
  
    [image: Sawubona]
  


  
    
      Sawubona

      I See You

    

    
      
        THE ICE PACK

        Book Two

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: WriteSpace Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        First published in the United Kingdom in 2026 by WriteSpace Publishing

        www.writespace.ink

      

        

      
        Copyright © WriteSpace Publishing and individual contributors 2026

      

        

      
        Lutra Lutra, Missing, Circling © Jo Cross 2026

        Mash-up, Getting Lost in Hackney, Here be Dragons © Jan Fuscoe 2026

        Tenses, How Time Flows, The Colour Was Green © Chris Hayward 2026

        Peekaboo with Orwell, Death of a Pop Star, In Plane Sight, The Universe Speaks © Mana Jay 2026

        The Family Beyond My Window, A Free Day, Night Train to Dublin © Rowena Kilkelly 2026

        Art, Belief, The Customer © Philippe Le Roux 2026

        First Impressions, The Seven Ages of a Brother, A Different Viewpoint, Wanderers No More, Quantum Dreams © Pauline Hallam Mason 2026

        Day One, The Orange Box, Delayed Connection, Fiddler’s Ribbon © Barbara McMillan 2026

        Letter to a Bridge, Museum, At Your Fingertips © Meike Schwagmann 2026

        I See You, Ghosts of War, Looking Down, The Farewell © R. L. Shelley 2026

        Freaks, Scenes/Seen from Seat Eight, The Journey © Candy Smellie 2026

        Love is Not a Colour, Tracking is a High Art, Bangles © Caryn Solomon 2026

        Lucy Clifton Sunderland, Louisa Wilkins Hingston, Elizabeth ‘Lily’ Long Morrow © Carey Somerville 2026

        Of Twinflower, Swipe Left, December Sunset  © Alison M. Templeton 2026

        Wait, Rose of England, Looking for Louise, See You! © Fenna Williams 2026

        Seeing You, Seeing Him … Seeing All Of Them, Her Phone, The Weight of Nothing Left © Klaudia Zotzmann-Koch 2026

      

        

      
        Individual contributors are members of or guest writers for The ICE Pack

        www.theicepack.org

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        The moral right of the contributing authors of this collection to be identified as such is asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

      

      

      
        
        Every effort has been made to trace the copyright holders and to obtain their permission for the use of copyright material. The publisher apologises for any errors or omissions in the above list and would be grateful if notified of any corrections that should be incorporated in future reprints or editions of the book.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, copied or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of WriteSpace Publishing, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training, developing, or operating artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Responsible for the content and design of this book:

        Mana Jay, R. L. Shelley, Caryn Solomon & Fenna Williams

        Cover Image: © R. Costa 2026

        Editors: Mana Jay, R. L. Shelley & Caryn Solomon

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        ISBN Softcover: 978-1-917908-04-7

        ISBN E-book: 978-1-917908-05-4

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Contents

      

      
        Introduction

      

      
        JO CROSS

      

      
        JAN FUSCOE

      

      
        CHRIS HAYWARD

      

      
        MANA JAY

      

      
        ROWENA KILKELLY

      

      
        PHILIPPE LE ROUX

      

      
        PAULINE HALLAM MASON

      

      
        BARBARA McMILLAN

      

      
        MEIKE SCHWAGMANN

      

      
        R. L. SHELLEY

      

      
        CANDY SMELLIE

      

      
        CARYN SOLOMON

      

      
        CAREY SOMERVILLE

      

      
        ALISON M. TEMPLETON

      

      
        FENNA WILLIAMS

      

      
        KLAUDIA ZOTZMANN-KOCH

      

    

    
      
        About the Authors

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
      JO CROSS

      Lutra Lutra …… 13

      Missing …… 19

      Circling …… 22

      

      JAN FUSCOE

      Mash-up ...... 31

      Getting Lost in Hackney …… 38

      Here be Dragons …… 47

      

      CHRIS HAYWARD

      Tenses …… 57

      How Time Flows …… 61

      The Colour Was Green …… 69

      

      MANA JAY

      Peekaboo with Orwell …… 77

      Death of a Pop Star …… 83

      In Plane Sight …… 88

      The Universe Speaks …… 92

      

      ROWENA KILKELLY

      The Family Beyond My Window …… 99

      A Free Day …… 102

      Night Train to Dublin …… 105

      

      PHILIPPE LE ROUX

      Art …… 117

      Belief …… 120

      The Customer …… 125

      

      PAULINE HALLAM MASON

      First Impressions …… 131

      The Seven Ages of a Brother …… 135

      A Different Viewpoint …… 139

      Wanderers No More …… 141

      Quantum Dreams …… 145

      

      BARBARA McMILLAN

      Day One …… 149

      The Orange Box …… 151

      Delayed Connection …… 158

      Fiddler’s Ribbon …… 161

      

      MEIKE SCHWAGMANN

      Letter to a Bridge …… 167

      Museum …… 170

      At Your Fingertips …… 173

      

      R. L. SHELLEY

      I See You …… 179

      Ghosts of War …… 184

      Looking Down …… 190

      The Farewell …… 193

      

      CANDY SMELLIE

      Freaks …… 199

      Scenes/Seen from Seat Eight …… 204

      The Journey …… 208

      

      CARYN SOLOMON

      Love is Not a Colour …… 215

      Tracking is a High Art …… 225

      Bangles …… 229

      

      CAREY SOMERVILLE

      Lucy Clifton Sunderland …… 235

      Louisa Wilkins Hingston …… 240

      Elizabeth ‘Lily’ Long Morrow …… 248

      

      ALISON M. TEMPLETON

      Of Twinflower …… 257

      Swipe Left …… 260

      December Sunset …… 265

      

      FENNA WILLIAMS

      Wait, Rose of England …… 273

      Looking for Louise …… 277

      See You! …… 284

      

      KLAUDIA ZOTZMANN-KOCH

      Seeing You, Seeing Him … Seeing All of Them …… 293

      Her Phone …… 298

      The Weight of Nothing Left …… 303

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      In June 2025, the ICE Pack, Cambridge University creative writing alumni, published Hiraeth: Deep Longing, the first in a series of three anthologies of creative non-fiction stories. Turning inwards, we traced the quiet ache of absence, the pull of memory, the landscapes of yearning that shape a life. Those stories spoke of interior weather – what is lost, desired, remembered, even imagined. The work was intimate, searching, often solitary: an exploration of the deep currents that move beneath the visible surface of things.

      After months of inner reflection, we were ready to turn our gaze outwards, with a new question: what happens when we shift from introspection to attention? From ‘What do I long for?’ to ‘Who, or what, stands before me?’

      It was this turning that led us, along with guest authors, to the Zulu greeting, Sawubona (I see you) as the frame for our second collection.

      In isiZulu, Sawubona is a common greeting used in everyday life much as one might say ‘hello.’ Yet its literal meaning – ‘I see you’ – gestures toward a relational worldview shaped by what is often described as Ubuntu: the understanding that a person becomes fully human through relationships with others. To ‘see’ someone is not simply to glance at them; it is to acknowledge their presence, dignity, and place within the community. Extending the greeting further, it also means ‘We see you,’ referring to the ancestors we all bring with us. Accompanied by those who came before us, seeing is not only communal, it is also continuous – an affirmation that no encounter is isolated from history, ancestry, or belonging.

      The stories gathered here grew from that understanding of attention. They witness fleeting encounters, enduring bonds, voices past and present, landscapes marked by history and charged with becoming. They look closely at strangers, family, nature – and at the invisible threads that connect them.

      For us, Sawubona has been not simply a theme but a change in posture to stand face to face with the world. We invite you to come with us into these pages, to take a good look, and perhaps, in the act of seeing, to feel yourself seen too.

      

      
        
        The ICE Pack
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        ‘I have sought to interpret Sawubona as a dynamic process, an unfolding over time, filtered by circumstance and chance, but ultimately a shift from one state of awareness to another. Here are three stories that ponder on Sawubona as connection and transformation. In looking and seeing more deeply, I see myself better.’

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lutra Lutra

          

          Jo Cross

        

      

    

    
      Drip, drip, drip. It’s been raining for weeks. Overhead, muddy-grey clouds sit immobile, offloading – an unrelenting seepage of water that soddens the land and dulls the spirits. Drip, drip, drip. Day after day of dismal drizzle.

      And then one day, without fanfare, it ceases. The clouds disperse, and the sun slips out and it is as if my glasses have been wiped clean and I am seeing the world anew, in all its vibrancy and verdancy. Droplets hang suspended on the tips of the leaves, glinting in the sunshine like disco balls. It’s time to pull on my boots and get outside.
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      You know this stretch of the river well but today, after a persistent spell of storms and weeping skies, it feels unfamiliar. Ever vigilant, your whiskers twitch as you ease through the water, but the force of its current blunts their powers. They are not to be trusted. Your head outthrusts, like an emerging submarine, small dark eyes scanning the turbulent surface of the river, nostrils flared, alert. The sun is high in the sky. This is not a time to be out hunting, but last night’s deluge swamped your holt and you feel uprooted. Your stomach aches with hunger, urging you onwards. With one determined swish of your long muscular tail, you dive, a leap into the maelstrom below.
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      A short trudge up a steep track opposite our house takes me into a nature reserve. It’s my first foray since we arrived three weeks ago. We’ve only moved a few miles up the road, but the terrain here is quite different. Gone is the customary backdrop of the Malvern Hills, ancient and exposed. Now we are nestled in the gentler folds of wooded hillsides and soft rolling orchards. Muntjacs bark through the night – an eerie soundtrack to these late autumn months. Within minutes, I fear I have made an error of judgment. There is too much water about. It tumbles down the rutted track, manoeuvring around obstacles and gathering in muddy pools. I pick my way through the sludge and debris, frowning at the state of my mud-spattered boots. I nearly turn back. Nearly.
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      You push on upstream, paddling hard against the flow. This is home territory, your patch. You’ve travelled back and forth countless times, and yet nothing feels quite as it should. You dive and turn in a single motion, your webbed feet sculling in tandem, your skin runkling like a bedsheet where your body bends. At that moment, just as your instinct is telling you to head back, you sense it – a small vibration, a quivering, that familiar shiver. You dare not waste a second, even though your lungs are exploding. Hunger is a powerful motivator. Hyper-alert – eyes, ears and whiskers zinging – you scour the churning waters and, for the first time this morning, you strike lucky. There, in the margins, lurking amongst the waterweed, where the river idles in relative calm away from the raging midstream, the flick of a fish. Whether disoriented by the floods, or trapped by the strength of the current, in the event your hunt is short and deliciously sweet. Your prey succumbs with barely a scuffle. You launch yourself and snap down, your teeth sinking deep into its fleshy body, crunching with ease through skin and bone, a bloody, meaty mess within seconds.
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      Near the top of the hill, the track enters the canopy of a broadleaved coppice, a medley of oaks, hazels and limes, the umbra pierced here and there by bright shards of sunlight. It smells autumnal, that dank, earthy aroma of leaf mould. Even sounds are different amongst trees; my footsteps muffled, the muted background chatter of birdsong. Occasionally, the mood is broken by the alarmed outburst of a blackbird as it flees my intrusion.

      I follow the path as it winds through the wood to a stile. Once over, I stand before a swathe of meadowland that sweeps down to a fast-flowing brook below. It is a familiar landscape, one that I have visited many times over the years, but today I have approached from an entirely different direction. Now this special place has become my own backyard.

      Papermill Meadow is, as the reserve proudly declares, unimproved. It has never been ploughed or sprayed and, as a result, remains rich in species. Just visible, in the bowl of the valley, sits the miller’s cottage, now derelict and boarded up but, I have read, home to both the pipistrelle and lesser horseshoe bat. The paper mill itself was thought to have washed away in the floods of 1852. It is a wonderfully bucolic vista, and I feel gratitude for the series of events that have brought me to this particular corner of Worcestershire. Moving is such a serendipitous affair. The randomness of finding and securing a new home in that brief window of time; one great spin of Fortune’s wheel.

      I make my way steadily downhill to the brook. There’s not a soul about on this post-storm morning. I have the place to myself.
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      You settle yourself in the shallows of the riverbank, paws firmly planted, throat stretched skywards as you devour your catch, jaws chomping and grinding. You eat tail-end first, the mutilated fish-head flopping from your mouth. You toss it up again and again, snaffling a little more on each bob of your head, until the entire fish has been masticated and swallowed.

      You spot a small low-lying ledge beneath the bank, wet and muddy, but secure and inviting. Knowing you have a long journey ahead of you and no home to return to, you decide to rest awhile. Shuffling up out of the water, you curl your back into the curve of the bank. Your saturated fur sits up in spikes along your body, trapping the air that keeps you warm, like a wetsuit. The roar of the river obliterates all other sounds and makes you wary. After all, this is not your territory alone; you know of at least two males who regularly hunt these waters, but the floods have washed away all scents, making it impossible to track their hunting grounds, to assess proximity. You lick, your tongue working into the crevices of your coat, prising out the grit and riverine litter that nestles within. The repetitiveness of the motion soothes you, and you take in one long, restorative breath.
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      I consider turning left along the brook, following its meander towards the entrance of the reserve, but I think I might meet people that way, and I’m enjoying the solitude. So, I turn right into a wooded section unfamiliar to me. The brook is in full spate, wild, thunderous, tumbling headlong through the dingle. My track wanders dangerously close to the water’s edge and, by its claggy state, I guess was very recently submerged. I tread carefully, anxious not to trip or stumble.

      Debris has accumulated in chaotic heaps, around which the surging waters swirl and circumnavigate. It looks as if a beaver has been busy at work. But, to my knowledge, there are no beavers here. Ever hopeful for any wildlife sightings, I move as noiselessly as I can, letting my eyes dance between bank, branch and water, attentive to every slightest shift. That is, until I inadvertently step on a stick which snaps with a crack, and my eyes glance down, and there is a sudden splashy kerfuffle ahead of me. I stand stock still, rooted to the ground. Nothing stirs. Too great a noise for ducks, I think, and anyway, where would they have gone? I stare at a spot on the brook’s edge where the water has pooled, its ruffled surface slowly evanescing. And there, sure enough, as I watch, I see the unmistakable rump of an otter rise up, arching high out of the water before disappearing back beneath.

      I feel elated. To meet an otter on my first trip out – just the briefest glimpse, but a wondrous, exhilarating briefest glimpse. I wait a while longer, but the otter has gone.
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      You cannot hear my approach over the din of the river. But neither do you smell me. Perhaps all your senses are storm-impaired. The first you know of me is the sound of a snapping branch ricocheting through the trees. You do not pause to assess the danger, but slide rapidly into the water, seeking the assurance of your more natural environment, every fibre of your being braced for fight or flight. You lie in the shallows, holding your breath, looking out from your watery hideout. Through the murkiness you see me. Human. Hazard. Swinging your sleek, sinuous body round, your back breaks water as it twists and you manoeuvre yourself into the full force of the river. You swim with amphibious ease, undulating, more of the water than in it, hastening your passage away from here, and away from me.
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      I wonder what makes the experience of witnessing animals in the wild so exhilarating. After all, I could sit in the warmth of my living-room and watch awe-inspiring footage of every bird and beast known – cameras tracking the minutiae of their lives, close-ups revealing the faintest scar on a snout. I could read books that inform me of their habits and habitats. Or I can enter their world and try to see them for myself, searching the riverbank for an otter’s copious deposits, its telltale pawprints, hoping against hope that this elusive mammal will put in an appearance. My chances are slim.

      I knew otters were around, of course. Our Eurasian Otter (Lutra Lutra) is a bit of a success story. Having stared down extinction in the 1990s following decades of declining numbers due to pesticide pollution, hunting and habitat loss, they have been making something of a comeback this century. Depressingly though, there is more recent evidence that numbers are once again declining – unsurprising given the state of our rivers, so regularly polluted by sewage discharge. It seems we do not learn.

      My encounter has moved me. The otter did not wish to be seen, I was not granted permission. It was happenstance – a random sequence of events and impromptu decisions that led me into its way. Sightings are rare. ‘Fair play,’ said a local farmer when I breathlessly recounted my tale, ‘I’ve farmed round here for 52 years, and I’ve never seen one.’ And yet such sightings touch on something more than rarity. They are a moment of grace, of intense appreciation, a connection to something beyond the banalities and blusterings of humankind. The natural world suffers greatly from our greed and crass negligence, but it carries on, adapting when it can, seeding, fuelling, growing, procreating, doing its utmost to survive.

      I will likely walk this way many times over the coming years, but I doubt I’ll see the otter again. I will pause at the place, as if expecting it to be sitting there waiting for me. It won’t be. I will think of our meeting as a sort of blessing: welcome, take heed, be enchanted, go forth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Missing

          

          Jo Cross

        

      

    

    
      Somewhere along the way, I heard that Miss Sproston had drowned in the school grounds lake. For some reason, I always imagined this happening on a freezing winter’s night.

      I have not been back in decades, perfectly content for my school days to recede into the hazy past, unkindled by reunions or alumni magazines. I have kept a tight hold on one best friend, but she is similarly unmoored from the school. I’ve no idea how I heard about the drowning. Poor Miss Sproston, I remember thinking. And poor Miss Emmett.

      The school was a vast turreted pile of ashlar stone, set amidst a once glorious, landscaped garden at the end of a sweeping drive. Its high-ceilinged rooms had witnessed the glamour of high-society and the everydayness of family life, but to me it was an austere, draughty monolith of a building in which I was incarcerated for 4 years, along with 300 other girls and an oddball assortment of female teachers and housemistresses. Such is my memory of the place.

      It is always hard to look back on a past unencumbered by the knowledge of the intervening years. What I know now is not what I knew then. Time acts as a filter. My fifteen-year-old self would have thought in ways that reflected the mores of the early 1970s, and in the early 1970s, lesbians were all but invisible. If you were a pupil within the walls of a girls’ boarding school, however, you might have thought otherwise. Here, it seems, they were surprisingly apparent, hidden in plain sight.

      Miss Sproston and Miss Emmett, Miss Newton and Miss Cooper, Miss Venning, Miss Vanstone, Miss Challis and that mysterious woman who popped up in so many of her travel slides in our geography lessons. I could go on. A girls’ boarding school in the 1970s was evidently a haven for unmarried women.

      I’m quite sure we never actually voiced the word lesbian. I doubt we used any specific word at all. Just the occasional snigger as we filed into the dining room for a lunch of tepid tinned tomatoes on toast, or a lewd wisecrack as we puffed on our cigarettes in the bamboos. Our thinking was unsophisticated. We understood these women to be different, of a kind with their cropped haircuts, tweed skirts, flat brogue shoes and twinsets, some very conspicuously in couples, others less so. But our interest in them was transient, and we would swiftly move on to far more engrossing trivia. Teenagers are nothing if not self-absorbed.

      Fifteen years later, I met Julia, and we’ve been together ever since. I took myself by surprise. My sister said she’d always had an inkling. She might have shared it with me! Whilst this turn of events had little, if anything, to do with my boarding-school days and the private lives of the teachers, I cannot help but look back and compare our worlds. We have lived an open, comfortable life, unashamedly as a couple. We’re civil partnered. Heck, we could get married if we wished. That’s not to say it’s always been plain sailing – coming out never seems to end and we’ve grown accustomed to a tradesman’s momentary panic when he discovers Jo and Julia are not Joe and Julia, as he had presumed. It’s the presumption that gets tiring. But I recognise how lucky I am to have loved in more enlightened times, to not have felt obliged to hide myself away within the confines of an institution.

      Of course, I am making my own presumptions. I cannot know the true circumstances of those women’s lives. Perhaps some were just good friends. Perhaps lifelong companion is not always a euphemism. I’ll never know. But what I do know is, that by choosing to live together as spinsters (yes, I shall reclaim the word), they were quietly ploughing their own furrows, furrows that strayed from the straight line. There was a time I considered such women to be misfits. But that was when I thought fitting in was everything. I like now to think of them as pathfinders; leaving the faintest of footprints for those of us who came later.

      I never found out how or why Miss Sproston drowned in the lake – suicide or tragic accident. Perhaps it is an apocryphal tale and she never even drowned, but is living out a contented old age with Miss Emmett by her side. I hope so.
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          Jo Cross

        

      

    

    
      I stand midpoint whilst my aged dog circles me, his long lead taut in my hand. The centre of his world. Unable now to see or hear, he is fearful of unfamiliar territory. Even our garden, with its known smells and landmarks, is a minefield of hazards. Here though, on this empty corner of the churchyard lawn, he has learnt the lay of the land. Here, he knows he can run unhampered. For the few brief minutes his creaking bones allow, he runs, a glorious lolloping run of freedom.

      Callum is a Lakeland Terrier, a stiff-legged, curly-haired, stubborn-hearted hound. ‘Are you sure you want a Lakeland?’ said the woman on the phone, ‘They’re not everybody’s cup of tea.’  And we probably should have heeded her warning. He has been a challenge. But, like many an acquired taste, we have grown to love him. They say the breed is unfashionable, at risk of dying out. Too many bloody cockadoodlepoos.

      We’ve been coming here most mornings for the last few months, and Callum is gaining some notoriety. We’ve heard how the locals refer to him as Tommy – ‘that deaf, dumb and blind kid’. At home, he bounces off the furniture and walls, the ball in a game of pinball, leaving a sticky trail of wet-nose smudges.

      Spinning. Whirling. Revolving. I pivot, like the needle of a compass. To the north, the church – an austere hunk of Normanesque durability, with its squat, square bell tower and steep pitched roof. West, a view through the 16th-century lychgate down the lane towards the village and, to the south, a couple of well-maintained cottages. Eastwards lies the half-timbered village hall, a medieval building that has previously seen life as church house and school, framed by the mid-distant patchwork of woodland that blankets the lower slopes of the Malvern Hills.

      We used to walk those woods. This landscape is ingrained with the paths my dog and I have wandered, the daily circuits before work, the more leisurely weekend explorations – a series of loops radiating out from home and back again, like the petals of a flower. But my dog’s world has shrunk and, by default, my own. Ever decreasing circles.

      I’ve been visiting the churchyard for long enough now to feel the pulse of the place, the comings and goings, the habits and happenings. For this quaint chocolate-box setting, ancient church and ancient hall side by side, is very much the pumping heart of the village. Which is odd, given that I am surrounded by dead souls. I’ve known a few of them, too. Old Frank, who lived for so long his spine began to bow, sagging earthwards, where his bones now lie. Frank continued to judge the cauliflowers and tomatoes at the local produce show well into his 90s, his knowledge and enthusiasm undimmed by age. And Stuart, Bed & Breakfast owner and fellow dog walker, with whom I regularly exchanged pleasantries as we passed. He died suddenly, unexpectedly, far too young.

      There are other souls I know of but never knew personally. A few weeks back, a couple appeared through the lychgate, togged out in puffer jackets and woolly hats, accompanied by two large boisterous dogs. ‘Off for a walk?’ I enquired cheerfully. ‘No,’ replied the man, ‘we’re here to visit our son’s grave.’ He spoke kindly, unflinchingly.  For that is the simple fact of his life. I know the grave. It is the one covered in Minions and football boots, the surrounding grass worn away from the passage of so many feet. One young man’s ill-fated decision at the wheel of a car.

      Rotating. Twirling. Girdling. On Sundays, I feel more like a circus act, as the faithful trot by in their glad rags, throwing quips which I field defensively. ‘He can’t see anything,’ I explain again and again. One woman stops to root in her pocket, unearthing a biscuit which she presents with a flourish. Callum is oblivious, of course, so I lead him over to the biscuit in the hand, which once detected, he snaffles with little gratitude.  I feel the woman wants more for her offering, but Callum is off. He has always been an aloof dog, indifferent to the neediness of humans. Fortunately, he makes an exception for us.

      God walks past but doesn’t acknowledge me. I do know his name but, since his appearance in the village Passion Play, he’ll forever be the Almighty to me. I can hear the wheeze of the organ start up and then voices singing in unison, cranking out a hymn. I’m outside, listening in, an eavesdropper. The bells, which had been calling the few to prayer, begin to peter out, faltering to a single toll before ceasing altogether. A couple of minutes later, the door to the tower opens and the ringers tumble out, chatting and laughing and comparing notes. I nod at a man unlocking his bike. ‘A quick dash to the next church now,’ he says. Sunday is a busy day for the campanologist. Meanwhile, a latecomer comes running up the path, flustered and breathless. There are always stragglers.

      This south lawn serves as the village green. It is where the summer fete stretches out in higgledy-piggledy rows of stalls, the bric-a-brac, tombola, home-made cakes and lavender bags, each stall draped in a jaunty blue and white striped awning. Even in the dead of winter, when the ground is frozen hard, the Christmas fair spills out from the village hall, pink-faced stallholders stamping their feet to keep warm, peddling wreaths and scented candles and cups of steaming hot mulled cider.

      The church clock has been stuck at 10.20 for a while now. Time is on hold, suspended – like my life. I’m awaiting the moment I know is inevitable. I do not wish Callum’s end, but sometimes the waiting feels to be never-ending. Wheeling. Circuiting. Compassing.

      There was a wedding in the church on New Year’s Eve. Both lychgate and porch were festooned in winter foliage – magnificent medleys of holly and ivy, mistletoe, cypress, pinecones and snowberries cascading in arches to welcome the couple and their guests. The bells rang out that afternoon and, late into the evening, we could hear the muffled babble of the revelries from our house on the hillside – the music, the clink of crockery, the ebullient voices of the merry drifting through the night air. Down below us, the marquee glowed like a spaceship in the darkness. The following day, the weary mother-of-the-bride appeared in the churchyard with wheelbarrow and gardening gloves and set about removing the greenery. The party was over.

      The churchyard is managed for wildlife, with a spring wildflower meadow, bat boxes, woodpiles and brush heaps, but there has been little to see over these wet and cheerless winter months. Nature feels muted. Every now and again, a hyperactive squirrel pops up to complete a parkour run, leaping from wall to bough to gravestone. Most mornings, rooks perambulate overhead, taking long leisurely sweeps around the church in companionable cliques, and an occasional blackbird bustles into one of the many monolithic yew trees that haunt the churchyard, desperate to plunder any last surviving berries. But mostly, the wildlife has been inconspicuous.

      Yew has been synonymous with churchyards for so many centuries, the reasons are lost in the mists of time: a poisonous deterrent to wandering livestock, a source of wood for the fashioning of longbows, a symbol of pagan worship. Take your pick. I’ve read that one of these yews is over 960 years old. I think of that young tree, a mere stripling, eagerly staking its claim on this small patch of land whilst, down in Sussex, the English army battled to keep the French out.

      Last spring, I stood beneath a yew and watched a brood of baby goldcrests fledge their nest, fluffy balls of cotton wool piping out the tiniest, tinniest cheeps as they bounced from branch to branch. A fluster of new life amidst the dead and buried.

      Dan, a large hairy collie, comes sniffing round the corner of the church, his owner close on his heels. He walks ponderously, like the elderly gent he is, out for his morning constitutional. We meet a lot of dogs and I find it sad, because Callum used to be so feisty around his own kind, but now he barely knows they’re there. There’s Karen with her two little bundles of energy, Belle and Rosie, who scamper about in one continuous game of chase as if they haven’t a care in the world. Which, of course, they haven’t. And the blonde puppy, Fudge, Jane’s replacement golden retriever. Her beloved Barley died suddenly in his sleep. He was old. I don’t say it, but I think she was lucky to lose him that way. Martin, from the neighbouring cottage, often pops out with Bonny. He likes to chat, but mostly he likes to talk about how wonderful Bonny is, his adoring, willing labrador – trained gundog, uber-obedient, utterly subservient. And as boring as bathwater, I want to add. There are other dogs whose names I don’t know: two black labradors on leads, two mad springer spaniels, a dachshund and the inevitable cockapoo, all passing through. Callum and I used to pass through, on our way to the orchid meadow, or the bluebell woods, or the ridge or Cockshoot Hill. Now, I am going nowhere, and Callum is still orbiting.

      Every day, Callum’s laps get a little shorter and a little slower. The old boy is wearing out. At fifteen, he has already exceeded Lakeland expectations. I know it won’t be long now, before that gut-wrenching decision we have the bitter privilege of making. But all the while his tail stays up, we’ll keep coming to the churchyard and I’ll let him run rings around me.

      I notice a splatter of white on the edge of the lawn, emerging buds on a cluster of snowdrops, heads bowed meekly like church folk. Spring will soon come rushing in, with all its life and vigour, and I’m not sure I’m ready. We have no plans ahead of us. We are simply waiting. Callum has taught us to slow down, to stand still and watch the world unfold around us, the centre of our own zoetrope.

      But ready or not, spring will come.
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        ‘My three short pieces seem unconnected, but I chose to interpret the idea of Sawubona (‘I see you’), in part, as a reexamination of different selves being reflected back. Through reimagining, from childhood to today, I considered responses to important people in my life, as well as looking at them more closely, with an adult eye. Only the Hackney piece was almost entirely about place, but still with an eye on ‘re-seeing’ what is, and thinking about what can no longer be, seen, and yet, somehow, remains visible, albeit through imagining.’
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        A sailor went to sea, sea, sea

        To see what he could see, see, see.

        But all that he could see, see, see

        Was the bottom of the deep blue sea, sea, sea.⁠⁠

      

      

      This is a ludicrous mash-up tale of John (younger brother of poet, William) Wordsworth, who died at sea. It’s also a tale of colonialism, slavery, and exploitation, of vast riches, and of poverty, and famine, and of ‘Wicked Jimmy’ Lowther, my mum, and me. As I said, a ludicrous mash-up.
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      My mum, Mary Brigid McGloin, was born in 1931 in a town called Manorhamilton, County Leitrim, Ireland. Brigid means ‘Exalted One’, after the daughter of the Dagda (the chief god of the pagan Gaelic world), who was also the goddess of healers, childbirth, and inspiration.

      Mum was a true daughter of Dagda. She moved to England, aged seventeen, in 1948, to train as a nurse in the newly formed National Health Service.

      At her funeral, Mum’s brother, my Uncle Peter, told me that their birthplace of Manorhamilton had a Gaelic name of Cluainín (Uí Ruairc), or ‘Little Meadow (of O’Rourke)’, after a local chieftain.

      In 1622, O’Rourke’s land was seized, by the British, and given to Sir Frederick Hamilton for ‘Services to Britain’ during the European wars. Hamilton renamed my mother’s birthplace (albeit centuries before Mum was born) to celebrate himself: Manor Hamilton.

      Renaming Irish towns and villages was an effective way of instantly destroying the history of a place. Banning the use of the Gaelic language was another. One of the basic political acts of colonisation is ‘erasure’. Whatever became of O’Rourke?
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      I first learned about John Wordsworth through Professor Corinne Fowler, a research expert at the University of Leicester, and director of the Colonial Countryside: National Trust Houses Reinterpreted project that was looking into the links of historic houses to the East India Company and transatlantic slavery.

      Corinne sent me Ed Cumming’s ‘John Wordsworth and the wreck of the Earl of Abergavenny’ (MIBEC Publications, 2016), an incredibly detailed account of the ill-fated ship that John had captained, of the ship’s cargo and crew, and life aboard a typical ‘Indiaman’. I learned of the tragic circumstances surrounding the ship’s sinking, and of John’s untimely death at sea, aged just 32 years old.
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      My mash-up story begins with John Wordsworth’s father (also called John). Following the death of John Wordsworth Senior, his employer, Sir James Lowther (1736–1802), 1st Earl of Lonsdale, refused to repay money that he owed (£4,000, around £1 million today) to the Wordsworth family. Is it fair to say that this is a point of tragedy for them?

      Certainly, the house that John Wordsworth Senior’s family lived in was also owned by the Lowthers (gifted while he was in employment), and consequentially the Wordsworth children were split up and moved in with various members of the extended family.
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      By the time he became of age, this same Sir James Lowther was thought to be the richest commoner in England, having inherited large estates in Westmorland, Cumberland, and Barbados (including the Christchurch slave plantation).

      Despite his wealth, Lowther was apparently notorious for reneging on debts and responsibilities. He became known as ‘Wicked Jimmy’ Lowther, the ‘Bad Earl’, and ‘Jemmy Grasp-all, Earl of Toadstool’.

      Refusing to pay the Wordsworth family what he owed was in keeping with his reputation.
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      My mum’s Aunt Rose lived on a smallholding in Roscommon, a few hours’ drive away (back then) from Manorhamilton.

      During the reign of Queen Elizabeth I, Roscommon’s Mote Park – an estate of more than 11,000 acres – was ‘granted’ to John Crofton (1540–1610) as reward for ‘accompanying the Earl of Essex into Ireland⁠’, which is an interesting way to describe the violent campaign to suppress the Irish rebellion against English occupation. I found no mention of the previous Irish owners of that land either.
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      I was in my thirties when I first started to visit London’s Cartoon Museum on Little Russell Street [since moved, in 2018, due to rent increases, to 63 Wells Street]. When the museum showcased Punch magazine archives, I was shocked at the viciousness of the political cartoon representations of Irish people. Séamas O’Reilly of the Irish Times, wrote, ‘The old Irish caricatures of witless, heavy-browed thugs, sporting ill-fitting waistcoats and squat little tobacco pipes, are so famous as to have become neutered by overfamiliarity.⁠’

      I thought about how similar tropes had been used to denigrate so many other peoples, while enslaving them, stealing their land, their resources, even their food. And how, once the notion of ‘primitive’ cultures, and the ‘science’ of eugenics took hold, colonisation could be turbo-charged. Ireland is thought to be Britain’s first colony.
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      In 1661, Edward, great-grandson of John Crofton (of Roscommon’s Mote Park), was awarded the title ‘Baronet to Mote’ for services rendered to Charles II during the Cromwellian rebellion. I was starting to see a pattern of cash or services for privileges.

      Susannah Crofton, born at Mote Park, Roscommon in 1802, married St George Francis Caulfeild, a Roscommon landowner with his own 6,632 acres.⁠ ‘Wealthy landowner’s daughter marries wealthy landowner’s son’ is hardly news, but bear with me, dear reader.

      One of Caulfeild’s children, Emily, married Henry Lowther, the 3rd Earl of Lonsdale (1818–1876).

      Ireland’s Great Famine (1845–52) occurred during Henry Lowther’s lifetime. A million people died from, or with diseases associated with, starvation, and a further million emigrated from the country. The famine was as much to do with failures of the British government – continuing to export food from Ireland while the population was starving – as with failures of the potato crop due to blight.

      The National Famine Museum in Roscommon is a half-hour drive from Mote Park. There I learned that financial support had come from around the world, including from former slaves in the Caribbean, Native Americans, and even prisoners in Britain.⁠⁠

      When Emily and Henry’s son, George Lowther (1855–1882), 4th Earl of Lonsdale, died at the age of 27, possibly from alcoholism, everything passed to his younger brother, Hugh, who inherited 75,000 acres of land, Lowther Castle, Whitehaven Castle, Barleythorpe and Carlton House Terrace – quite the inheritance.
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      But wait, what of ‘Wicked Jimmy’ Lowther who, by refusing to pay that debt owed to the Wordsworth family, had potentially forced the Wordsworth family into penury?

      Lowther had no children (by his wife at least), so his earldom and baronetcy became ‘extinct’. But, in 1802, thanks to a ‘special remainder’, he was succeeded by his third cousin twice removed,⁠ William Lowther, who also inherited the titles of Viscount and Baron, and a lot of land. [They make it up as they go along, don’t they?]

      William Lowther was a patron of the arts, sponsoring, among others, William Wordsworth, who, in gratitude, dedicated one of his long poems, ‘The Excursion’, to his benefactor.
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      I wondered about who has, and who doesn’t have, a voice? Who is venerated? Who is seen, and how are others seen, if at all?

      A collection of Captain John Wordsworth’s letters – just fifty-one in total – was edited by Carl H Ketcham in 1969, but there is little mention of John’s voyages to Barbados, Jamaica, and America, or what he saw there. But included in Ed Cumming’s account of John Wordsworth’s death at sea is an extract from a letter from John’s sister, Dorothy, written to her friend, Jane Pollard, in January 1788:

      
        
        ‘My Brother John has set sail for Barbadoes [sic]. I hope, poor Lad! that he will be successful and happy
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