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Sequence: a set of things belonging next to one another on some principle of order

Dancing: performing rhythmic bodily motions to music

Extracted from the Canadian Oxford Dictionary

––––––––
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My mother’s definition

Sequence Dancing: a different type of ballroom dancing where couples dance to a named and well-practised sequence of steps to sixteen bars of music. Repeating that sequence five or six times. Moving around the dance floor in the same direction and at the same tempo.

Together.

But really, she adds, you need to see it, to properly understand.

For Jim

and

for Vicki

This mother’s love never ceases

The Sequence Dance
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1. A to Z
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At four o’clock he stopped dithering. Bravado kicked in and he banished his earlier cowardly thoughts. Charles had no doubts at all now. Determined, he packed a bag.

Enough of everything: socks; underwear; shirts; a couple of books and his complete collection of Inspector Morse DVDs—all went into the green plaid holdall. Finally, he pocketed his phone and left the house without writing her a note.

Gemma would arrive home from work at seven and probably wonder where the hell he was, why he wasn’t standing at the sink in his blue and white striped apron proudly waving a paring knife over his freshly julienned carrots. 

Heaving the holdall into the car, Charles took one last look at the house—the house where he’d lived, pleasantly enough, for 20 years, climbed into the old Morris and slowly pulled away and into the traffic.

It was one of those dense, drizzly days, neither rain nor mist. Just constant dampness. Keeping to the side roads, Charles managed to avoid the early afternoon rush hour and soon found himself on the bypass faced with the decision to take the northbound or the southbound carriageway.

Love. Menacing emasculating love. No one had ever questioned him about the topic and he had never thought to explore it himself either, until recently. Open to suggestions last Thursday he had asked Owen at the pub, “What is love?” he said, quite out of the blue, and Owen had said, “Charley, old boy, I had no idea you cared.”

Perhaps it was the way Owen had answered, or the way he looked at Charles. Questions like this didn’t very often pop up over a pint. Reaching across the beer-ringed mahogany table, Owen kissed him. Surprising himself, Charles had kissed him back.

Turning into Maple Grove, Charles knew exactly where he was going and why. Until now his life had been safe, routine, humdrum. Voices had sometimes skittered around in his head saying, “Charley old fellow, you’ve only got one stab at this life, why are you wasting it peeling carrots for the little wifey? Why?”

X marked the spot on the page in the mini A-to-Z Owen slid into Charles’s top pocket that night. Yawning, as if to feign a casualness that was not foreign to him, Charles had pushed the map further into his pocket to be more secure, knowing full well he would need it at some point.

Zebra crossings had not figured in the map though, and while Charles did apply the brakes, the roads were slick with drizzle and he had no time to think, let alone swerve to avoid the man who, until a few minutes earlier, had been standing at the kerb anxiously, lovingly, looking out for his arrival.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2. From Coalman’s Corner to Eternity
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He came to me at three o’clock this morning. Wanting to take me to a party. He is dressed as never before—in leathers. And for a guy of two metres tall, that is one helluva lot of forest green leather.

The party is somewhere I’d never been, with people I’d never met. The music is foreign to me, but a wonky rendition of Bridge Over Troubled Waters tickles a memory somewhere. The booze is all gone. And we’d taken none for the BYOB.

The restaurant across the road is full of all-nighters spilled over from the party. We are turned away. The street vendors are packed up, leaving behind the ever-lingering aroma of charcoal. So we give up until, hey-hey, along Jimmy comes in his van. “Climb in,” he says.

The route home is not to home but to some place I’ve never been. We are dropped at Coalman’s Corner. 

I’m not sure why I’d worn pale aqua lace tulle, but it is a party dress I guess. Just not anywhere near warm enough for a bleak, Lincolnshire February dawn.

As the sky turns from thistle mauve to orchid pink, I look across towards the Wolds to find the first hints of golds. I turn to him then, to share the wonder.

But he is no longer there.

***
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Some say it was madness, others said I was bonkers. But I knew it was the right thing to do. At the time.

Remember when I told you about how the bloody sod left me? At Coalman’s Corner? On that freezing February dawn? Well, that wasn’t the end of it. More like the start.

You see, his friend Jimmy came back in his van, no longer psychedelic purple. “Climb in,” he said. Just like he did that night before the sun rose mauve and pink over the Wolds.

I know, I know, it really was a bonkers thing to do. I knew Jimmy was reckless, impulsive and a tad crazy. But that was what I needed. After all, once you’ve been dumped at Coalman’s Corner, where else is there to go? Right?

We drove all day. Stopping at roadhouses. Stopping to pee behind bushes. Stopping to try our hands at snogging someone new. Then to watch waves crash onto shores—imagining that scene from the black and white movie, From Here to Eternity. Foam spraying as high as houses. Playing with rainbows. Not one iota like the flat-ass calm of the dinge-grey Humber.

The Caledonian McBrayne ferry was ready to pull out of Skye as we drove up the ramp. “You still ok with this?” Jimmy said.

I swallowed hard, understanding this was a one-way trip. Madness? Bonkers? No, it was the right thing to do. I’ve been telling myself that for the past twenty-three years.
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3. Mail Order Bride
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Norman shaved off his beard and dressed in a shirt and necktie to meet her at the airport. He watched the Arrivals board until her flight number flicked to ‘landed’. He breathed deeply, looking around at the other people meeting friends and family. He wished he’d made a card with her name on it so she would know it was him. He wished he’d worn dress shoes instead of his work boots. Norman hoped she was on the flight. He’d heard nothing since he mailed her the ticket.

He clutched the bunch of pink carnations he’d picked up for five dollars at the gas station. He wished now they were the twenty-five-dollar red roses. The doors from the immigration hall slid back and forth as people trickled through. He had her photo in his pocket and every time the doors opened, he took the photo half out of his pocket, glanced at it and then up at the face of each arriving passenger.

She tick-tacked across the marble tiles in four-inch red stilettos and a faux leopard skin coat. Her abundantly ringed fingers with long gold-painted nails pushed a cart overflowing with luggage. Her bright yellow hair was piled on top of her head and held in place with diamanté combs. Norman had never seen anything like it. She didn’t look like her photo at all. She certainly didn’t look like the sensible woman he thought he’d ordered. 

No woman in his life had ever painted their nails. His mother, grandmother and sisters were used to working on the land, helping with the potato crop, helping split wood, or tapping the maple trees for syrup. Whatever the season was, the women were expected to help. Fancy nail polish and high-heeled shoes wouldn’t last five minutes.

Norman didn’t know what to do. Should he go forward with his bunch of flowers? She was a much larger woman than he expected. In her high heels she was at least six inches taller than him. Her face told him she would give the orders. He needed a gentle soul mate; someone to cuddle up to at night. Someone to take to the cabin hunting at weekends. Someone to fish for trout with him. Someone to help his mother and sisters.

He imagined what she might say to the outside toilet. To the remoteness of the land, the homestead, to the lack of stores, beauty salons, restaurants. He imagined she would not appreciate his property with the tranquility of the woods, the gentle rippling of the trout stream, or the sweetness of the early morning birdsong. Norman assumed, from the look of her, she was a city girl. Certainly not the bride he had anticipated.

People were thinning out. Most of the passengers had been met. Norman hung back. She looked around, her eyes glinting, resting for a brief moment on each male. She skimmed across Norman as if he did not exist.

Norman stood to leave. He would give the flowers to his mother. The price of the ticket would be his only loss. He would settle for a peaceful life with the family and stop yearning for something more.

And then, as he turned, he saw her, his Helga, sitting quietly, waiting patiently. He didn’t know how he’d missed her. But she was there in a navy-blue raincoat and brown brogues. She had one small suitcase at her feet.

She smiled up at him, her blue eyes sparkling with excitement and said, “Hello Norman, I am Helga.”

And he knew she would love the carnations.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4. Shapes
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Jeffrey polishes the spokes on his bike. He has his own yellow duster and a tube of chrome polish that he keeps, along with a small spanner and an inner tube repair kit, in a shoebox under the kitchen sink. He counts the spokes as he works his way around each wheel. He grins a widemouthed grin when he reaches the last dirty spoke without a hiccough and shouts, “Thirty-two.”

Interruptions don’t sit well with Jeffrey and he doesn’t shout quite so gleefully when he has to do a recount. But he always rises to the challenge, flicking his flop of dark hair from his creased brow, pursing his full lips, before counting aloud the cleaned and shining spokes. Then continuing with those yet to be polished and counted. Trying not to let the multitude of triangles in the negative spaces get in the way of his concentration.

This morning’s phone call girded him into a flurry. ‘Can I speak with Mr. Jeffrey Cross please?’

Jeffrey hesitated, just for a moment, before replying, “It is me, I’m speaking. I’m Jeffrey.

“Mr. Cross, we’ve received your application and we’d like you to come for interviews and aptitude testing tomorrow morning at 9 am.”

Jeffrey jumped up and down, “Mum, Mum, I will need to wear a shirt and tie,” he said. “Do I have one?” He looked down at his grey tee-shirt, his favourite tee-shirt, the one with a steam engine on the front saying Getting all Steamed up in Ecclestone. The souvenir he’d brought home when he was fourteen and gone to the rally with his Uncle Frank. A day Jeffrey will never forget for its gleaming engines, the smell of motors churning, the people, the hotdogs. But mostly it was the whole day, almost four years ago, with Uncle Frank. Just the two of them.

Jeffrey’s mum irons his old school shirt; the only shirt he has with a collar. And they find a tie that once belonged to Uncle Frank that would do at a pinch. Jeffrey is happy that Uncle Frank will be with him, in the spirit of his blue and red striped army tie, for his first ever job interview.

The position was advertised in the paper last week.  “You could do that,” said Jeffrey’s mum. She helped him word the application and made sure he included his best school results. And now he has an interview. 

He chains his bike to the railings outside an old red brick office building and within minutes finds himself guided down a long brown corridor that smells of burnt cauliflower. Jeffrey tries hard not to count the panels along the walls and is happier once they reach a brightly lit hall.

“Please sit here,” he is told.

He joins four people already seated at a long trestle table putting purple triangles in green boxes, and red circles in yellow boxes. Jeffrey joins in and enjoys it immensely.

This is followed by a session to teach him standard responses, a quick photo and he is given his ID badge. And told, along with the others, to start the next day.

They are given two pads of forms, one blue and one pink, a board with a big plastic bulldog clip, and a box of HB pencils, and a little orange notebook. Jeffrey has no trouble working out how to fit all these things into his saddlebag. He doesn’t want to jam them in but takes his time and works out how they can all fit, just like his old Perfection game at home. 

He pedals home feeling elated, like a man; ‘the man of the house’ skitters in his mind with each push of the pedal. Throughout the evening he rubs his forefinger up and down the laminated ID badge, gently stroking the photo of his frowning face, trying to iron out the furrows. “Well,” he says to the photo, “You are now a Market Researcher.” He puffs up his chest in front of his dressing table mirror, “Researcher,” he says again.

Jeffrey tries on his parka for his first day of his first job but decides on Uncle Frank’s bequeathed pepper-and-salt tweed sports jacket. It is too warm for spring really, but with the id badge clipped to the pocket, he has to admit, it looks very professional. 

He eats his 3-minute-boiled-egg-with-soldiers breakfast his mum has proudly placed before him. “A working young man needs something in his stomach,” she says, and “Have you got a clean handkerchief?” followed by, “Make sure you go to the toilet before you leave.” 

Jeffrey freewheels down Birkenhead Avenue. After all that, his mum hasn’t reminded him about his bicycle clips, so his grey trouser bottoms are pushed into his sock tops.

He knows the area he has been allocated only too well, not far from his old school. Jeffrey starts to get that heavy feeling he always got on school mornings, when the closer he got to the school, the heavier the feeling got. Until, more often than not he was sick on the grass verge just outside the gates.

” Those days are over,” he tells himself, even though he is a bit queasy. He arrives at Mersey Close, leans his bike against the yellow privet hedge, and knocks on the first door. He waves his ID badge in the face of a tiny bird-like woman who has her hair in curlers and is chewing on nothing. “Good morning,” he says, just like they told him to. “I’m a market researcher for Wonderful Stuff, please can I ask you a few questions?”

“Piss off,” says the bird-like woman, “I’m sick of you religious freaks.”

Jeffrey is perplexed. They told him this could happen and he tries to remember the correct response, smiles as it comes to him, and says, “That’s quite alright Madam, I will leave the form and collect it next Friday.” He hands her a pink (for female) form and makes a note in the little orange notebook. Lady at number one Mersey Close - left form, call again Friday.

He knocks on the door of the next house, resisting the temptation to pick at the peeling dark green paint. There is no response, he knocks again with more confidence. The door is flung wide open. 

“Hey,” says a thuggish looking guy with a pock-marked face and no shirt, “Watcha want? Gerronwithit my breakfast is burning.” The thug turns, makes signs with his thumbs at Jeffrey who takes this that he should follow.

Jeffrey pulls his trouser bottoms out of his socks, wipes his feet on the door mat, like they told him, and goes through the littered (with dirty socks and vodka bottles) hallway to the kitchen. The smell of pizza adds to his queasiness. He tries not to gag. The thug makes that he should sit down. Jeffrey knows he is supposed to be polite, no matter what. So he sits, upright, knees together, facing the thug, who has his mouth stuffed so full he cannot speak, and begins his patter, “I am with the Wonderful Stuff...”

The thug motions that he wants to see Jeffrey’s Wonderful Stuff stuff. “Prrshow me,” he spits; red drool and pizza bits dripping down his bare hairless torso.

Jeffrey produces a blue (for male) form, and passes it through the detritus of pizza triangles, across the table. The thug snorts, drips tomato sauce on it and pushes it back. “You do it for me,” he says, “Numb-nut. Numb-nut. Numb-nut.” 

Jeffrey hears the words. The words that have haunted him since Special Ed at school. He sees the old unrelenting taunting, still there in the thug’s eyes, and cowers as pieces of pizza fly across the table. He is determined that he will not go back to being the brunt of this treatment, not now. Not now that he is a man. With a job.

They’d warned him about Rottweilers and loudmouthed men in singlet vests, but they’d said nothing about pizzas or tomato sauce that ran down unshaven chins and dripped on the forms. And nothing about bullies from his old school.

Jeffrey pedals hard up Birkenhead Avenue. The highly polished spokes are just a blur. His tweed jacket is soaked in sweat. Without bicycle clips, his trouser bottoms are fraying, but he needs to hurry and wants tell them that people are maniacs and, in any case, he can’t complete their forms because the purple and red shapes are missing.

But at the top of the hill, he stops. He sees the shapes of the town below him. They are not purple or red. He sees clearly the quadrant that is his.  And he knows it is his to conquer. He pulls out the little orange notebook and writes: Man at number three Mersey Close uncooperative. Left damaged form.
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5. Indigo Sweetwater
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The storm was forecast to rage for days. There was plenty of warning by officials, but Indigo Sweetwater knew, long before the scientists and the hurricane centre, that this would be a big one. She knew when it would peak too. She was ready, but not being one to panic, took her time, and after a week, gave in to the rising river. She left her trailer in the forest, followed the narrow path alongside the river until she reached the town and joined the rest of the community in the high school gym, the storm shelter.

There was a party atmosphere. It reminded her of the pow-wows of her youth when people sang about their lives, when there was laughter and the sharing of food and drink. And when stories were told. She remembered all of them in detail and often wondered about writing them down. ‘One day,’ she told herself, ‘one day.’ In the storm shelter, makeshift beds were put up in rows by the military. Indigo wondered if this was how Residential School was. She knew about the children being taken from their tribes by government officials and being placed in the boarding schools where they were taught to forget their native cultures. She heard how badly they were treated and was glad those days were over; that time now was spent in healing the old wounds.

The winds reached 120 kms per hour on the final night.

By dawn, the rain stopped and people walked out of the high school gym to get a feel for the conditions. Indigo breathed deeply and nodded. “It’s okay now, it’s over,” she told the people around her.

The official announcement came half an hour later: “You can go home, or at least, go see if you still have a home. Buses are laid on for you if you need them.”

Most of the town’s residents gathered their few possessions and pets and climbed into the old yellow school buses or hitched rides with neighbours. Not Indigo, she looked for her regular trail, the narrow path alongside the river.

She had her few belongings. She still wore the jeans and black tee-shirt she’d had on when she’d left her home. She’d slept in them every night and couldn’t wait to change into fresh clothes. In hand-beaded moccasins, she picked her way between fallen trees, searching for her well-worn path. The path of her ancestors.

The land was changed—like entering a new world. Indigo recognised very little. Only the large granite rocks remained; trees lay fallen like pick-up sticks, their monstrous roots now vertical, heavy with earth and moss, tentacles reaching high into the grey sky like monsters from a movie.

‘This is worse than I thought,’ she muttered, climbing over the trees, cursing the thorns. Birds heralded her progress. Crows cawed like tuneless trombones, blue jays laughed like wicked crones, but the chickadees and chipmunks chirruped Indigo along her way, giving her assurance.

It took three hours of stumbling and picking through forest debris before Indigo reached the clearing where her trailer once stood. She’d had very little to start with. Now she could see she had nothing. Her walls lay flat on the ground. Fragments of furniture littered the area. Her treasured hand-beaded wall hanging—one her grandmother had given her—draped from a huckleberry bush. For the first time, Indigo’s eyes welled with tears.

With her hands, she scooped fresh clear water from the rapid river, splashed her face, then drank greedily. Compared to the bottled water that she’d been given in the shelter this water was as sweet as ever. The pure taste told her not everything was lost. 

She sat on a fallen tree trunk, looked around at the devastation and tried to gather her thoughts. She knew what her mother and her grandmother would have done in these circumstances. Indigo stood and looked with a new set of eyes. She wandered, looking at the giant tree roots, feeling them, marvelling at their enormity, at their intricacies, and how much of nature was normally unseen. She stepped through the forest, getting to know the new landscape, plucking the ripe blackberries that had survived the storm, gathering the chanterelle mushrooms that flourished beneath the young pines that were still standing. ‘I’ll need to set a rabbit snare, must have something to compliment the mushrooms,’ she told herself. Indigo rubbed the wild thyme through her fingers. She knew, at that moment, that she would survive. 

She arrived at the biggest of the fallen trees, its roots spiralling high above some of the other treetops. ‘Grandfather’s tree. I am so sorry,’ she cried. This was the maple he had planted when a young boy, the tree he always sat beneath to sort out problems in his mind, and to talk with Indigo in the few years he’d had with her before his death. She gently stroked the fallen tree and picked at the moss and roots as a way to help her through the devastation. She cleaned the roots out of respect for the giant living thing that was now dying, wondering if there was something from the tree she could plant, someway it could live on. She collected the winged seed and looked for small shoots to plant, gently picking through.

Then Indigo stopped. She felt something unnatural. It was a tin box. Buried under the giant maple, and now uprooted. She continued to pull at the earth and roots until the box was freed. It was not large, about the size of the salmon that leapt in the river. Indigo carried it back to her fallen tree trunk. It was not difficult to open, although locked, the hinges were rusted and the lid came away without effort.

The contents of the box were wrapped in cloth and parchment. There were papers, deeds, and it became quite clear, the land as far as the ridge
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