Look over my shoulder. Try to see what I can see.

Colour came into life slowly.

The streets are shades of grey. Black and white.

Shades of brown and burgundy.

Cobble stone and slate. Tin bath hanging on the outside

Bright mustardy yellows and oranges.

toilet wall. A white dog with black spots, chasing torn

The green grass and the pink roses

newspaper sheets and children on tricycles.

in the little garden.

A woman bent in the dust and decay. Scrubbing away

Topped by a forever blue sky.

at the front doorstep. Like every other doorstep.

Full of giant cloud shapes.

Like every other grey laced curtain house in this
The new estate broke the monotony of monochrome.

treeless street.

But not the longing for her.

She was always there.
Her name was Lisa when I was
being chased by the dog.
Cheryl when the grass began to grow.
The first cherry blossom it was Vanessa.
Then Joan, Kate and Denise.
All dreams and wishes.

Lisa, five in from the left, middle row.

Cheryl, head down, front row.

And then we met. Eyes across a room full of people.

We courted. The old way. They hoped she’d see a different way. Not my way.

A smile. A look. A nudge from a friend.

They’d never had the tin bath. Always lived up on the hill.

I sat in the pub next to the
railway station, waiting for her.
It was 6.30, Friday evening.
The public bar was full of suits
and tradesman. On their way
home from work.
The lounge was empty except for
me and a couple of businessmen,
already drunk on whisky.
Business must have been good,
or maybe home was just that bad.

It was just a smile. But that look. It must be something.

She came in, walked over and placed her check canvas suitcase on the floor next to my battered

Someone touched her arm. She gave him the same look. The same smile.

brown leather one, and sat down, smiling nervously.

She looked over to see if I cared. I kept my smile.

She gulped down the gin and tonic I had waiting for her and ask for another.

I drank. More than I should. And then some more. Outside, in the dark.

The second went down almost as fast. There was no rush. The train was at seven and I’d already

The street lights began to spin. Then there she was. Touching my arm.

got the tickets.

Although we were old enough, there was no way her parents would let her
spend the weekend away. Especially not with a shit kicker like me, as her dad
had pointed out the last time we tried. So she was staying with a girlfriend,
back Sunday afternoon.
We sat facing each other on the train, hands held across the table.
Looking out of the window.
As Nottingham became Derby, she relaxed and we began to talk.

We arrived at the hotel. A bed and breakfast. Still a sunny bright evening.
I could tell the owner wouldn’t of allowed us in a few years ago.
But I’d paid the deposit.
He asked if we’d eaten, adding the kitchen had already closed.
There’s a chip shop across the road, he told us, almost cheerfully.
Perhaps happy to think of us out and about.
We placed our bags on the bed. The room was like every other B & B I’d ever been
in. A large brown wardrobe like my grandmothers. A matching dressing table.
A sink near the window. A chair next to it. And a double bed.
Some prints of local sights adding a little warmth.

She was hungry, so we walked across to the chippy.

Back in the room, I sat watching her unpack and fold away the few clothes from her case.

We stood outside, watching the dark water of the Derwent rush by.

Then brush her teeth and place the toothbrush in the glass on the sink.

We kissed for the first time since meeting in the pub.

The bathroom was down the hall, so she left me, smoking a cigarette by the open window.

Her lips tasted of vinegar and cod roe and were soft from the greasy chips.

The street was still busy.

Her eyes deep and dark and watery, like the river beneath our feet.

People rushing for last orders in the pubs, or to join the queue in the chip shop.
She came back to the room, already changed into her py jamas; wearing a towelling
bathrobe I’d seen her mother in last Sunday morning when I picked her up.
And a pair of pink slippers, similar to my Mum’s.
I took out the book and bottle of Vodka from my case, leaving the socks and underpants
where they were.
I offered her a drink. She said she’d already brushed her teeth.
I pulled back the bed sheets.
She started to cry. I told her it’d be okay. I’d done this before. Her tears grew louder.
I sat her down on the bed. Lets just hold each other. Are you sure you don’t want a drink?
She was asleep. I picked up my book, but knew the light would wake her.
I smoked another cigarette by the window. The street was almost empty.
Someone was singing, a woman’s laughter encouraging the tuneless song.
The only other sound was the river. In it’s endless rush through the rocks.
I woke in the chair, almost dawn, and crept into bed beside her.

Downstairs for breakfast. Sausage, bacon and eggs. She had beans, I had tomatoes.
A rack of toast and coffee.
Back in Nottingham, I took her home from the station.
Her mother was out the door to meet us as we walked up the path.
Her slap deflated the punch her father wanted to give me.
They’d been ‘round to her friends, knew everything.
We sat in the kitchen. Her and her mum, crying and shouting.
Her dad, waiting for me to open my mouth, so he could shut it.
I told her to come with me. We could get a flat.
It was impossible to see her after that. She never answered the phone.
I waited every morning at the bus stop at the end of her road.
She called me later. The end of the summer. She was sorry. I shouldn’t call again.
They’d convinced her I had nothing. She shouldn’t just throw her life away.
I said I’d wait. She said there’d be others.
We walked along the river, up to the High Tor. Found a quiet spot to lie down on the grass.
We made love and lay there all afternoon, watching the clouds float by.

But she didn’t know. I hadn’t done it before, that day, on the grass up on the High Tor.

She was trying to get in touch.
I got a message from a friend.
She wanted to see me.
I’d moved away. Living in a different country.
A different world.
It had been a few years. I’d written.
She’d sent flowers.
But we hadn’t seen each other since that weekend.
She was ill. Seriously ill. They said it was over.
She fought her way back once.
But not this time.
She wanted to say goodbye.

I got back to Nottingham. Back on the

How many times had I watched it trudge around

estate. I decided to walk to the Hospice.

this little patch of grass. Belching steam and

Over Mapperley Top. Through Sherwood.

smoke. The man dressed in his British rail

Across Valley Road.

uniform. Whistle and cap. Another enthusiast

Nothing seemed to have changed.

waving his flag as they pulled out of the
miniature station. Never having the penny or

The miniature railways tracks were

whatever it was to clime aboard. Once around

still there. In the park, next to the road.

the park and under the little bridge. Stopping at

I couldn’t see the little steam engine.

the miniature signal box before pulling back into

Perhaps that was gone.

the station.

I walked into the grounds of the Hospice.
A bright spring morning. Early April.
Not a cloud to be seen in the sky.
She was lying on the bed. A drip plugged into her arm.
She looked the same. The same smile. A little more dreamy from the drugs.
But still her. I wanted to say, You look beautiful.
Instead I did what everyone else did. I said I’m sorry
We held hands smiling.
The spasms of pain tightening her grip every few seconds.
She opened the valve to let the morphine in.

She ran her thumb over the gold ring on my finger.

There was a pub on the corner.

The ring she’d bought me that Saturday in the antique market.

Across from the gates to the hospital. I needed a drink.

The same day I’d bought her that butter cream blouse she’d worn so much.
I sat on a bench outside.
The ring had a crack, splitting it open. She pushed her thumb nail into it.

Drinking my pint of Guinness.

That’s bad luck she told me.

Smoking a cigarette.
I looked at the black drainpipe running down the wall of the pub.
I looked up to see the gutter. Overflowing with moss and plant life.
I remembered cleaning that gutter out.
Painting that drainpipe when I was a painter and decorator,
all those years past.
My first job.
I thought of that Friday when it all began. Right here.
That speck of paint on the floor, next to my foot.
Probably dripped from my brush as I cleaned it.
The end of the job and the end of the week.

I said goodbye, still holding her hands. Holding that smile.
That’s all that seemed to matter.
That we could look into each others eyes and smile.
She wanted me to go while she was still awake.

Waiting for the boss to bring the wage packet.
A haircut on the way home. A bath and out on the town.
That same night. The nudge, the look, the smile.
And there she was. So close. So far away. As always.

I tried to imagine it was over quickly. I know it wasn’t.
I dreamt of her floating away.
Looked over her shoulder as the houses, the people, the little train tracks shrunk away.
Floating through the clouds. Like a lost balloon, rising faster and faster into space.
Further and further. The sun surrounded by shiny baubles of rock.
The stars, the milky way.
And nothing. No sound. No pain.
I wished something was different. Something had changed.
Something in these streets I didn’t recognise. It set everything solid in my mind.
Nothing to take me away.
The houses. The faces behind the lace in the window.
That look. That smile.
The snow came the day she went away. She’d said it snowed the day she came.
Late for this time of year.
Snow covered the cherry blossom. The streets and the houses. It filled the clouds.
Wiping out all the colour that had come into life.

I thought of that look. That smile. That’s what I can hold on to.
All she would ever want me to keep.
It’s not a cold, dark, empty space. It’s warm, it’s bright.
Full of colours. Full of light.
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