Course I did. You’re my dad.’


‘I am. And I’m home now.’


‘You are.’


George picked up the water from the bedside table, swallowed, 

placed the empty glass back. ‘I like a drink of water,’ 

he said.


‘I was telling Margaret about the day you were born.’


‘When was that?’


‘You know when it was. When’s your birthday?’


A pause.


‘The second day in March.’


‘The first. March the first.’


‘Soon, my birthday is. Margaret said I’m gonna be fifty.’ 

George leant forward and stroked the counterpane. ‘Is fifty old?’


‘No, fifty’s not old.’


‘Oh,’ George said. ‘Good.’


They sat in silence for a while, then, ‘I told Margaret how 

I lit a fire in here the day you were born.’


‘I helped you light a fire there once.’


‘That’s right.’


‘We burned that stuff you used to dig.’


‘Peat turves.’


‘That’s them. Brown, they are.’


‘Depends,’ Frank said. ‘Can be black, light brown. Depends 

how deep you dig.’


George scratched his nose.


‘The deeper you dig the older it is, see.’


‘Is peat older than me?’


‘Christ, yeh. Peat’s older than anything. Older than Jesus.’


‘The foot-washer.’


Frank laughed. ‘Yeh. That’s the one. What I used to like, 

George, was when you cut down into the head, you’d see the 

layers. All the colours. Topsoil right down to the bedrock.’


‘I don’t dig peat,’ George said.


‘No.’


‘I go to the centre in Glastonbury.’


‘You been while I was away?’


George shook his head. ‘Brian said I didn’t have to. What 

with the floods and that. Will I be in trouble?’


Frank smiled. ‘You’re all right. They wouldn’t expect you 

this weather.’


‘No,’ George said. ‘Course they wouldn’t.’


‘You do like it there, mind?’


George nodded. ‘S’all right. Can’t stay here all the time, 

can I?’


‘No. You’d be bored.’


‘I wouldn’t mind for a bit though. You know, stopping in 

with you.’


‘It’ll be a few days before you go back. What with the 

floods.’


‘Oh. Good.’


‘So where did you go in the boat with Brian?’


‘We went and fed some cattle on the island.’


‘Took them food, did you?’


‘Yeh. Brian did it for Ivor. He rang and asked if he would. 

See,’ George said, ‘if you don’t feed them, they die.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Same as us. If we don’t eat, we die. We got to drink too.’


‘Cattle must’ve had a lot to drink, what with the floods,’ 

Frank said.


‘That’s right. Brian said there wasn’t no need to take them 

some drinks.’


‘They’ll have drunk the floodwater.’


‘Yeh.’ George laughed. ‘Shame they couldn’t drink it all, 

eh? Mind, then I’d have to go to the centre, and I wanna stay 

here with you.’


Frank smiled.


They sat in silence for a while, then, ‘I made a cake.’


‘I know. You told me.’


‘Oh, I told you, did I? I do like a cake.’


‘I know,’ Frank said.


‘Chocolate, it was. I done icing too.’


‘Don’t tell me. I’ll guess what colour.’


George clapped. Rubbed his hair with both hands.


‘You did it red.’


‘No.’ George shook his head.


‘Maybe blue,’ Frank said, ‘you got a new thing of blue 

colouring not so long ago.’


George stamped his feet, then licked his finger and polished 

the toes of his shoes.


‘No. Not blue.’ Frank paused. ‘Got it. You did it green. You 

iced it green. Well?’


George clapped his hands. ‘How d’you know that?’


‘Oh, I’m a clever bugger.’


‘And me,’ George said. ‘I’m a clever bugger too.’


‘You are, George. You are.’


Neither spoke for a few moments. Then, ‘You never used 

to be yellow.’


‘No.’


‘Your eyes.’ George pointed at his own eyes. ‘All yellow.’ 

He threaded his fingers together and bent his hands backwards. 

His finger joints clicked. ‘Dad,’ he said, then stopped.


‘Go on.’


George shook his head.


‘Come on. Tell me.’


George stared at his favourite crack, which ran right across 

the ceiling, dividing it in half.


‘Come on.’


‘I didn’t like it with you gone.’


‘I know.’


George looked down at the floor, ran his toe along the line 

of the floorboard.


‘I’m home now, Georgie.’


‘And you won’t go away again?’


Frank shook his head. ‘No.’


George reached over and tapped the tube where it came 

out from under the bandage on Frank’s hand. ‘What’s that?’


‘Medicine,’ Frank said. ‘They put it straight in my body.’


‘Oh,’ George said. ‘Medicine makes you better.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Yeh. Medicine makes you better.’


Silence for a while. Then Frank said, ‘Will you call Margaret 

for me?’


George laughed. ‘Did you know Wednesdays are yellow? 

Like you.’


‘Call Margaret.’


‘Sundays are red and one of the days is purple but I can’t 

remember which one.’


‘Please.’


George stood up and went to the door, called Margaret’s 

name. He sat back down. ‘Is there a day called a Friday?’


Frank moved his hand but couldn’t find the button.


A door downstairs and feet on the stairs. Margaret in the 

doorway.


‘Water.’ Frank’s fingers still feeling for the button.


‘I drank the water,’ George said. ‘I did.’


‘You mustn’t,’ Margaret said. ‘Dad needs it.’ She gave the 

glass to George. ‘Go on, go and get some more.’ George took 

the glass and left the room.


Margaret stood by the bed. ‘You want to lie down?’


Frank shook his head.


She moved the button so he could reach it easily. ‘I can tell 

him not to come up. You know, if you need some quiet.’


‘No.’


‘Okay. Whatever.’


He turned his head away, looked at the wall.


‘Does it hurt?’


Nothing.


George came back in and Margaret took the glass, raised it 

to Frank’s lips. He swallowed.


‘You gonna get up, Dad?’ George asked.


‘Soon,’ Frank said. ‘I’ll be up soon.’


Margaret put the glass down.


A pause.


‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Dad needs some quiet now.’ She took 

George’s arm and led him out of the room.




Frank found the button, pressed it and closed his eyes.
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‘Frank.’


He opened his eyes. The room was dark. Night.


‘Frank. Come on. Father’s waiting.’


The door closing. The sound of feet down the stairs.


Frank pushed back the covers, reached for his short trousers 

and shirt. He walked across the floorboards, opened the door, 

stepped onto the stone circular staircase. His hand followed the 

curved wall of the stairway and he edged carefully forward, his 

feet finding each step. The gas lamp downstairs lit the last few 

stairs and he jumped down onto the flagstone floor. Father 

stood by the table. ‘Get your boots on,’ he whispered.


Frank went into the scullery and pushed his bare feet into 

his boots. Followed Father out.


Iris stood outside in the dark.


‘D’you know where we’re going?’ Frank asked.


‘He won’t tell me.’


It was warm, even in the open air, in the thick of night. 

There was a moon, nearly full, and they could see their way 

easily as they started off after Father, passing the hen house 

and the vegetable patch, crossing the railway-sleeper bridge 

over the rhyne which bordered their land.


They reached the field where they’d been digging that day. 

Father led them past the dark silhouettes of the beehive ruckles, 

the towers of drying turves; past the long winrows, the low 

piles. Frank looked down into the head where they’d dug out 

the black earlier that day. He saw the winrow he’d turned that 

afternoon, hot in the sun. His arms had ached with it, lifting 

the heavy wet turves. He couldn’t believe water was that heavy.


‘Keep up.’


He ran to catch up with Iris.


‘Listen.’




Frank stopped. The crickets in the dry grass. A bird.


‘A nightjar,’ Iris whispered. ‘You know about them?’


‘Course I do,’ Frank said.


‘What do you know?’


‘I know they go out at night.’


‘But you don’t know what they do.’


‘They fly.’


‘They find cattle and suck milk from their teats.’


‘Birds don’t drink milk.’


‘Nightjars do. And you can’t kill them neither,’ Iris said. 

‘Unless you use silver. You can use silver bullets, or a silver 

sword. But it has to be silver.’


‘You dunno what you’re talking about,’ Frank said, looking 

round the dark fields.


‘You don’t know anything,’ Iris said, starting to run.


‘I do,’ Frank shouted, and he ran after her.







The field was a perfect square of uncut grass, surrounded on 

all four sides by rhynes. No trees, nothing. Just grass and water. 

Father led them into the middle. He sat down and told Frank 

and Iris to sit by him, one each side. ‘There,’ he said, ‘now lie 

on your backs.’


They all lay down. ‘Close your eyes. Tight.’


The three of them lay in the long dry grass, eyes closed. The 

noise of the field built up. Crickets, a nightingale, another 

nightjar.


Father laughed. ‘Nightjar’s come to find the milk, then.’


‘See,’ Iris said.


It was black inside their eyes and they could hear Father 

filling his pipe, pressing threads of tobacco down into the bowl. 

They heard the match on sandpaper and smelled phosphorus, 

then the sweet tobacco.


‘Close your eyes, you bugger,’ Father said to Iris.




‘Yours closed, Frank?’ Iris asked.


‘Yeh.’


‘Shush now,’ Father said. ‘Bide quiet for a minute.’


They lay, unmoving.


‘When it’s quiet and still like this, that’s when God comes 

and walks the earth.’


‘He comes down here?’ Iris asked.


‘Shush,’ Father said.


‘Can God walk?’


‘Shush and lay still.’ Then, ‘Open your eyes. Slowly. And 

look straight up.’


The black sky. The moon. The stars.


‘People think it’s just a few miles of flat land down here, 

but they don’t know.’


The sky expanded as they looked.


‘The stars up there tell you the stories of the moors and 

Glastonbury. They tell us where we live and who we are.’


Frank felt the dry grass under his hands, pulled at it.


‘Reckon I’ll start with the story that started it all off. Look 

up, follow my finger up to the bright star there.’


They looked up and found the brightest star.


‘Follow down and you’ll see underneath there’s a cross.’


They saw the cross of stars in the sky.


And they listened to the story.




 








And Did Those Feet?


The wind ripples the surface of the water. Deep beneath, peat 

lies in uncut layers. Between the two, the drowned land, where 

flowers drift, tethered by stems.


A fish swims through the floodwater, the blades of grass 

touching its belly.


April. A month of green in this, the pleasant land.


A rowing boat makes its way from the estuary, along the 

river, then across floodwater and over fields. Early morning sun 

on the water. Silver light. Oars dipping in, pulling, lifting, 

dipping in. There is another sound, a rhythmical sound, coming 

closer, and the boat slows. The man lifts the oars, rests them 

in the rowlocks. Two swans fly overhead, their wings up and 

down together, slow and heavy in the thin air, their feathers lit 

by the sun; white against the iron grey sky behind.


The man and the boy watch the swans, watch the white of 

them.


The drips of water and the fading rhythm of the wings.


Water and the boat. Nothing else.


That is all there is.







The man dips the oars back in, pulls against the weight of the 

water, and the boat begins to move.


The boy sits watching his uncle row. Then looking around him at the stretch of water, the tree branches breaking through 

the silver surface, he yawns.


His uncle sees the yawn. ‘You all right?’


The boys nods. ‘Are we nearly there?’ he asks.


His uncle laughs. ‘You bugger,’ he says. ‘You’re always 

asking that.’ He points out the hill beyond, across the moors, 

where Glastonbury lies. ‘Dry land.’
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