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Enough Rope 

Grandpa turned the thing over in his hand, nodding slowly. He gazed off into the 
distance and sighed before he passed it back to me. 

'So what is it, Grandpa?'' I'd found the flat, hard rectangle half-buried in 
the dirt while clearing a path through the brambles and bushes behind the 
wooden shed. Once I'd wiped the mud off I could see it wasn't a rock or a piece 
of wood; this thing was man-made. A rectangle of glass and hard black plastic. 

He looked down at me, and I think he was trying to decide what he should 
tell me. I tried to prompt him, 'It must be very old, don't you think?' 

'Nah, not even as old as me, boy. I remember these things from when I 
was a kid. Everybody had one back then.' 

'Everyone?' 
'Yes, even boys your age would have had their own. I had one quite like 

this.' 
'But what did it do? What happened?' 
'Haven't your parents ever told you about the bad old days?' 
'Not really.' I fact, I'd picked up more from friends at school, though I 

thought it might all be a bit of a myth. 'I think there used to be more people, but a 
lot of them died. That was ages ago, and I don't even know if it's true.' 

'Well, I don't suppose there's too much harm in me reminiscing a bit, 
though it's just an old man's memory, which ain't as good as it was, Charlie. I'll 
tell you a story, which you don't have to take too seriously. Right?' 

'Okay.' This could be interesting. Nobody talked about the old days. I think 
it was against the law. 

'Well, back when I was a boy, the world was much more complicated. 
There were many more people for a start, nearly ten billion of 'em. Hard to 
imagine that now.' 

I moved backwards towards the wooden bench without interrupting. This 
was likely to take a while, and I needed to get Grandpa to sit down, or he'd 
remember that we had a job to do. I nodded encouragement as Grandpa shuffled 
towards the bench. 

'All those billions of people, they could communicate with others, all over 
the world, in ways you can't really imagine, now. It was common, then, for people 
like you and me to get on a plane and fly across the world, just for a holiday! 
They could talk to each other easily. That's what that thing is, Charles. It's a 
mobile phone - we used to call them smart phones, only I suppose they weren't 
such a smart thing, not really. You could carry one with you and talk to people 
anywhere, wherever on Earth they were. You could even see their faces while 
you talked, if you wanted, and they could be in Australia, or in China.' 

'That's amazing! How did they work?' 
'Oh, don't ask me, boy. People could do all sorts, back then. But I know 

they had towers all over the countryside, spaced apart, and satellites up in the 
sky, for it.' 

'Do you think it might still work, Grandpa?' 
'Oh no. They stopped all that. The towers aren't there any more.' 



'But why? It must have been wonderful.' 
'It was, in some ways, Charlie, but there were problems too. Some people 

were saying too much unchecked communication would lead to division, 
sectarianism. And then the pandemics started.' 

'People died, didn't they?' 
'Yes. Millions in the first one, all over the world, because it kept mutating. 

But then there were others - there was a disease called ebola that got out, and 
another one that made you go blind before it killed you.' He paused, lost in 
memories that can't have been very pleasant. 'They developed vaccines against 
them, of course, because the scientists were very clever. And determined to beat 
the viruses.' 

'But they didn't work?' 
'Oh, the vaccines worked all right, until the viruses evolved again, and 

even then they modified the vaccines. No, it was the internet, and the 
smartphones that were the thing.' 

'What do you mean?' 
'The thing that stopped the vaccines working. Back then, anyone could 

use the internet for anything they liked. They had their phones, and they could be 
anonymous, untraceable. It made ’em totally irresponsible.' 

I was amazed. 'They didn't have to go to an internet reference room? They 
didn't have to get an Access Licence?' It was only three years until I could apply 
for mine. 

'No, none of that. With a smartphone, anyone could do anything, all the 
time. Even kids, and they had these networks called Social Media, where you 
could meet and chat with people who thought like you.' 

'It sounds amazing, Grandpa. So what happened?' 
'I never understood why they did it, but groups of people started to spread 

daft rumours and turned others against the vaccinations. Against the 
governments and the scientists. All across the world, with their friends and 
relatives dying, people refused to be inoculated. Then they attacked the labs and 
the clinics. Split apart countries and cities so that the vaccines could never be 
effective. Billions died before the governments got together and switched off the 
internet. That caused more chaos, of course, because everyone had come to 
depend on it so much for other stuff.' 

'But we still have the internet, and voice phones, don't we?' 
'Well, we have licensed and monitored internet access, and telephones for 

approved subscribers. We don't have that 'Social Media' stuff any more, or smart 
phones or unofficial broadcasters. We know what we can do, what the law says, 
and life's a lot simpler, because we can't do anything else.' 

'And we don't have pandemics, now, do we?' 
'Well, we haven't had one for a long time, and if we did I reckon they could 

get it under control faster now. Some scientists said those terrible diseases came 
out of the jungles and rainforests. Since they stopped logging the old forests, and 
ended the burning of coal and oil, things have started to get better. For the 
environment, anyway.' 

I thought about all this. Perhaps it was true, but I'd better not talk about it. I 



didn't want to be accused of spreading lies and sowing discord. 
'So will we have smart phones again one day, Grandpa?' 
'Well, all that freedom and communication came at a terrible cost. I reckon 

we could only get it back if people became more responsible, Charlie. More 
sensible. So I wouldn't hold your breath.' 
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Moira 

  The path across the naked field was barely visible.  Instead there was a swiftly 
running stream of brown, busy water gushing from the saturated soil.  The deep 
furrows that the plough had created a few weeks before had collapsed as if they 
were simply temporary sand dunes washed away by a tide.  Only brave walkers 
with very sturdy footwear sploshed and slithered their way across, tentatively 
placing a foot onto the earth that immediately sucked it in and held tight while you 
tried to yank it out.  It was hard work rather than an enjoyable stroll. 
William walked this way several times a week and was undaunted by the struggle 
with soggy Nature.  Ahead of him was the green lane that disappeared into the 
wood and he hoped that conditions would be easier there.  ‘Green’ mocked how 
it was today - another gloomy, wet Winter’s day with low clouds bellying down 
onto the land.  Brown clay, grey sky, dirty khaki trees.  At last, William reached 
the opening to the wood and tried to scrape the heavy clods of earth from his 
boots on a snatch of grass at the entrance.  Ahead of him twists and turns of 
branches reached across the path waiting to ensnare hats and hair of intruders.  
Recent gales had caused some of the older trees to suffer amputations and 
gashes of vivid yellow shone out on trunks where these had occurred.  For some 
the wound was still weeping.  Underfoot the path was surprisingly crisp as little 
rain penetrated the thick canopy.  At the base of one of the trees strange fungi 
formed.  Blood-red and orange it looked like someone had torn the entrails from 
an animal and carelessly tossed it there.  
The copse was peaceful until a solitary pheasant skittered along the path 
shrieking and squawking when it heard the crunch and crack of William’s 
footsteps.  Other birds mocked it with their tuneful chattering while the red dot of 
a robin flashed from tree to tree leading the way forward.  William knew when to 
dip below the swinging brambles trying to snatch at him and how to take care of 
gullies that could make him fall into the deep ditch on one side.  That morning he 
was disturbed by the trees’ injuries and yanked at a loose limb hanging by its 
threads of bark and pushed it behind a mutilated hazel.   
Moira had loved this place and a wave of intense grief and guilt swept over him.  
She had always threatened that she would return here to haunt him but that was 
just a myth.  Ghosts don’t exist - William knew that.  He kicked at the rotting fungi 
in frustration and the gory flesh fell apart with a soft plop.  A puff of fetid smoke 
rose from it, growing, growing, filling the air with its choking stink.  William pulled 
a tissue out of his pocket, coughed and spluttered into it, eyes streaming.  
Branches began to quiver, shake and clasp each other forming a framework over 
his head.  Scurrying, scuttling at his feet; frantic flapping beat against his face.  
He flailed about shouting for it to stop when a small, wet fur ball popped into his 
open mouth.  Disgusted, William spat it out but couldn’t see what it was as the 
sky had blackened and the branches pushed down further and further forcing him 
onto his knees. 
 ‘Help me!’ 



Another soft ball of fur in his mouth and again he spat it out.  He was panicking 
now.  The branches were now beating time on his hunched back.  Tussling and 
squealing trickled and tickled over his hands as he knelt on the sodden carpet of 
leaves.  A woman’s shrill laugh ripped through the air. 

‘Moira, Moira, is it you? Forgive me!’ He pleaded. 

The trees sighed - ‘Never’ and crashed down onto his crouching body. 

Gillian Rennie-Dunkerley 

 



Thor 

  David was in his thirties and doing ok with his job. He didn’t get much time to 
see his son James when he was working, but at the weekend he did get some 
time with him. However often James would play with his electronic games 
indoors and if it was sunny he was out to play with friends. David was thinking 
James was nearly eleven but he misses things, largely reading. James does 
bring books from school but only because once a month the teacher gives them 
homework. The pupils then have to give written thoughts on the chapter they had 
read. There was no homework and David decided to go in the loft and bring 
down a number of comics, with the aim of trying to get James more reading. 
However as soon as he got up into the loft he saw piles of comics, all covered to 
ensure they were kept in good order.  His eyes faced on his most famous comic 
– Thor. ‘That’s the one’ he said to himself. Thor had always been his favourite. 
He picked up a pile of ‘Thor’ comics and managed to bring them down from the 
loft and put it into James bedroom whilst he had gone to see a friend nearby. 

David went into the kitchen and told his wife Joan what was going to happening. 
Once he stopped talking, she looked and said, ‘Well I guess you can try but I’m 
doubtful . We aren’t in the middle ages!’ 

‘You’re a woman. I can understand that you wouldn’t like a boys magazine that 
was meant to be read by teenage boys.’  

‘Well, give it a go. He should be back by about 4.00 pm, he and his friend are 
having lunch there and then playing in his house as it’s raining.’ 

James arrived just after four and shouted, ‘I’m home. I’ll go upto my bedroom 
until it’s time for dinner.’ He ran upstairs went into his bedroom and saw a pile of 
comics and his dad looking through them with a big smile on his face. 

‘Why have you brought some magazines into my bedroom. They’re not ‘dirty’ 
magazines? You’re not going to tell me about growing up and sex.’ 

‘No! Come here and look at these magazines. They were mine about twenty five 
years ago and I found them in the loft. They are about Thor.’ 

‘For? What is for?’ 

‘It’s Thor – T.h.o.r. You must know of Thor?’ 

David passed a number of magazines and put them in front of James. He picked 
them up flicked through and all he had to say was ,‘Ugh? What’s this about. I’ve 
never seen him on the TV.’ 



‘Well I thought you would like to have these. Thor is a god with Odin his father 
and others. But generally he was on Earth.’ 

David looked at his son, who looked at him thinking. 

‘Dad. I don’t know what you are talking about?’ 

‘Well son, start reading the magazines and you’ll see how good they are. I was 
locked on them. By the way there are more up in the loft.’ 

James looked at him, not sure what to say. David looked at him with a smile and 
said, ‘Well?’ 

James continued looking at the magazines and looking back at his dad. The 
smile on his dad’s face faded away. 

‘Dad, I’d just like to do some homework before dinner. I’ll put the magazines on 
the table and have a flick through when I have time.’ 

‘OK son. But have a good look at the magazines, I’m sure you would like to read 
them.’ 

David went down stairs and into the kitchen and told Joan that James didn’t seem to be 
interested in it. She looked at David and said, ‘Well I told you he wouldn’t. He’s like a lot 
of children who want to play on their games. We have bought consoles like Nintendo 
and Angry Birds. Books aren’t  the thing for young boys.’ 

‘OK. I’ll help with the dinner and after that I’ll see if he has looked at any.’ 

James came down, sat at the table and started eating then stopped for a moment, 
looking to his dad. Then to his mum. Both stopped eating. 

‘I looked at a couple of magazines and I wasn’t really bothered, I’d rather stay with my 
consoles. I mean Thor’s a good god who always saves  the  day. Boring! ’ 

Joan looked at David, her face saying ‘I told you’. 

‘I’ll take it back into the loft. What about books?’ 

Joan and James just looked at him. 

Mike Moody  



   THE MYTH OF BEAUTY 

It was Saturday morning shopping time. 
Jim went to the supermarket, and avoiding a loaded trolley in the entrance foyer 
he nearly tripped over the front wheel of a mobility scooter. It was parked in the 
shadow of a paper rack by the window, and he exchanged 'Sorry!' with the 
occupant as she turned from the wall. 
She was ghoulish, and must have seen the shock in his expression. He felt bad, 
because in that instant he would have given her sharp confirmation of her 
disfigurement. He had to say something; anything to appease her hurt, but what?  
He settled for a second apology. 
'Apologies again. I just didn't see you.'  
'No harm done.' Her reply was distant as if he wasn't there. Clearly this was a 
routine she had shared with strangers, time and awful time again.  
'Is this your usual waiting spot?' This was a ploy, and he cringed at his feigned 
interest, but thank goodness she reacted. 
There was a jerky nod and struggle with the muscular control of her mouth, but 
her diction was quite good.  
'It's too crowded in there. I'm keeping out of the way while sister's doing the 
shopping.' 
He had time to adjust to her face. A smile came through, it was lopsided and 
tentative. But she continued with less formality. 
'It's not so bad now.' 
Instinctively he knew what she meant. 
'I don't get so many comments.'  
'I wondered if that was the reason.' 
She opened up. 
'Everything has got much nicer now.'  
'You mean people are friendlier?' 
She nodded emphatically: 'Although I still try to avoid school closing time, they 
don't go away.' 
Her personality was coming through. 
'How do you cope with that?'  
'I get angry. What else can I do?' 
There was a short hesitation. 
'I cry sometimes when I see my ugliness in people's expressions. It came back to 
me in your reaction. It gave you a shock didn't it?' 
'It did, but I'm getting used to it now.' He took a risk. 'You are beginning to break 
through your ugly bit.' 
'You mean my crinkles and lip droops are starting to make sense?' 
He smiled: 'You could put it that way.' 
Using her thumbs she stretched her mouth into a hideous smile. 
'How's that?' 
He took another risk. 'Much better' 
She laughed. 



He pushed a finger in each ear and stuck his tongue at her. Then she pulled up 
her nose and blew a raspberry at him. 
The store security man stood by uncertainly, but a growing crowd of amused 
shoppers had already circled round and began pulling faces and making rude 
noises to each other until the foyer echoed with silliness and laughter.  
At last they had run out of faces to pull, and Jim was able to make himself heard. 
Bowing first to his fellow performer he asked everyone to stick out their tongues 
and announced a: 'Grand Raspberry Finale!' on the count of three. Dogs barked; 
the store manager sat bolt upright in his chair, and outside, incoming customers 
rushed back to their cars. 
It was later, in the wake of the departing shoppers, that the ghoulish woman 
tapped Jim on the back. 
'How do I look now?' 
'Dreadful.' He touched her face. 'But underneath this lot, there's something bright 
and sparkly pushing its way out.' 
Her smile was hideous, but her cheeks were wet as she laid a hand gently over 
his wrist. 
Then they both laughed, and trumpeted raspberries at each other as she left the 
store. 

Once inside he'd forgotten what he came in for, but it didn't matter. For just a few 
moments, a small crowd had erupted into laughter and silliness, in a small space, 
in a small town somewhere in England. 

Peter Scott. 
 



UP, UP AND AWAY! 

The street where Isobel lived did not offer much by way of inspiration. Victorian 
terrace houses stood firm, but dumb, with their damp, dank yards and, in a few 
cases even outdoor privies. 

Her mother and father were not actively in search of inspiration particularly not 
from the street or the house and yard. Actually, they might not have recognised it 
for what it was anyway; they just needed to pay the bills and feed the three of 
them. They didn’t allow themselves to question whether they were happy or not, 
only whether there would be sufficient milk in the fridge for a cup of tea when 
they got in from work. 

Their daughter, Isobel, was not a jewel in the family crown. She knew only too 
well that she was small and thin and had a twisted leg. She’d heard her mother 
use the word ‘puny’ in a conversation but remained unclear what it meant, 
grasping only that it was unpleasant. She ‘lacked self confidence’, as her class 
teacher wrote. She believed that as well as the twisted leg she had ‘a silly face’ 
and would never be good at anything in school. Even close friends were thin on 
the ground, really just Polly and Sara, who gave her moral support and shared 
jokes, and seemed to think she was worth having as a friend. 

But when she was almost eight she was blessed with a rather special glow of 
pride – she at last swam a length of the local pool and she wasn’t the last one in 
her class to do so. 
This strange feeling of warm happiness needed to be looked after and thoroughly 
exploited – after all, who knew when it would ever come again? Maybe, just 
maybe, Mum and Dad might value the achievement? It was quite an important 
thing to be able to do, and it would make a wonderful birthday present from her to 
them. 
Isobel spent time and energy putting together her words ready for supper time 
and delivered them with an unusual degree of warmth and a smile. 

  “I’ve got a nice thing to tell you and I hope you’ll be pleased. I’ve got my 
certificate for swimming a length.” 
  “At last,” said her mother, pushing bread into her mouth. Her father managed 
“Good. At least you won’t be getting into trouble for not having done it. I presume 
you were the last in your class?” 
   Isobel looked down and swallowed very hard. 
   “No, I wasn’t. Aren’t you pleased?” 
   “Of course we’re relieved, you know that” as her mother munched, “it might 
come in useful one day.” 



Many were the challenges Isobel had to face, always just that bit more taxing for 
her than for the rest of her class. Games were a continuing nightmare although 
the teacher believed she did her best to adapt her requirements.  
Maths and writing frequently defeated her until the arrival of Mrs Murray to teach 
English when Isobel transferred to secondary school.  
Mrs Murray was a Scot with a pronounced highland accent which Isobel loved to 
listen to.  From her first week the teacher decided that Isobel must no longer be a 
‘lost cause’and had a private word with her. 

“I want to be sure that everyone takes their part in answering questions in class,   
But rest assured I shall give you time to get your words assembled, and I shall be 
choosing as many pupils by name as possible. It helps me to get to know you 
and it gives each of you chance to practise speaking in front of the class, which I 
know can be difficult for some of you.”   

This and other strategies were repeated, always pleasantly, and almost always 
with a smile. By the end of the second term Isobel herself wore an almost 
permanent smile, telling herself ‘I’m getting a grasp on things. I’m speaking up.’ 
The leg remained a constant hazard to her movement, as well as to her self 
esteem. But Mrs Murray was there, wasn’t she? She had met Isobel’s mother 
and gathered that her view was that ‘nothing could be done’, other than privately, 
which of course they could not afford. 

So Mrs Murray ‘interfered’, by getting in touch with the school doctor, who knew a 
thing or two about getting things done when they seemed impossible.  

“Dr Mordern, I’m sorry in one way to be interfering, but this child has potential 
beyond what is apparent at the moment. I have the feeling you can help her on 
her life’s path. I’m trying to help, obviously, but I’ll stick to classroom stuff! If you 
can get her some treatment for that leg of hers, that would be wonderful” 

After seeing Isobel herself and having her astounded agreement and then her 
disbelieving mother, the doctor started the ball rolling for some action on Isobel’s 
disability. He also discovered that Isobel loved dogs but had had no opportunity 
to own one, of course. So there he had another plot to hatch and as soon as 
better weather came along he had arranged for a friend’s dog, Bircham, a 
springer spaniel, to be walked at weekends by Isobel and the owner’s son, 20 
year old Tom, who had ambitions to improve Bircham’s very sketchy success in 
dog agility. Isobel listened raptly to all that Tom told her about the classes and 
hatched her own plot. 

It was obvious that it would be months before The Plot could be reality, if at all.  It 
was very hard for Isobel to keep it to herself while she plotted. Her initial 
appointment at the hospital to investigate possibilities for her leg was at the 
beginning of the summer holidays. 



The specialist was hopeful. Isobel was cautiously delighted, her mother and 
father predictably sceptical. 
Isobel had another reason to be joyful – she had achieved good grades in most 
of the end of year exams and been congratulated in Final Assembly, along with 
all the other pupils who had achieved well. 

To meet Isobel a year later was to meet another person altogether. There was 
still a limp which was unlikely to disappear and gave her mother the chance for 
the remark, 

 “What a pity the specialist couldn’t finish the job,”  

but she had grown in stature in every way, including confidence.  

She could now begin acting on her Plot – she could help Tom and Bircham with 
dog agility every Saturday. Not only that, she could ask Tom if she could show 
Bircham at the next local Dog Show and make the dog a star, which she was 
sure he deserved. 
Her friendship group had widened and she would frequently hear comments like, 
“Mrs M helped a lot, you know, she’s been marvellous” and “Good teacher that 
Mrs M, like, she’s almost a friend. Never thought I’d say that about a teacher!” 

Thank you, Mrs Murray and your ‘you can do it!’ – you and Isobel are legends in 
your own lifetimes, to be valued by many another hesitant child, and in most 
cases even by their parents.  

Judith Osborne 
 



A Legend 

Before these latter days of phones and screens 
When words were heard direct, without machines, 
A traveller might weave portentous tales 
In payment for his board, his stew and beans. 

Such legends waste and die when left untold, 
Unless their words are printed, bound and sold, 
So this much-faded tale I will relate 
Lest it, too, fizzle out in winter's cold. 

There was a youth of rather humble birth 
Whose people traded goods and tilled the earth, 
He saw invaders take what they thought due, 
And set about a plan to raise his worth. 

He bargained well and profited from guile, 
He travelled widely, learning all the while; 
Invented ways of making money grow, 
Then armed himself and battled with a smile. 

Enjoining those nearby to join his fight 
Our lad believed his actions good and right, 
He conquered all for God, to spread His Word, 
Enslaving and enriching as he might. 

In time he came to master many lands 
And gold as well as weapons filled his hands, 
For years he ruled from wave to snow-capped peak, 
Laid claim to jungles, lakes and desert sands. 

Though rivals rose they never climbed so high, 
But changing times brought some to question why 
So many millions lived beneath his thumb 
In exploitation hard to justify. 



Reluctantly he set his subjects free 
And other powers gained ascendancy. 
Our hero still owned skills and brains, and yet 
He struggled to retain his dignity. 

He needed friends, and so he joined a club, 
They bargained, argued, chatted in the pub. 
The benefits seemed clear, but numbers swelled; 
He started to resent his annual sub. 

Reflecting on the glories of his youth, 
Their glister seemed to blind him to the truth. 
Though others warned him not to be so rash, 
He stormed off, shouting loudly. Quite uncouth. 

Alone within his castle, then, he wept. 
He really should have looked before he leapt. 
With pestilence compounding all his woes 
The hardships seemed too many to accept. 

This Albion, the subject of my tale, 
Admitted he was tired, and rather frail, 
Urged brothers, cousins, youngsters of the land 
To greater toil - their efforts must prevail! 

Those people faced a challenge bleak and tough, 
Because their leader flounced out in a huff. 
For decades they would strive to earn enough 
To pay for Albion's game of Blindman's Bluff. 

       
Richard W / Will I / Jan ’21 



 


