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When Patricia Donoghue (a.k.a. author G. B. Carmichael) first approached me about the possibility of publishing this anthology, I was unsure of what might be in store for me as an editor and publisher. A few weeks later, I had a manuscript in hand, setting it on the back burner as I worked on getting two other novels out the door and into publication – with a promise that this manuscript would be ready for release in time for Christmas ordering. 

When I did finally get around to “Pebbles on the Beach,” I was absorbed into the creativity of the contributing authors. Everything from mystery to poetry, from unrequited love to unfathomable loss appear in these pages and I am honored (honoured, in the King’s English) to be a part of it. 

I do know that putting a compilation together such as this takes the patience of Job and the persistence of a seagull.  In the end, though, the final product was worth the effort. I hope you will enjoy reading the stories and poetry herein.

Michael Paul Hurd

Author/Editor/Publisher

Lineage Independent Publishing

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Barbara Beckett

[image: ]


27 Oct 1930 – 27 Feb 2019
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Author Barbara Beckett onstage as a young actress

From her family’s archives; used with permission
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Barbara Beckett’s Short Story, “Where the Heart Is” has been included posthumously. Sadly, Barbara passed away before this anthology could be compiled. Barbara was 88 years old.
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“Am I doing the right thing, Mum?” Anna fingered the rim of her empty teacup, her eyes seeking reassurance from the woman busy at the kitchen table.

Meg Thomas covered the bowl of dough and set it aside to prove before turning to look at her daughter’s anxious face.

“You were never one to act in haste, Anna.” Meg pushed a whisp of hair from her daughter’s cheek, leaving a tell-tale smudge of flour. “You’ll have given it careful thought.”

“Besides,” a brief sadness crossed her plump features, “now you know who she is, you won’t rest till you’ve met her.”

Anna had always known she was adopted. As a child it had never bothered her.

“I was chosen,” she would tell her young school friends proudly, basking in their wide-eyed questioning. To the children at Cranleath Infants, this information raised her beyond the elite band of those selected for the Christmas Nativity play!

She had been a sunny child, surrounded as she was by the love of Meg and Brian Thomas, who had taken her into their home and their hearts when she was only four months old.

But as the years had passed and womanhood approached, she found herself wondering more and more about her background. Who were her real parents? Why had they rejected her? Resentment grew, like a storm cloud on the horizon, slowly gathering force, impossible to ignore.

She kept these thoughts to herself, knowing with a sensitive girl’s intuition that they had the power to hurt Meg and Brian. 

Anna owed them everything. She could only guess at the sacrifices they had made in order that she could have the clothes and books she needed; the replacement watch when she’d come home sobbing to tell them her own had been accidentally smashed beyond repair.

When the school had said Anna should go to university, Meg had willingly taken on extra work in the evenings, making pies and pate’ for the local delicatessen.

It was not until she met and fell in love with Ken that Anna knew she had to discover the truth about herself. The old saying, ‘What’s bred in the bone...’ kept nagging at her. She needed to know; for the sake of the children she might one day have.

“Leave well alone, Anna,” Ken warned her gently when she told him of her intentions.

He cupped her face in his hands, looking deeply into her troubled eyes. “You’ll be a perfect mother and Brian and Meg will spoil them rotten. What more could any child want?”

They laughed together and went on to talk of their wedding plans, but secretly Anna had made up her mind.

As a journalist, much of her time was spent in ferreting out the truth. Once she had come to her decision, the rest was easy.

Claire Honeyfield! She still couldn’t believe it. Her mother was Claire Honeyfield, the well-known writer of children’s books.

How could anyone with such an insight into a child’s mind have abandoned her own daughter? 

Claire Honeyfield wrote books that got inside a child’s imagination and sent it spinning off into a world of magic and make-believe. As a child, Anna had a collection of them on a shelf by her bedside. Now they were stored in the back of a cupboard, ready to be passed on to the next generation.

It had been Claire Honeyfield’s work that had inspired Anna to follow a writing career. Too restless to opt for an author’s solitary life, she had turned to journalism and was already establishing a reputation for herself.

Now it provided her with the perfect cover to meet her mother. What could be more natural than for a young journalist to seek an interview with one of the country’s best-loved children’s authors.

No-one would suspect the real reason behind the meeting – least of all, Claire Honeyfield!

A pleasant-voiced young woman took Anna’s telephone call: “Yes, I’m sure Miss Honeyfield would be happy to give you an interview...” “Would Thursday, 4 p.m. be convenient?”  “No, I’m sorry Miss Honeyfield couldn’t see you any earlier; she works until lunch time, then takes a rest before further engagements.”

Anna’s mouth was dry and she kept seeing the look of loving concern on Brian and Meg’s faces. Ken was right: she should have left well alone.

But she had come this far – she was determined to see it through. The rambling house stood on the side of a hill – the house that should have been her home. Its windows looked out over rolling countryside and along one side a terrace ran the full width of the house, its paving crammed with tubs ablaze with busy-lizzies and geraniums.

Their vibrant colours were in sharp contrast to the woman reclining on a chaise- longue. In a full-length white voile dress that matched the pallor of her skin, she lay like a lovely alabaster statue.

Was this the woman she had waited all her life to meet: a woman who transferred her responsibilities to someone else and now lived a carefree existence surrounded by luxury?

Anna was struck by a sense of injustice as she thought of Meg in her made-over clothes, her hands red and coarsened from work.

The woman turned and saw her standing uncertainly at the lynch-gate.

“You must be Anna Thomas,” she called. Her voice was deep and musical. “So kind of you to come all this way.” She beckoned Anna forward. It was too late for escape.

Slowly Anna mounted the steps to the terrace. “Would there be a moment of mutual recognition: some pre-natal bond that would make itself instantly known to them?”

Anna studied the face intently, searching for features that would confirm what she already knew. Silver-blonde hair was drawn back severely in a thick chignon that seemed too heavy for the slender neck.

Only the eyes, wide and grey, were identical to those Anna saw in her mirror each day. Otherwise, it was the face of a stranger. She was conscious of a disappointment as powerful as it was unexpected.

“It was good of you to see me,” she managed, offering her hand.

Claire Honeyfield’s touch was as light as a butterfly’s, her hand almost translucent in its fragility.

“Pull up a chair, my dear. Theresa will bring us tea in a little while.”

Anna settled herself in one of the white wrought iron chairs, her hands trembling as she took out her recorder and note-pad and laid them on the side table. The tools of her trade looked suddenly pretentious and alien.

Claire must have sensed her nervousness. With an easy charm she enquired after Anna’s journey.

“You must do a lot of travelling,” she added. “Far more exciting than an author’s life,”

There was a hint of regret behind the accompanying smile. Anna began to detect an underlying sadness, a vulnerability that was at odds with her first impression.

She took a deep breath. “What made you choose to write for children, Miss Honeyfield?”

“Claire. Please call me Claire,” she said with a disarming smile.

“I suppose - not having children of my own and loving them as I do, I felt that writing for them was the next best thing.”

Anger rose up, almost choking Anna. “But I though – that  that is – I understood you have a child.”

The familiar eyes regarded her coldly, then a reluctant smile broke through the ice.

“I see you do your research, Anna. May I call you Anna?”

Dumbly, Anna nodded.

“There was a child once... She’d be about your age now.”

Anna’s heart stumbled.

“But that’s a long story.” Claire made a tiny dismissive gesture with her hand.

“Oh, no. Please.” Anna stopped abruptly. The other woman was staring at her curiously.

For a long time, she sat, immersed in thought. Then, as if making up her mind, she gave a nod of her head, her eyes taking on a shadowy expression as they gazed off into the distance.

When she spoke, it was in a voice so low that Anna had to lean forward in order to hear.

“I’d been married six months. Rory worked on an oil rig. There was an accident.” She paused, her eyelids fluttering with the pain of recollection. “I became a widow the same day I discovered I was pregnant.”

Anna sat, hardly daring to breathe, afraid that the slightest movement would distract her... mother.

“That’s when I started to write.” Absently, Claire’s fingers hovered above the flowers, dipping down to touch the blooms as she spoke of her escape into a child’s world where death and heartbreak had no place.

“When my daughter was born, I began to come alive again. I had a future to plan for.”

Her marble face softened as she talked about her joy at being a mother. For two months life had taken on a new meaning.

“Then suddenly... I became ill. Days of pain and exhaustion. No one could tell me what was wrong. I spent what little money I had on looking for a cure, but...”

Her voice trailed off helplessly and she turned anguished eyes on Anna. “But... what future could I offer a child?”

The question hung between them like a curtain of silence. A silence in which Anna’s store of resentment and hurt dissolved into compassion. How she hated herself for coming and stirring up so much suffering.

But she could make amends! Impulsively she reached out to take her mother’s hand, when footsteps sounded on the terrace, accompanied by the pleasant clink of china.

A young woman had come out of the house carrying a large silver salver tray laden with tea things. Anna thought she had never seen anyone so beautiful.

“This is Theresa,” Claire said warmly.

There was an aura of serenity about the newcomer that acted as a soothing balm. Fascinated, Anna saw the haunted look fade from her mother’s face. She became youthful and animated.

Theresa set down the tray. “Claire has been so looking forward to your visit, Miss Thomas.” Anna recognised the voice on the phone.

She placed strong arms around the older woman, lifting her easily into an upright position.

Anna was shocked to see how helpless her mother was. The long dress had fallen aside to reveal a glimpse of legs that were thin and wasted.

“Theresa spoils me,” Claire patted the girl’s hand affectionately and added with a mischievous sparkle, “she also bullies me!”

Theresa gave her an unruffled smile and placed a cushion at her head. In all her actions Anna recognised a deep and comforting love – so like the love that bound herself to Meg.

For the first time Anna realised how much her secret had the power to change all their lives.

It was late when she arrived home. The smell of freshly baked bread lingered in the air and a jug of her favourite iced lemon had been placed in the fridge.

From the window she could see Meg and Brian in the gloaming. They were sitting beneath the old oak tree, each of them lost in thought, waiting for her return.

A deep sense of peace settled on Anna. Her secret was safe; there was no place for her in Claire and Theresa’s world. And what did her family tree matter, anyway?

Her roots were here, in the home of her childhood. With the parents she loved.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Vicky Armstrong










[image: ]


[image: image]

Image credit: prettysleepy1

Pixabay

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​The Greater Goode

[image: ]


© 2023 Vicky Armstrong

Sally reached for the last fairy cake. I kicked her under the table.

“It’s for the Greater Goode,” she whispered.

“You’re only greater by two minutes,” I hissed back.

“Stop arguing, you pair,” said our mother wearily, “I’ll cut it in half.”

To a normal person, the resulting two pieces were more or less the same size – but we weren’t normal, we were siblings at war. To our hyper-sharp eyes, one piece was definitely bigger than the other. Sally grabbed it, mouthing, “Greater Goode.” I tried stabbing her with a teaspoon.

“That’s enough,” exploded Mother. “Tea’s over. Go upstairs and do your homework.” There was always homework to do in our house. It was the 1950s and we both went to the local girls’ grammar.

At school, we were usually referred to as ‘Sally Goode and her sister.’ It was only occasionally that we were called ‘the Goode twins.’  Our twin-ship did not automatically come to people’s minds because, although technically identical, we did not look completely alike. I was a smaller, paler version of Sally. She was tall, Junoesque and had a ravishingly pretty face. As if that wasn’t enough, she also had sapphire-blue eyes and hair the colour of ripe corn. I was shorter by some inches; my eyes were a washed-out blue and the best thing that you could say about my hair was “fairish.” As the Chemistry teacher said, “At least you got the brains.”

Actually, we were both pretty bright. We passed the eleven plus a year ahead of normal, but while I found my pleasure in mathematics and the sciences, Sally excelled at sport. Over the years, she represented the school at everything on the physical curriculum: tennis, athletics, lacrosse, netball, swimming. You name it, she did it – superlatively well.

As for personality, suffice to say that when teams were picked, Sally was the first to be selected while I was always left till last, along with the girl in the wheelchair. This was even true when it was Sally picking the team. “I didn’t want it to look as if I was favouring you,” she would explain. Needless to say, she was appointed Head Girl as soon as we got into the sixth form.

Did I mind always being overshadowed? Of course, I did, but there was nothing I could do about it – it was just a fact of my life. However, there was one occasion when I reacted badly. I received a letter from Cambridge University to say I had been awarded an unconditional place to read Theoretical Physics. Mum and Dad had been very pleased. The next day I showed the letter to the Headmistress.

“Very good,” she said, “I will announce it in Assembly tomorrow.” At last, I was going to get the credit I deserved. People would applaud me and not Sally.

The next morning, for some weird reason (did the gods hate me that much?) the post arrived before we left for school. Usually, it came at about nine o’clock, well over an hour after our departure for the bus. There was a letter for Sally. It was from the British Olympic Committee inviting her to be part of the national squad to go to the forthcoming games. There was a second morning of rejoicing in the Goode household.

At the end of Assembly, the headmistress cleared her throat. “Girls, we have some very good news to celebrate.”

I braced myself for my moment of glory.

“We have just learned that Sally Goode will be competing at the next Olympic Games.”

The clapping and cheering were tumultuous. I turned to Sally, and she mouthed, “The Greater Goode.” When we got home that afternoon, I put all her Cliff Richard records in the bath and turned on the tap.

After we left school, we went our separate ways. Cambridge was everything I hoped for. The work was engrossing, and I was valued for my mind to such an extent that I was asked to stay on after I had gotten my degree. Sally went into teaching – Physical Education, obviously – and was very good at it, again obviously.

We saw each other at family gatherings, Christmas, Easter and so on, when everyone wanted to know all about her life. It seemed they never knew what to say to me.

“Still a student, then?” was typical of the sort of question that came my way.  

“Actually, I’m now a research fellow,” I would reply – but by the time I finished speaking people had turned their attention back to Sally and her views on women’s sport.

I made the mistake of taking my first boyfriend home with me for Christmas. After less than a day he was no longer mine. Instead, he was Sally’s –and he wasn’t her first by a long stretch.

I was awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics at an absurdly young age for my work on infinity quarks and the modular hypothesis. On the day the news was going to be made public, Sally once again stole my thunder. She managed to get herself killed. Typically, she didn’t die in something ordinary like a road traffic accident, or because of an unintentional drug overdose, or as the result of a mugging gone wrong. No, she died saving children. 

She had been coaching fifteen eleven-year-old girls in the finer points of throwing the javelin when a crazed protester had run onto the pitch waving a handgun and screaming that he wanted to save the world from nuclear oblivion (this was the 1960s). With great presence of mind, Sally told the girls to stand in a line behind her, so as to present less of a target. She then started to reason with the gun-brandishing madman.

Smiling at him and using a friendly, unexcited tone, she explained that injuring any of the children would be a pointless thing to do – it would detract from the very valuable message he was trying to propagate. 

It almost worked. The man lowered the gun and appeared to be listening – but then the police arrived and arrived with a vengeance. Loud hailers, dogs, armed officers, black Marias, police vans – they all streamed onto the sports field, churning it up terribly.

“Put the gun DOWN!” bellowed someone through a loudhailer.

The would-be nuclear disarmer looked at my sister and said, “It’s your fault.” He raised the gun and fired at her before turning it on himself.

The resultant public enquiry into the conduct of the police decided that a new code for negotiating with terrorists and gunmen should be introduced – naturally, it would be known as the Sally Goode Code. It goes without saying that any mention of my Nobel Prize completely disappeared from the news bulletins.

Rather against my will, I accompanied my parents to Buckingham Palace for the award of Sally’s posthumous George Cross. As I watched the Queen talk to my parents, I realised my sister would always be the greater Goode. There was no way in which I could ever beat her.

It also occurred to me that I had lost something valuable. Sally had been the spur that had driven me forward, the thorn in my side which had forced me to excel. She had been the piece of grit in my oyster, causing me to produce my pearls of brilliance. Furthermore, it was highly likely that without the stimulus of our sibling rivalry, I might never again achieve anything worthwhile. I promptly fainted.

When I recovered consciousness and looked around the gold and white room, I found everyone was bending over me – my parents, the equerries in their braided uniforms and even the Prince of Wales. For the first time in my life, I was the centre of attention. 

I did not like it.
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Piers Beauport-Bannatyne squinted at his laptop. His elegant sitting room was filled with afternoon sun, so it was hard to make out exactly what he was seeing. He changed the angle of the screen, cleaned his glasses, drew the curtains, but nothing helped. He sighed – some of the smaller auction houses really did skimp when photographing and uploading their catalogues. He realised he would have to go and look at lot 191 (“assorted 19th Century prints and drawings”) for himself, something he hated doing. Such was his standing in the local antiques community that any interest on his part invariably alerted the competition to a possible find – and a subsequent hike in the price needed to secure it. 

He looked at the calendar and sucked his teeth. Thanks to his long weekend in Florence overrunning, he had missed the public viewing day, which meant he would have to attend the actual sale – something else he hated doing. He much preferred the anonymity of online bidding. 

Piers arrived early on the day of the sale. To avoid recognition, he was wearing a tweed coat with collar turned up and a cap with peak pulled down. Prior to leaving the house he had taken an envelope containing a sum of money from his wall safe and secreted it in one of the coat’s many inner pockets. Experience had taught him that cash helped to oil the wheels of commerce and also avoided many of the government’s more annoying taxes.

As he picked up a catalogue, he heard Frank, the auction house porter and general factotum, say, “’’Allo, Mr. Bannatyne.” 

“Damn,” he thought, “I’ve been spotted. Perhaps I should have worn the false moustache as well.”

“Beauport-Bannatyne,” Piers automatically corrected.

“Interested in anything in particular?” continued Frank, ignoring the correction.

“Oh, err, Lot 161.” He seized the numbers at random.

“Really? I wouldn’t have thought assorted crockery was your thing at all, Mr B, but it’s over there under lot fifty-three, the stuffed bear.” 

For a mere menial, thought Piers, grinding his teeth, Brian had a lot to say for himself. He made his way across to a decidedly moth-eaten grizzly rearing up on its hind legs. Conscious that Frank might be watching, he made a show of peering intently into the cardboard box that stood at the animal’s feet. Lot 161 was pure tat: mismatched cups and saucers, chipped milk jugs, ugly ashtrays, and umpteen coronation mugs. Not for the first time, he felt depressed by the bad taste of ordinary people.

As soon as he was satisfied that Frank had moved away, he began to search among the other myriad objects that were due to go under the auctioneer’s hammer: bicycles, a piano, assorted linens, vinyl records, old suitcases, glassware... and much more. 

And then he saw it: Lot 191! 

His heart thumping with excitement, he knelt down and began to riffle through the jumble of prints stuffed higgledy-piggledy into an old cardboard box.

Ignoring the many monochrome lithographs of dogs and shepherds and Biblical scenes, he at last found what he was looking for and what had been partially visible in the online catalogue: a small painting of a girl’s face. This was no print; the colours were too vibrant and the expression of curiosity on the girl’s face had been executed by a masterly hand. “

“Could it possibly be a Renoir? An early one, obviously, but – ” 

A male voice interrupted the moment.  “A cap and a long coat, Piers? Are you auditioning for a part in Peaky Blinders?”

Piers whirled around. Blast! It was Max Bax, owner of Bax Collectibles and someone he loathed, but what on earth did the man mean?

“You don’t know what I mean, do you, Piers? Popular culture isn’t your thing, is it?”

“I ... err.”

“It’s where the money is these days, old bean – a ticket to a Beatles concert will get you more than a Ming vase.”

“I ... err.”

“Found anything interesting in that box?”

Piers came to his senses. Max Bax might be a Philistine, but he had an annoyingly good eye. He hastily stuffed the picture back into the box and stood up.

“No, just the usual rubbish.”

“One man’s rubbish is another man’s collectible, old man.”

“Yes, ha ha, very funny. Must get on. The sale starts any minute now and there’s still a lot to look at.” 

As unobtrusively as possible, he gave the box a kick to slide it out of sight under a G-plan sideboard. He then turned away and walked, as casually as possible, down the length of the saleroom. Every now and then he stopped and pretended to be interested in something, all the time longing to go back and have another look at the painting. However, he was conscious that Max Bax was watching his every move. What’s more, he knew that if he actually put in a bid for 191, Bax would bid, too – out of sheer devilment – and get his friends to do the same. He stared round the room. It had filled up and the auctioneer was making his way to his rostrum. The sale would start any minute. What should he do?

He felt a tap on his shoulder and heard a voice say, “Gosh, Piers. How smart you look in that coat.”

He turned around to face an angular young woman in possibly her mid-thirties. She was wearing a strange kaftan-like garment in a range of autumnal colours and her long red hair fell about her shoulders.

His first thought was, “I wish I had worn that moustache.” His second thought was, “Oh, no. It’s Araminta Trauttmansdorff.” His third thought was that perhaps here was the solution to his problem – as long as she had forgiven him for leaving her to pay the bill when he had taken her out for dinner last year. But, honestly, she had continually muddled Monet with Manet, so what was a chap supposed to do?

“Oh, err, hello, Araminta,” he said, hesitantly. He was relieved to be rewarded with a beaming smile. She seemed to have forgiven him – perhaps she didn’t even remember the incident.

“Actually, Araminta,” he continued, “I wonder if you could do me a favour.”

“Of course, Piers, what is it?”

“I want to bid for lot 191, but I have to get away smartish. My mother has been taken ill.”

“Again? That was what you said when we went out for supper last year.”

She obviously hadn’t forgotten.

“It comes and goes, you know ...”

“The poor thing, yes, of course, I’ll bid for you. What number did you say?”

“Here, I’ll write it down.” He quickly scrawled the number on a scrap of paper.

“Thank you, I’ll do my best not to let you down,” said Araminta, “But do you have some money? I’m running a little short this month.”

“Oh, err, yes, silly me,” replied Piers. He burrowed into his coat and brought out the envelope. “Here, use this. Now I really must be off.”

Back at home, Piers poured himself an extra-large gin and tonic. He wondered if he had done the right thing and quickly decided that he had. Araminta might be annoying, and she might get her impressionists mixed up, but she was pathetically eager to please, and especially eager to please him.

He felt a little unnerved when he opened his wall safe to put away his wallet and realised that in the rush that morning, he had picked up the envelope containing £3,000, rather than the one containing £300, but he comforted himself with the thought that Araminta was too honest to take advantage of his lapse. She would do the right thing.

At six o’clock, the doorbell rang. It was Araminta. She had the demeanour of a puppy desperate for approval. He stared at the cardboard box in her arms.

“That’s lot 161 ...”

“Yes, I couldn’t remember what you said, and I couldn’t work out which way up the figures were on your bit of paper, so I asked Frank. He said you were definitely interested in 161. Here, can you take it? It’s a bit heavy.”

“Oh, err, of course. What, what did you pay?”

“Well, I was quite surprised by how much was in the envelope and decided you must really want lot 161 – there must be something fantastically good included in it that no one else had noticed.”

“What did you pay, Araminta?”

“Well, everything – I didn’t want you to lose it.”

He stared down into the box with its mismatched cups and saucers, chipped milk jugs, ugly ashtrays, and coronation mugs. He looked up.

“Did you, by any chance, see if anyone bid for lot 191?”

“Lot 191? The prints? Oh, I think Max got those, for a song. You know Max.”

Piers closed his eyes and hoped it was all a bad dream.

[image: A close-up of a cell phone

Description automatically generated]

Image Credit: OpenClipart-Vectors

Pixabay

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Phone Call

[image: ]


© 2023 Vicky Armstrong

Muriel lay on the sitting room floor, surrounded by books. She knew she had broken something but didn’t know what. If she stayed still, it was just about all right, but if she tried to move, the pain was excruciating. What made matters worse was that it was all her own fault. She really should not have tried to shift the bookcase without emptying it first. Actually, she should not have tried to shift the thing at all.

It had all started yesterday on her 75th birthday. It being a Sunday, her son, Ian, had turned up ‘mob handed’ as he put it. This only meant him, his wife, Araminta and the 13-year-old twins, Cordelia, and Perry, but he tended to talk like that these days – Muriel blamed Araminta.

Ian and his son were carrying a large and obviously very heavy cardboard box, which, with exclamations of relief, they put down in the middle of the sitting floor.

“What is it?” asked Muriel.

“Open it and see,” said Ian. 

This she did with some difficulty, having to get the large kitchen scissors to prise apart the industrial strength staples. When the box was finally open, she saw that it contained a television – a really big television.

“Happy birthday!” everyone shouted.

‘But I’ve already got a television,” said Muriel.

“Yes, but it’s so old, I’m surprised it even gets colour,” said Ian. “This, on the other hand, is a state of the art, smart television.’ 

“Oh.”

“You’ll be able to access all the streaming platforms – BBC I-Player, ITV Hub, Disney, Netflix – you name it you’ll be able to get it.”

It was all ‘double Dutch’ to Muriel.

“I don’t actually watch much TV and I’m quite happy with my old one.” She saw Araminta raise her eyebrows and realised she must sound ungrateful. “But thank you, it’s a very nice thought. Perhaps you’ll show me how it works?”

It took Ian and Perry the next three hours to set the thing up. Araminta rang and cancelled the lunch reservation at the Pig in Clover and Muriel said she’d better make some sandwiches: “Would salmon be alright with everyone?”. Cordelia said that she was now a vegan and asked for a banana sandwich instead.

“Of course,” Muriel answered.

“And I’ve gone gluten-free,” said Araminta. “Do you have any rice cakes?”

“Erm, no, but the Co-op on the corner is open on a Sunday. They might have something like that.”

“If you’re going to a shop, Mum, could you get me some tofu,” said Cordelia.

“And can I have some burgers?” asked Perry.

In the end the shopping list was so long that Cordelia volunteered to go with her mother, and Muriel felt she should pay – handing over a couple of twenty pound notes.

At last, the new television was up and running and Ian put the old one up in the loft. They then ate their improvised lunch watching Sir David Attenborough.

“Gross,” Cordelia groaned as a zebra was mauled to death by a lion.

“Cool!”’ said Perry.

Muriel produced the Victoria sponge she had baked for tea. Of course, Araminta and Cordelia weren’t able to have any – they had to make do with rice cakes spread with Jam, which neither seemed to enjoy much. Ian and Perry, on the other hand, made short work of the cake.

‘Why can’t we have things like this at home?’ asked Perry.

‘Because I have too much to do,’ said Araminta. 

And then it was time for them all to go.

‘Thank you very much for my lovely new television set,’ said Muriel as everyone stood in the hall putting on their coats.

“I’m glad you liked it,” said Ian. “We’ll bring you a smart phone next.”

“That’s very nice of you, but please don’t,” said Muriel. “I’m really quite happy with my, err, landline.” She congratulated herself on using such a modern word.

Ian said, “Mum, you’re such a Luddite.”

Cordelia, who had been feeling in her pockets, suddenly let out a wail.

“My phone! I’ve lost my phone!”

There was a mad scramble back into the sitting room, but no one could see it.

“I’ll try ringing it on mine,” said Perry.

“That’s no good,” sobbed his sister, “I turned it off because it was getting low.”

“Dork,” said Perry.

“I was going to recharge it in the car.”

“Double dork.”

“Be quiet, you two,” Araminta commanded.

“Perhaps you left it in the Co-op,” suggested Muriel.

“That’s a good idea, Mum,” said Ian, “we’ll call in there on the way.”

Alone once more, Muriel set about tidying up. When this was done, she sat down and turned on the vast new television. To be fair, the picture was much brighter and more distinct, but for some reason, she could only get BBC4. Try as she might she just couldn’t change the channel; the new remote was just too complicated. She sat through a programme on modern art and then one on the Hapsburg Empire before giving up and going to bed. Perhaps she would be able to understand it better after a good night’s sleep.

Of course, she couldn’t, and to make matters worse, the next day she discovered that BBC4 doesn’t start until seven in the evening. She felt thoroughly depressed and useless. To cheer herself up she decided to rearrange the furniture. Her old TV had fitted very neatly into the space between the bookcase and the fireplace, the new one swamped it – completely spoiling the dimensions of the room.

She started with the bookcase – pulling it and pushing it, to no avail. She put her back against the side, braced her legs and heaved. All at once, she felt it start to topple forward, she turned, too quickly, caught her heel and fell heavily, books cascading around her. Luckily for her, the bookcase remained upright, although it teetered madly for a good few moments.

After discovering she was unable to move, she wondered what on earth she was going to do. There was no way she could get to the phone in the hall and she wasn’t due any visitors that day. She really was a stupid old woman to have ended up into such a situation. 

From down on the floor, she was able to see under the settee, and she noticed something small and flat – Cordelia’s phone! It must have been knocked there by all the cardboard packaging that had strewn the floor. 

After a lot of painful stretching and fumbling, she managed to retrieve it and stared at it in despair. The screen was blank. How on earth did it work? She felt hopelessness wash over her: she really was a stupid old Luddite. She felt like crying, but something stopped her. It might have been pride or it might have been anger. Whatever it was, she told herself to stop snivelling and think. 

How did Cordelia switch it on? She racked her brains. Didn’t the child press something at the side? She ran her fingers up and down the plastic casing, pressing anything that protruded. At first nothing happened, but then suddenly and miraculously, the screen lit up and she found herself looking at a picture of Moggins, Cordelia’s cat, which was all very well, but it was a phone, so where were the numbers? She tried stabbing at the screen. Nothing happened. Just as she was about to give up, she spotted a tiny picture of a telephone down at the bottom. She pressed it and – joy of joys – numbers appeared. Hardly daring to hope, she pressed 999 and held the phone to her ear. Within just a few seconds, a nice woman was asking her which emergency service she wanted, and then a nice man asked her what the trouble was. She explained and he said an ambulance would be with her in two shakes of a lamb’s tail. Was there any way they could get into the house? She told him there was a spare key under the fishing gnome.

She lay back and prepared herself for the wait. Although still in great pain, she was jubilant. With that one phone call she felt that alone and unaided, she had dragged herself into the 21st Century. She was no longer a complete Luddite.
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Marjorie knew that the other members of the art group laughed at her – and not always behind her back. They laughed at her for the flowered pinafore she wore to protect her twin set and tweed skirt from paint splatter. Also, for her blue-rinsed hair, and because she was so much older than the rest of them. But, above all, they laughed at her because of the sort of things she painted.

“Honestly, Marjorie, copying a postcard of a thatched cottage!” exclaimed Alun Oxenburg, barely disguised scorn in his voice. He turned away, the stud in his nose catching the light.

“Another kitten, Marjorie? Really?” queried Ellie Faversham, before she too turned away, her tie-dyed muslin smock billowing around her.

Nevertheless, in spite of everything, Marjorie persisted with the group for one good reason – it helped fill the time. 

She had worked for nearly fifty years for a firm of local solicitors, having gone there straight from school. However, eighteen months previously, when she turned sixty-five, her employers called time on her career as a legal secretary. The senior partner said it was for her own good, but Marjorie knew it was because they wanted to go digital.

She had never married and her one sibling, an older brother, had died some years back. Consequently, she was at a complete loss as to how to fill the gap left by not going to the office each day. Pets weren’t allowed in her block of flats, so getting
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