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    For those who find beauty in small moments and hold onto hope, thank you for allowing these stories to find a place in your heart. 

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Whether it's the best of times or the worst of times, it's the only time we've got." 
- Art Buchwald
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Shoes Come In Pairs
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I take my socks off and stuff them inside my brand new Clarks. I leave them at the top of the beach. I can’t count the number of times mum’s told me how lucky I am to have them. I’ll be lucky if she ever shuts up.

The tide's just gone out. I find a really good rock pool. I pretend it’s the ocean, and the rocks are mountains. I’m an explorer, conquering the world. I pick up a crab, its monstrous legs waving in the air, big enough to slay a shrimp with one blow. It’s as big as a dinosaur, except I’m as big as a hundred dinosaurs so he fits in my palm. He tickles. I think he’s trying to pinch me. I put him on different rocks and watch him try to escape and I have to catch him again to save the world.

It’s fun until this man shows up with his son and starts showing him how to fish. Fancy having a dad teach you something, like he’s a schoolteacher or something. Why isn’t he at work like normal dads? I bet that boy’s mum even has two legs. When I was little and didn’t know much, I thought everyone’s mum had one real leg and one tin leg, one proper arm and one gimpy one that didn’t do much. Not even clip you round the ear’ole.

I’m bored. Anyway, there are a lot of people now. Some of them are coming onto my bit of beach. I want to tell them to go away, this is mine, but they’re everywhere. I take the crab back to the pool where I found him. That’s where his home must be.

Mum said her family used to have a home in London before the bloody Germans bombed it. Not that she says bloody in front of me, only when she thinks I can’t hear. Now we have to live in a caravan. The bomb killed my granny, aunties and sister, but I don’t know them, so I don’t have to cry. We’re not supposed to cry anyway. It lets the side down. Mum only does it at night, after we go to bed.

My little brothers are twins, they were born in our caravan in the middle of a storm. These women came in to help mum and they had to prop her tin leg outside the door to make room. It still had its shoe on. It got all wet.

I go back for my shoes, but there’s only one there. I walk up and down, zigzag even, then I can’t even remember where I found this one. The seagulls shout at everyone. They want the people to go away, too, but they don’t listen. I give up and go to the shops to look for coins to buy sweets. Liquorice is my favorite. Mum’s is gobstoppers.

A policeman stops me and asks me if I’m lost. He thinks I’m a tourist. Well I’m not. I live here. Squashed in a stupid caravan with a mum with one blown off leg and two brothers you can’t tell apart. Sometimes my dad too. I don’t want to tell the policeman this. I don’t want to say anything. Nothing at all. He asks again but I keep my mouth shut. I’m not sure why, but it feels like an adventure.

After a bit he tells me I have to go with him, and he pulls me along by my elbow to the station. He makes me sit in the waiting room while he talks to another policeman. I sit there for hours. Literally hours while the policemen do policemen things. Every so often they ask where my parents are, but I don’t answer. I don’t want to.

Only then my tummy starts to rumble, really loud. I ask if I can go. One of them says something about a cat giving my tongue back, but I don’t see a cat. He asks me where my shoe is, and I tell him we live in the caravan park.

I wonder if he’s going to walk all the way home with me. But instead, the best thing in the whole world happens. He takes me home in the police car. The police car! My life is now better than anyone else’s, even kids who have two shoes and a house stuck to the ground like it should be. The car is black and shiny. I poke my tongue out at myself in the silver bit on the door and it looks really funny and big. Inside, the seat is cold, leather and slippery. It smells a bit musty and a bit like exhaust. It’s real and tough, like a grown-up man. I wave at every kid I see, except a boy my age holding his mum's hand. I hope someone recognizes me. I want everyone to see me. The car goes so fast, the engine’s really loud. It’s the best day ever.

I don’t even get upset when mum shouts and spanks me for losing my shoe. She says I can’t go out and play again for a month. I have to stay home and do stupid chores. Chores, chores and more stupid chores. She keeps adding them until the post comes. Dad’s sent a letter saying he’s found a house and we have to move to London. Mum has to take their savings out for a deposit. So much for me getting new shoes ever again. My brothers have to go with her to the Post Office. I’m supposed to stay home, but I don’t.

I put on my one good shoe. I go to the shops and look at the ground like I’m lost, peeping to see if a Bobby comes along. I bet they don’t have police cars in London. Not with all that bloody rubble everywhere from the houses blowing up. I wonder if you can find treasure though. That might be fun. And maybe if we don’t have to be so squashed together mum and dad won’t get so angry at each other.

I look up because there’s a commotion ahead. Some lady has dropped her bag, there’s stuff all over the pavement. Not some lady. It’s mum. She’s shouting at my brothers to pick it up, but they’re just standing there doing nothing. They should have carried it for her in the first place. She turns bright red and keeps saying sorry to the people helping her.

She sees me. “Peter, come here!” she shouts. I don’t want to. I run down the road and up an alleyway. She can’t run after me. She can’t catch me. I wait in a doorway, breathing quietly. 

After a long time, I poke my head around the corner. She hasn’t gone. She has her groceries back, and she’s looking in a shop window. The hardware shop. She puts her gimpy hand up to her mouth and makes a funny noise like she’s trying not to cry. My little brothers’ noses are smudged up against the shop window. They’re too little. They don’t know mum doesn’t like tools because you need both hands to use them. I hide again.

***
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The next week Dad comes home. He doesn’t laugh or talk with mum. They both just start shouting. Dad starts to pack. His stuff and the twins’ stuff. He pats me on the back, tells me I can visit, and off they go, the three of them.

“What about us?” I say.

“He doesn’t need us. He’s going to make an instant bloody family with his new floozy in their new bloody cozy house.” Things must be bad, mum said bloody. Twice. Then they get worse. She starts crying, right there in front of me, all loud and messy.

I pull my shoe off. I kick it under the bed so hard I must’ve dented the wall but I don’t care. I walk out and slam the door behind me. I run down to the shops so fast I get all wheezy and have to walk up and down the alleyway till I catch my breath again. I wipe my face. I’m not crying, it’s just running that fast made my eyes water. I start walking up and down in front of the shops and wait for a policeman. I find a penny. A whole penny. I put it in my pocket it and pretend I’m still lost. I can’t believe mum would cry like that.

A Bobby walks by, doesn’t even notice I don’t have any shoes on. I go down to the beach instead but I can’t even find a crab.

There aren’t any dads out here. There aren’t any dads left at my house. No twins either. Just me and mum. The wind is hurting my eyes again. I check my pocket. The penny’s still there. I go back to the sweet shop. My feet are wet and sandy. They hurt. It’s not fair. Nothing’s bloody fair. 

But fair or not fair, I suppose I'm the man of the house now. I have to look after mum.

I slide the penny over. “A gobstopper, please.”
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The Cookie Table
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A From Ashes to Song Story

It'd never been Assunta's task to make frolline di Santa Lucia, nor any other cookies. They weren't even typically baked for Christmas, but Assunta could think of nothing else to make with the few ingredients she could afford, and she'd not be humiliated by showing up at the Conati's home empty-handed.

She wished she could be at her own home in Italy for Christmas. Mamma would fill the kitchen with her pearà, a sauce made from simple ingredients—bread crumbs, oxtail, and broth. Cooked slowly and served with boiled tongue, it tasted like heaven.

Assunta yearned for the flavors of home. She'd have to look at her shopping list for the coming week. They'd eaten plain polenta for a week to afford the sugar and lemon for the cookies, but if she could rustle the ingredients, gnocchi with sage and butter would be a perfect dish to herald in 1912.

Her first Christmas and new year in America. Everything about this place felt foreign. Despite their American style house, the Conati family provided a tie of sorts, at least with home, as Mrs. Conati had been a child when her family came over from Assunta's town in Italy.

Assunta felt like a stranger in their home—they were the family of Nandy's first wife, may she rest in peace, and yet this was the only home she had been inside, apart from the shanty. Besides, there was Gino to think about.

She broke the rested cookie dough into four then rolled
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