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        I was six when I first saw kittens drown.

        Dan Taggart pitched them, 'the scraggy wee shits',

        Into a bucket; a frail metal sound,

      

        

      
        Soft paws scraping like mad. But their tiny din

        Was soon soused. They were slung on the snout

        Of the pump and the water pumped in.

      

        

      
        'Sure, isn't it better for them now?' Dan said.

        Like wet gloves they bobbed and shone till he sluiced

        Them out on the dunghill, glossy and dead.
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      “The Boy Who Built A Rocket Ship” and “The Day It Snowed Forever” are primarily narratives about the loss of childhood innocence.

      The first is the story of a young boy who worships his older brother as a mechanical genius and wants to help him in his secret revolt against the authoritarian society they are trapped in. However, he gradually learns who his older brother really is, and what the motives for his rebellion really are, and how their mother and father have struggled to include the older boy, despite his past, as part of their family.

      The second story is about an older boy who, with his younger brother, revels in a strange and increasingly catastrophic weather event — an interminable snowstorm brought on by the vagaries of climate change. With the snow rapidly burying the city they live in, he learns of the evil that adults unfettered from social norms are capable of, and what he must do to defend the lives of his family.
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        * * *

      

      Both stories explore facets of the inevitable loss of childhood. Childhood is, after all, merely a brief, transitory phase to becoming an adult. (If so, why does it exist at all? See the Epilogue for a biological perspective on the purpose of childhood.) However, despite its relative brevity, it has a profound and indelible influence on us and who we become as adults.

      Childhood is a time of exploration — of the physical and mental worlds each child inhabits. These worlds differ profoundly from the world adults are moulded into. Childhood is full of an alchemy that operates under a strange and pervasive logic only children can experience: colors are brighter and shadows darker; flames are full of faces and figures; clouds are populated with people and places; a cardboard box is a myriad things, its contents destined to gather dust; dull lead becomes gleaming gold, and showy gold is transmuted to lusterless lead.

      The rules that confine adults to the narrow paths of their lives do not yet restrict the worlds of imagination in which children live. Children roam a much broader, unfettered interior landscape, if less so an exterior landscape, at least, in the West, in these days of helicopter parenting. Of course, childhood is not all magic and wonder. It is also necessarily a time fraught with challenges, anxieties, and fears, many of which are amplified by the novelty of these challenges, anxieties, and fears, and by a child’s more intense, more visceral experience of the world around them.

      Time, for example, has a much greater significance for children: inevitably, it occupies a much greater portion of their lives because they have experienced so much less of its passage, compared to adults. It travels much more slowly for them (a day is twice as long for a ten-year-old as it is for someone of twenty) and has a granular quality and a vastness that can be overwhelming. To a child, years mark eons, teenagers seem enviably mature, adults endlessly enduring like the ancients, and old people…old people are of a different race entirely, strange smelling, wrinkled as prunes, and yet oddly childlike.

      For myself, there were days in the winter holidays when I would leave our house early in the morning, with my parents and sisters still asleep, cozy and warm in their beds, to see what mysteries the surrounding countryside might have in store for me (the rusting skeleton of a tractor, a brook to dam, the skeleton of a fox). In the chilly drizzle, under lumpen grey skies that looked close enough to reach up and touch, it seemed like the day might last forever, if I didn’t freeze first, even though I was wrapped up against the cold. At other times, among the trees in a sun-dappled wood, walking with a friend and searching for blackberries or hazelnuts or, indeed, anything wild-growing and edible, it would also seem that the day must last forever, until the shadows lengthened and real hunger forced us home for dinner. Worst of all were the interminable Sunday afternoons, when I could no longer pretend to ignore the unfinished school assignment that hung like a punishment over my head, robbing the day of the endless possibilities I had woken up to.

      Space is also different for children. Trivially, children are smaller; therefore, the world appears to them bigger. Trees had to be climbed (why else did they exist?), many were shockingly tall, towering into the sky and, once amongst their boughs and clinging tightly to a high branch, looking down revealed the Earth far below, terrifyingly distant. (As an adult, I have experienced the reverse effect when returning to a childhood home. I had thought the house truly cavernous, a place so vast we could race along its various corridors, and careen up and down the stairs like whirling dervishes, only to discover that it was, in fact, a rather pokey, cramped, and confining place.)

      However, the effect of size is not simply a matter of proportion; it is a more complex effect of perception. Although children might understand that the Earth is a spherical planet, with a diameter of so many thousands of miles, they see and experience little more than their immediate neighborhood, which, while not large from an adult perspective, constitutes the entire known world from the child’s point of view, against which all other spaces are measured. The bike journey to a nearby park might seem like a veritable trek, the journey to a nearby town an endurance test, and visiting grandparents an impossibly long trip.

      A child’s perception of the world is also much more granular than that of an adult. Children live closer to the fabric of commonplace, everyday things, and are more intimately aware of their touch, smell, and taste. They can access spaces that adults might not even realize exist for occupation. In my own case, the airing cupboard, where the insulated water heater warmed the linen and towels, offered a corner I could wiggle into, wedge myself between wall and cladding, cozy and content, and hidden for as long as I wanted and free of the tyranny of the adult world with its rules and restrictions.

      For children, dreams can also be places where fears and fantasies are rehearsed. As a child, I would often dream of a desert island, where, hidden among the palm trees, I’d find a stash of coins — heavy silver half crowns, two-shilling florins as big as doubloons, many-sided thruppeny pieces, silver tanners usually hidden inside Christmas puddings, dark pennies as big as the palm of my hand — and, waking, would look around desperately and wonder where all the money had gone. On visits to my grandmother‘s house, I was consigned to a thin, narrow bedroom, the sliver of another once much larger room in their strange, cut-in-half house. Lying in the narrow bed, the sound of my parents’ and grandparents' voices filtering up from below would send me to sleep and, at the same time, fill the house with ghosts of women in voluminous ballgowns and men with handlebar mustaches smoking pipes, while down in the basement lurked unnamed terrors that could only be held in check by the presence of my grandfather.

      As one childish fear is conquered, so another raises its ugly head in a long chain of perceptual transformations that are capped by adolescence and the dramatic physical and mental transition that hails the more or less imminent arrival of adulthood.
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        * * *

      

      These stories are also, of necessity, about parents, and how they interact with their children, for better or worse. Parents assume a gargantuan statue in the eyes of their children. These are the adults by whom children gauge all adults, and so have a profound influence on a child’s worldview.

      I have learnt, being a parent, that it is impossible to get this most important of adult tasks right. Not that I failed to get the right answer; it is that there isn’t a right answer. Every child is unique, and has different wants and needs that cannot be known in advance, are difficult to discern in the present, and that change with time in equally unknowable ways.

      This is both an excuse and an apology to my own children. But it is also a forgiveness to my parents, now that I know what it is like to be a parent. Of course, my parents didn’t get my upbringing right. Sometimes intentionally, but often unintentionally, they instilled in me a whole series of behaviors and beliefs that form the core of my personality, for better or worse. Some I have spent the rest of my life trying to unlearn, others I embrace as a central part of my individuality. But, now, I understand it would have been unreasonable of me to expect otherwise.

      

      Guy Riddihough

      July 2025

      Washington DC

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Boy Who Built A Rocket Ship

          

        

      

    

    
      My older brother Jim and I built a rocket ship.

      He did most of the work: the hauling and welding, the cutting and caulking, the riveting and wiring, and all those other things needed to turn the shell of the derelict missile we’d found into a rocket that would fly.

      Or, at least, we hoped it would fly.

      I helped when Jim let me and where I could, and watched most of the rest of the time. There wasn’t anywhere else I would rather be than helping him. I was sure my brother was a mechanical genius. I boasted to anyone who would listen that he could build anything — just you name it!

      But I never once dared say anything about the rocket ship.

      Because that rocket ship was a crime.
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        * * *

      

      The launch site was hidden in the ravine in the hills behind our house. It had to be. Right from the get-go, we knew full well that what we were doing was illegal. And there were informers everywhere, even among the other kids. Worse, I was pretty sure of the punishment we’d suffer at the hands of the militia if we got caught. We’d both seen what had happened in the township square to the man who had been called a saboteur. The Father Inquisitor, dressed in his ermine finery and purple robes, had been ruthless in the pursuit of justice.

      I tried not to think about that. It didn’t help my nerves, knowing Jim didn’t care about the consequences, so single-minded was his determination.

      I was not so sure.

      From the very beginning, the rocket looked as fragile as an egg and, later, when it was full of fuel, as dangerous as a bomb. It smelled of oil and iron and was crooked in the middle, its stub nose pointing almost but not quite straight up at the great curve of the sky.

      A sky filled with the beautiful, pockmarked face of Little Sister.

      So, there was never any doubt about where he was planning to go.
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        * * *

      

      “Why d’you wanna go there?” I was on look-out duty, sitting on the ridge at the head of the ravine, keeping an eye on the surrounding countryside for informers and militia patrols when I first dared ask Jim: Why d’you wanna go there? Just like that.

      And he never once told me the truth.

      He had climbed up to join me, tired of working on the guts of the rocket for the moment, his hands covered in cuts and grease, and his fingernails all broken. He sat beside me on the big old flat rock up there, and, shoulder-to-shoulder, the two of us could survey the whole world.

      We both looked up at Little Sister.

      Little Sister’s long, curved face was huge and green with summer, just like down here. Little Sister was close enough to see the glittering water in the crater lakes dotted all over its concave surface. But you couldn't see any of the people up there, not from down here, no matter how hard you squinted. Maybe with a telescope you could, but only the militia had access to telescopes.

      Jim took a strand of grass out of his mouth and contemplated it. “Because things are better up there,” he said. He didn’t know, though. That was just his way of covering up the truth.

      Do you want to know the truth?

      Here’s the truth: About a year ago, Dad had told Jim about his mom, his real mom. She was up there, on Little Sister. I remembered that night well. As soon as he knew, Jim made his mind up; he was going there to find her. But here’s the thing: He never once said anything to me about what Dad had told him that night. And because of that, I could never ask.

      He thought it was better up there? “That isn’t what they say at school,” I said, stung by his lie. The sharp pang of betrayal made me wince, and I had to look away momentarily. Why wouldn’t he confide in me, his own, his only brother? He’d broken the sense of companionship I had felt just moments before. Now I wanted to goad him, hurt him back, challenge the whole crazy idea of the rocket ship. It wasn't only dangerous, it was illegal, stupid, outrageous.

      Sly as a cat, he’d sensed the sudden change in my mood. “They don’t want you to know the truth, sprat,” he sneered. He only ever called me “sprat” when he wanted to put me down and remind me I was just a little kid.

      Hurt, I shot back, “Everyone says they’re evil up there, all the…" but I couldn't bring myself to say who they were — the words caught in my throat. “All the people who live up there on Little Sister,” I ended lamely.

      From where we sat, you could see the complete curve of the sky and the unbroken sweep of the valley below. Much of the land in the valley was tithed to our farm and cultivated, cropped, and grazed by Dad and Mom and the handful of itinerant workers they hired at various times during the season. Because of this, the farmhouse was all on its own at the foot of the ridge. The township further away, clustered around the bridge over the river. The sprawl of the city was far distant. The old cable rail station was off to the west, and the Supreme Council of National Unity’s gray concrete fortress was to the east.

      Behind us, in the ravine's shadow, we could just about glimpse the top of the rocket ship where the nose poked up through the trees.

      Perhaps the sight of the fortress and its forbidding windowless walls made me want to impress upon Jim the insanity of this whole venture. I quoted one of the wilder rumors about Little Sister: “They eat their boy children,” I said, clenching my fists. “That's what the older boys at school say.”

      Jim just laughed at that and narrowed his eyes to see the pock-marked but smiling face of Little Sister better against the long axis of the Sun. “You listen to those louts and their knucklehead cronies?” Nodding at the other place, he said, “I bet that’s exactly what they say up there about us down here. That we treat each other like animals.” He turned his gaze from Little Sister to the fortress. “Only they might be closer to the truth.”

      Saboteurs and traitors were taken to the fortress to be interrogated by the Father Inquisitor. Once you went in there, you didn’t come out again. Unless they wanted a show trial, like those held in the township square every so often, to remind everyone what would happen if you turned against the Supreme Council. I was pretty sure that building a rocket ship to go to Little Sister made us both saboteurs and traitors. It was not a comfortable thought.

      “You know what they’ll do if they catch you building that thing?” I said, but now my voice was quiet, and I was deadly serious, all the hurt transmuted into fear.

      The sneer faded from Jim’s lips, and his black eyes returned to the rocket ship. “You mean us, sprat. If they catch us building a rocket ship. Which means you don’t breathe a word to no-one, ever, not even Dad if you value your spotty little hide.” He turned his gaze on me, and it was hard and cold and made me shiver.
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        * * *

      

      The idea for the rocket ship was planted in Jim’s imagination during the summer of the year before.

      But the ground had to be prepared first before the idea could germinate.

      It was late spring, and I was reading before lights out in my bedroom. I knew Jim was downstairs because Dad, standing at the bottom of the stairs, had called him down to the living room. This was usually the preliminary to a telling-off, and Lord knows we were always poking our noses into places and doing things that deserved a telling-off. But on this night, Dad’s voice had an odd hesitancy that made me put aside my book, prick up my ears, and listen.

      I could hear the low mumble of Dad’s voice from the living room but nothing much else — he’d closed the door — so I kind of lost interest and returned to my book. A little while later, I became aware that the exchange had become more heated, and Mom was involved in whatever was happening.

      I crept over to the bedroom door and put my ear to the keyhole. Dad was shouting. Jim was shouting back at him — something to do with Mom. Mom was trying to placate them both. I contemplated opening the door and sneaking downstairs to understand better what was happening when there was the brittle crash of breaking glass. Jim was yelling at the top of his voice, and it sounded like he was thumping the walls. Something else went crash. I stood up, alarmed. Now Dad was yelling back at Jim, and Mom was shouting, too, trying to be heard over the din.

      Jim had rowed with our parents before, for sure — he was easily offended and quick to anger, very unlike me — but this row was different: the hysterical shouting and, now, swearing; the sound of more things being thrown and broken; the exchange had become frightening in its violent intensity.

      Shocked by all the noise, I retreated through my dormer window and onto the roof outside my little attic bedroom. I heard the living room door slam and the scuffle and grunt of a fight and Jim being smacked hard, once, twice, three times, and then the sobs of anger and humiliation that followed.

      I sat still in the chill night air. I could hear Mom and Dad talking on the landing outside Jim’s bedroom. He’d locked himself in and now was silent. A few minutes later, Dad came into my bedroom and, seeing it was empty, climbed onto the roof and sat beside me. He looked grim, his face flushed with exertion and the residue of hot anger. We sat in silence, watching the night sky, a sky dominated by the nighttime face of Little Sister.

      After a while, he said, "It can be hard for Jimmy, sometimes."

      I thought about this and then said, "What about me?"

      Dad nodded, his lips pursed. “I know,” he conceded. “And don’t think I don’t see how patient you have been with Jimmy and his moods.” We looked at the little lights burning on the surface of the other place, most of them lights from windows of all the houses up there, many more than down here.

      “I need to tell you something about Jimmy. It has been my responsibility to tell him for some time now, something which perhaps I should have told him sooner.” He took a deep breath. I bit my lip, not knowing what to expect, expecting something fearful. “Mom is your mom, your real mom,” he said. “She gave birth to you here, in this very house. But Mom is not Jimmy’s real mom. Jimmy's real mom, his biological mom, lives up there, on Little Sister.”

      I frowned at this revelation. “Was that what all the noise was about?”

      Dad nodded.

      I thought about this for a long minute. “So, Jim isn’t really my brother, then?”

      Dad shook his head. "He most definitely is your brother, Joshua. Unquestionably. In the same way you are our son, Jimmy is, too. As far as we are concerned, there’s no distinguishing between you."

      I was chastened by the sudden intensity in Dad’s voice and stayed silent for a while. I could see the tension in his face and knew he had more to say. I asked, “Why did Jim's mom, his other mom,” I added, “give him to us?”

      Dad's expression hovered somewhere between a frown and an odd, unfocused anger. "She was not allowed to keep him," he said.

      "Why not?"

      "Because…because no men and boys are allowed on Little Sister."

      I looked up at Little Sister in surprise. I had heard the gossip that there were no men on Little Sister, but boys, too? The Supreme Council only ever referred to the inhabitants of “that place” as the enemy.

      "There are no boys up there? At all?"

      Little Sister looked like a boy's paradise to me: all those forests and hills and lakes and rivers to explore. Then I suffered a moment of horror: Perhaps the rumors whispered in the playground at school were true, and they did eat their boy children as soon as they were born, after all.

      Dad shook his head. "When a baby boy is born there, he is sent here and either given to a family who will care for him, like us, or, more likely, entered into one of the boys' communes. That is the agreement between Little Sister and the Supreme Council of National Unity."

      “That's terrible," I said, unsure if it was or not. Most of the boys at school came from one or other of the local boys’ communes. The commune boys hated boys like Jim and me, who lived in families. There were
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