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Present: 
Veronica Carolan
Ian Clark
Adele Duffield
Lesley Pemberton
Sue Thomason

Welcome to the second virtual meeting of the Whitby Writers Group since the start of the covid-19 
lockdown. The first moot went okay, and the group seemed keen to have another one.

Please send your comments on each contribution to me, by Monday night, 20 April. 
It will help me a lot if you choose a subject line for the email containing:

• WWG (for virtual WWG) or VPG (for virtual poetry group)
• the date of the moot

You can add your name too, but Gmail shows it to me anyway, so it’s redundant.
Example: 

WWG 16 Apr 2020


This PDF comes to you attached to an email with a good-enough subject line, so why not just open 
the email again and press Reply?

If for technical reasons you can’t see the attachment, there’s a list of past (commented) PDFs here:
www.whitbywriters.com/proceedings-of-virtual-meetings 


Click an item on the list, and the chosen PDF will be downloaded to your computer.

When I get your comments back I will append them to the appropriate contribution in an update to 
these proceedings, which I will email to you again. It will have the title:

WWG_16_Apr_2020[COMMENTED].pdf

–––––––––––––––––––––––– 

Matters Arising: 
ADELE

Thanks for the feedback on my Spring  poem from last time everyone. I have renamed it now, and altered a 
bit of  the text as advised where confusion had arisen with ‘icy’ . It’s good to get this feedback. Thanks everyone. 

SUE
A virtual writers group is MUCH better than nothing... but not as good as face-to-face, for me. I'm finding 

writing quite hard, at the moment. But doing some. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––– 

Members’ Contributions: 
Let’s start with Veronica’s story…
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Veronica Carolan

Skyhawk
The greenery parted easily as he pushed his way forward.  The colours were 

breathtaking as the afternoon sun filtered through.  Honeycombed rocks gave root to 
tiny algae: fawny-green, yellow, orangey-red.  He used them as handholds, knowing that 
he would leave no imprint.  Fronds of  green, ripply at the edges, waved at him.  Blue-
green, feathery branches brushed his hair, parting as he moved though.  At last, the 
rocks gave way to sand as the screen parted and he rested.  Quickly, he glanced behind 
him.  He could hear nothing and the slight movement behind him indicated only his 
own passage. 

He let out his breath with relief  and stretched upwards towards the sun warm on his 
face, then looked down.  Bubbles were bursting on the surface, competing with the 
ripples, and without hesitation he ducked again, alert and silent. 

Triumphant, he exulted.  “YES!”  The shout rang in his head, expanding like the 
ripples.  But he must give nothing away.  This was his secret, his challenge.  No one must 
know of  this place; no one must guess the way through, not even his beloved teacher. 

“Skyhawk.”  A peculiar name for an instructor.  Why had his tutor chosen it, he 
wondered? the eagle eye, perhaps?  The lofty viewpoint of  experience poised in 
judgment?  Surely not.  That was too haughty, too self-important, to describe this austere 
but compassionate man.  The sharpness of  insight was there, though.  Skyhawk had a 
discipline born of  many years of  training.  He knew himself  through and through.  His 
skill and achievements spoke for themselves.  People came from all over the continent to 
listen to him lecture.  When you first came across him you wondered why: he seemed 
quite ordinary.  But in personal encounter it became something else.  You were held 
under his gaze.  It was uncomfortable but compelling.  It was as though his eyes passed 
through you, summing you up while they focused on something totally beyond you.  It 
almost seemed as though that beyond was located deep down inside you, that you were 
connected to it without ever having known it.  You were totally out of  your depth, whilst 
being firmly anchored and put in place.  And if  you stayed your ground and met that 
gaze until you wanted to escape and open your mouth to utter any nonsense that came 
into your head, then you would suddenly find yourself  totally disarmed.  He would smile 
and enquire about your journey and make some remark about its being the season for 
change, and aske what he could do for you: offer you some refreshment, perhaps.  Then 
he would serve you himself  from the neat kitchenette in his office, suddenly revealed 
behind you at a touch as the paper screen slid back on waxed runners, and as you began 
to relax you were suddenly aware of  a beckoning behind the banalities, which invited you 
to step into a different dimension and meet him on a different level, revealed for the first 
time, yet familiar. 

That was how it had been for Jono. 

It was sound business sense, not to paper his walls with certificates or accolades, but 
to have the single trophy handing in simplicity above his head, unremarked on but ever 
remarkable… 
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–––––––––––––––––––––––– 

SUE 
I had to read this several times before it started to make sense. On first reading, the picture in my mind was 

of  someone pushing through (land) vegetation, and because I’m an (easy grade) rock climber/scrambler, 
“handholds” immediately suggested that the person is now rock climbing. Because the vegetation’s colour and 
texture seem non-standard, I wonder if  we’re on another planet – and therefore whether this person is Hom. sap 
or some other kind of  sentient species, body-plan as yet unknown (is this why they can hold on to algae?). 
Because I’d got locked in to “climbing”, when “the screen parted” I was very puzzled, and wondered if  this was 
some kind of  virtual-reality experience. And I couldn’t make sense of  what was happening when (the climber) 
looked down (from the top of  the climb, obviously) and saw “bubbles bursting on the surface” – duh? The 
surface of  what?  Is this a nonlinear drug-induced experience, or a dream? 

 I read the first two paragraphs again and again. Eventually, I figured out that the narrator is not 
climbing. He is underwater, emerging onto a beach. (Where? Why?) 

 We then switch to reminiscence about the instructor Skyhawk (are “instructor” and “tutor” the same 
person?) I feel frustrated that I don’t yet know what Skyhawk is an instructor *of*, and that you don’t show us 
what the incredibly important single trophy *is* -- this is starting to feel like you are deliberately withholding 
information from the reader. 

 So: this is a short piece of  writing, I don’t have enough information to place it yet. I have no idea what’s 
going on, or why, or where, or who Jono is (is Jono the narrator’s name, and if  so why is he suddenly referring to 
himself  in the third person – and if  Jono is not the narrator, who *is* Jono?) So the story hasn’t started yet, for 
me. So I would like to see more, please. 

ADELE
Loved the mystery of  this and right from the start was wondering what he was - the line ‘he used them as 

handholds, knowing that he would leave no imprint’ made me think he was otherworldly. Full of  intrigue to 
know more… 

LESLEY
I couldn’t quite grasp what this was about, even after reading it several times. 
Is it part of  a longer story? 
The last sentence says “single trophy handing in simplicity” – I think maybe a typo and should be “hanging”? 

Also, near the end it says “aske what he could do for you”. 

JENNY
I found this beautifully written, with such competent descriptions but I did not feel myself  drawn into the 

story, or skipping down the page to see what happens next. 

IAN
The adventure stories in my school library often introduced their heroes via character-portraits just like this, 

but in this age of  short attention-spans it’s gone out of  fashion. Creative Writing instructors drone on about 
“show-not-tell”. But I think you could get away with sprinkling the actual text as set down here inside an action-
packed chapter. So if  you’re good at cut-and-paste, it could turn out to be an effective writing technique for you. 

However you might well write such a piece as part of  a full-dress book proposal (also going out-of-fashion), 
or even for your own private notes on the novel. There’s no substitute for getting to know your characters, and 
this is a good way of  doing it. 

There are then two distinct parts to the piece: 
• a prose-portrait of  “Skyhawk” – maybe a fieldcraft instructor in some jungle warfare training camp? 
• an action-sequence about one of  Skyhawk’s trainees maybe, which I found satisfyingly atmospheric. 
“Jono” is better named up-front, in my opinion. Trying to arouse a sense of  mystery by witholding essential 

information can arouse impatience instead – but adolescent readers should be more tolerant, since they’re 
conditioned to going with the flow until they twig what’s going on. 

Assuming this is a piece to test the water, I think it achieves its purpose. There is mileage in a novel about 
Jono and his encounter with Skyhawk, if  this is the sort of  thing you could keep up for a whole book, and the 
history of  a particular nation emerging from colonialism interests you enough to research it properly. It reminds 
me of  what I’ve read about guerilla leaders such as Mao Zedong, Che Guevara and General Giap. 

If  asked to guess what part of  the world this takes place in, I’d say Central America. I was reading recently 
that of  all the pre-Columbian peoples, the Maya have largely retained their native culture because they’ve had the 
Patén rainforest to hole up in. 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Ian Clark

The Wailing Wall and the Dome of the Rock
This is a redraft of a letter I sent in 2000 to a fellow member of some group or other – it doesn’t matter which. I came 
across it the other day and I’d forgotten all about it. Discovering it again reinforced my resolve to record any and all of my 
significant impressions at the time, as a guard against their disappearing from my life.

Dear Kim, 

I loved your article about Jerusalem and in particular your impressions of  ha-Kotel, the 
Wailing Wall. You write about the overwhelming sadness of  the place, of  the whole of  
Jerusalem, come to that. As Arthur Koestler noted, there’s a name for it: “Jerusalem 
sadness”. The Jews have a saying that when God poured sorrow out on the earth to 
punish mankind, nine parts of  it fell on Jerusalem, and one part on the rest of  the 
world. 

But did you take a good look at the Wall itself ? It is simply part of  the foundations of  
the original Herod’s Temple, built to stop it falling into the Tyropoean Valley. Yet these 
foundations were assembled from huge blocks of  stone, dressed with consummate skill, 
by people who’d obviously been doing this all their lives, and their fathers before them, 
and so on, and so on. The only thing in this modern age to compare with it in technical 
excellence is the microchip. When Arthur C Clarke in 2001: A Space Odyssey described a 3 
million year-old brick-shaped monolith carved exactly in the ratio 1:2:3, it’s my guess he 
was recalling his impressions of  the Wailing Wall. 

Standing above the Wailing Wall, occupying less than 10% of  the cleared but perfectly 
level site of  Herod’s Temple, is of  course the Dome of  the Rock, one of  the holiest 
places of  Islam. The Prophet (bless-his-name) wanted it to be the centre of  Islam, but 
after his death the ruling clique in Mecca had other ideas. When the Crusaders captured 
Jerusalem in 1099, they did not destroy the octagonal building with its golden dome, but 
referred to it as the “Temple”: the Knights Templars taking their name from it. When 
the Israelis overran Jerusalem in the Six-Day-War of  1967, there was a call to blow it up. 
But good sense prevailed. Even the Israeli army (as it was by then) recognised the unique 
status of  the Dome of  the Rock. 

At that time, the Israeli army, formed out of  the old Palmach (the anti-British “storm 
troopers” of  the kibbutz-based defence force) was dominated by kibbutzniks, who were 
at the forefront of  defending ha-Aretz, the “Land of  Israel”. The kibbutz movement was 
in its turn dominated by the haverim (“comrades”) of  Hashomer Hatzair (“The Young 
Guard”), peasant-marxists who had no time for organised religion.  

To the haverim, the reawakened Land of  Israel was not a colonial incursion by 
European settlers, but a resurgence of  the Land to its rightful place as the jewel of  a 
soon-to-be united Arab world. They did not see theirs as an ethnic battle of  Jews against 
Arabs, but as a struggle against intolerant organised religions which were nothing but the 
tools of  power-seeking warlords commanding thousands of  peaceful fellahin (the word 
means ‘peasants’ – i.e. men like themselves) to march to their deaths. Their view of  ha-
Aretz, the Land, had much in common with neo-pagans passionately defending their 
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sacred places – or the Earth itself. They argued that you can’t defend the whole Earth at 
once. You have to start somewhere and, like a tree, it has to be where your roots happen 
to strike. 

In case anyone is reading this with a cynical smirk, yes: they too were painfully aware 
of  the gap between ideal and reality. Even way back in 1965, before the Six-Day-War, 
when I was rubbing shoulders with survivors of  German Jewry in a kibbutz near 
Beersheba. They saw the major towns like Beersheba and Tel-Aviv filling up with 
middle-class Jews who just wanted to make money. Whilst the haverim stood bleeding on 
the borders, trading bullets with the fellaheen – people they knew as their own brothers – 
these urbanised newcomers – colonists indeed! – had much more of  an us-and-them 
attitude and made no distinction between Arabs, Muslims, Syrians and the Arab 
leadership. And you should have heard what the haverim had to say about people with 
beards and uniforms: a bible in one hand and a gun in the other! As militant atheists, 
they didn’t believe in the devil, but if  they had…! 

To get back to the Dome of  the Rock, for me it stands for everything that is wrong 
with Jerusalem. And not just Jerusalem, but the whole of  Israel, of  Palestine, indeed the 
whole world. It is the city’s central, most prominent building, so you can’t say I’m being 
unfair to one sector of  the populace. But Muslims happen to believe that whatever place 
they worship in becomes a mosque. Now there is nothing wrong with that, if  you believe 
that anywhere on earth becomes sacred if  you make it so. The problem arises when you 
say: because it’s a mosque it’s not a church, or a temple.  

When I tried to go into the Dome of  the Rock back in 1979, I was stopped at the gate 
by Arabs in the uniform of  the Israeli police. The line was: I was not a Muslim so I 
couldn’t go in. To me at the time that seemed to be unfair: Muslims and Jews were not 
excluded from the Christian shrines. However I know now that exactly the same sort of  
exclusion would operate in the Church of  the Holy Sepulchre, the chief  Christian shrine 
in the City, if  any one party among its feuding custodians could prevail – but they can’t. 
Hence the absurd pantomimes of  protest and confrontation which regularly take place 
there. Unedifying though this is, it’s probably a more honest expression of  mankind’s 
pathetic posturings that the apparent air of  order and consensus between Jews and 
Muslims surrounding the Dome of  the Rock. To me that is nothing but a cloak for 
exclusivity and special-pleading. 

I have a dream: and in that dream the Holy Sepulchre, the Dome of  the Rock, indeed 
the whole City of  Jerusalem, becomes holy to everyone, even pagans and atheists. 
Especially pagans and atheists. Now you've heard the Jewish joke about the Promised 
Land. It is called that because it’s been promised to everyone and delivered to no one. 
But in my dream, everyone recognises that the Land is holy, not only to themselves but 
to everyone else, and they respect the fact. So, from being a divided city (as it was when I 
saw it in 1965, when like Berlin there was a barbed-wire wall dividing it, over which 
bullets and mortar shells were regularly exchanged), the city of  Jerusalem becomes a 
Free City: an International City to overshadow Singapore or Hong Kong, in repute if  
not in size. 
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The Jebusites, the original owners of  the city before King David conquered it, claimed 
it was the Navel of  the Universe. In my dream it becomes just that. From being the 
world's greatest monument to intolerance, it becomes the navel of  everyone’s universe. 
Tolerance radiates out from it in waves, eventually covering the whole earth. Which at 
last, in its turn, everyone recognises to be sacred: not only to themselves, but also to 
everybody else. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––– 
SUE

I learned a lot from this piece. I didn’t know the Dome of  the Rock was the Templars’ temple, and I didn’t 
know it had been threatened with destruction after the Six-Day-War. I agree that it is beyond ironic that 
Jerusalem, the City of  Peace, should be such a focus of  sectarian conflict. What is *wrong* with us? Religions 
are supposed to be ways of  life that lead us *away* from tribalism and possessiveness, aren’t they? Although the 
idea of  separation, distinction, clean and unclean, goes very deep in Judaism. 

I am very moved by visualising the contrast between the plain stones of  the Wall, and the sublime 
architectural sophistication of  the Dome. 

You might be interested in this quote from THE MOON GODDESS AND THE SON (an SF novel by 
Donald Kingsbury) 

She felt this was the right time to show him a djinn. It was a block of  stone, four by two by one. The Nabateans left them 
everywhere, some big, some little, but all in the same proportions. 

“Everything you want is in there,” she said. ...  “God lives in that stone.” 
“That’s serious?” 
She smiled. “The Semites all had one thing in common. Their gods lived in stone. Yaweh lived in Beth El. The Semites weren’t 

sculptors so they couldn’t humanize their gods. Their gods remained abstract and powerful. Al Uzza of  the Nabateans. Yaweh and 
Allah. Allah still lives in a stone in Mecca. It’s that stone that a devout Moslem faces five times a day. Yaweh lived in the stone that 
was houses in the Ark of  the Covenant, and the Jews would still be worshipping it today if  it hadn’t been destroyed when the Temple 
of  Solomon was sacked. “The God of  my Rock, in Him Ah will trust,” she said, quoting the Southern Baptist Bible. 

A djinn in a bottle, waiting to be released, ready with three wishes if  on’y you’ll let him out. A god imprisoned in a rock, toted 
about on a wheelbarrow ready to do the bidding of  those who cared for him, but cantankerous and unpredictable because of  the 
confines of  his prison. I’m a god trapped in granite, thought Byron. 

“The Greeks were wonderful artists in stone and they could make their gods look so human that the Greeks believed them to be 
human – so we have a womanizing Zeus and a stupidly jealous Hera and no one was ever able to take the Greek pantheon 
seriously. Semitic gods are really fearsome because they have no form. God with a beard, sitting on a throne, is a Greek corruption of  
a Semitic universe Western man could not understand.” 

But to return to your piece. It’s not just exclusion from buildings, from territory, that is the problem. It’s 
exclusion from ceremony, from practice: you can’t do this. You are not one of  Us. I am currently reading THE 
BOOK OF JOY, an account of  a series of  for-the-public conversations between the Dalai Lama and Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu. And at one point the Archbishop gives the Dalai Lama communion. And I can just imagine the 
protestors jumping up and down and yelling “but he isn’t even a Christian, you can’t do that”. How is it that the 
teaching some people receive as “there is no Them”, other people receive as “you have to be really, really careful 
not to mix Us with Them”? I think... even imagining the Wall and the Dome of  the Rock gives me a faint taste 
of  transcendence; how is it that their solid reality can have the opposite effect on so many? (I just feel impossibly 
confused and stupid, and naïve...) 

What you have written is certainly worth recording. 

ADELE
Interesting letter overall. I lost the point a little, part of  the way in, because of  tangents, but the interest was 

renewed again on your recollection of  the 1979 visit. 
Did you get a response? It would be interesting to know what she said. 

VERONICA
I found this very informative as an essay.  I have never been to Jerusalem and although I am familiar with 

Judaism through my theological studies, I have been woefully ignorant of  more modern history from any 
standpoint.  

Your first paragraph took me straight to the Lamentations of  Jeremiah, perhaps a series of  five penitential 
liturgies, on the fall of  Jerusalm in 596BC and the terrible destruction of  the city and its Temple ten years later. 

How you made the mind-boggling leap from the precision engineering of  the wall to the microchip simply 
astounds me, but I think I see the connection. 
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Your writing reminds me that there is no easy division between politics and religion in any country or state 
that pretends to serve both.  Sadly, theistic religions are the most prone to self-righteous intolerance and cruelty 
and yet at their best, perhaps, they are a catalyst for community spirit, a sense of  belonging and purpose.  Every 
good thing has its shadow, after all.  It poses the question whether anything of  common value must start with 
the particular or the individual: "you can't defend the whole Earth at once. You have to start somewhere and, like 
a tree, it has to be where your roots happen to be."  I thoroughly concur, however, with your view of  the 
problem arising from saying that because a building is a mosque it's not a church or a temple. 

"I have a dream"...most obviously prophetic as with Dr Martin Luther King's famous opening line.  That 
dream was articulated by the OT prophets which looked forward to Zion in all its aspects being the sacred goal, 
the mother if  you like, of  all nations, with all being welcomed and sheltered equally, where all would belong 
equally. 

LESLEY
This is not a place I have visited and, to be honest, neither was I very much aware of  the history, so thank 

you for enlightening me. 
I like your view in the last paragraph. If  only humankind would be tolerant of  each other, the world would be 

a happier place. 

JENNY
I thought this a really interesting and rounded viewpoint of  Jerusalem's religious places and insight into the 

ongoing political difficulties associated with them. It had a universal and circular quality to the writing, which is 
something I always like and aspire to. For example comparing ancient stonemasonry skills to a microchip and 
giving ancient and modern beliefs about the wall and the rock, and a not unrealistic hope for their role in the 
future. 
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Adele Duffield
I have taken extracts from my Coronavirus Diaries (below) to give a flavour of what I’m writing.  It’s part personal and part 
observational on the way things are.  I think, if nothing else, it will be an honest reflection of how I felt and saw things as 
they actually happened during this sad time of a worldwide crisis, so hopefully it will be good to look back on.  I’m not 
sure whether anything will be done about publishing it, but will see.

Coronavirus Diaries, 2020
A personal record of  the cataclysmic events of  a new virus for which we have no cure 

and which started on New Year’s Eve 2019 in China.  I started to work on this from mid 
to late March 2020 when we had to start taking precautions in this country and we were 
seeing the effects of  world cases escalate.  Some figures have been put in retrospectively 
for the early days. 

First cases of  Coronavirus revealed in Wuhan (capital city of  Hubei province and has 
11million residents) in China.  Apparently, it all started with a pangolin which was being 
alive along with thousands of  other animals the Chinese keep on the street in such 
markets for killing, selling and eating.  Some say the pangolin was bitten by a bat which 
was infected.  Some say it was a natural virus that pangolins have but it has never 
transmitted to humans before.  I haven’t researched this yet, but time will tell.  It looks 
like China and the way they market food may have a lot to answer for. 

In only a matter of  days the Chinese government had locked down the area and 
stopped movement in and out of  the area.  However, internal flights to Hong Kong 
were allowing the flow of  carriers to spread the virus which many people would not 
have known they had.  Apparently, it incubates for between 5-10 days.  Symptoms are a 
tickly cough in the throat followed by a fever/high temperature.  The virus attacks the 
immune system through the respiratory system and this is why anyone with COPD and 
other illnesses such as heart disease, cancers or generally low immune system will be at 
risk of  death.  People are being put on oxygen in isolation in hospitals but at the 
moment it appears there is very little else anyone can do.  Scientists are working on it, 
but without any previous cases, they do not have sufficient quantities of  the virus to 
work on antidotes.  Healthy people may only suffer a mild dose, and for some reason 
children do not seem to be getting the illness, though they may be carrying it. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

25th Jan 

No UK cases confirmed. 

Around the 28th February 

There was an interview on the Jeremy Vine show with a man whose mother was 
staying with him in China and was locked down with no chance of  an imminent flight 
home and seemably no help from the UK for the repatriation of  UK citizens.  He was 
forlorn at the prospect of  his mother being confined in a flat with no hope of  fresh air 
and running out of  medicines to stay.  He was frightened and yet we had no realization 
of  what he actually felt like.  It hadn’t yet reached us in the UK and we think were safe at 
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the moment.  Surely it would b contained in China and just die out soon once it had run 
its course. 

1st March 

35 cases. 

Rising daily so that by 10th March we had our first 6 deaths in the UK.  Between 10th and 20th March the number of cases 
had risen to 3,983 with 177 deaths recorded.

21st March 

Another 1035 cases bringing the total cases to 5018.  Deaths today 56 – total so far, 
233. 

22nd March 

Another 665 cases bringing the total cases to 5683.  Deaths today 48 – total so far, 
281. 

Monday 23rd March  

On annual leave from work and should have been our last day in the Lakes.  Good job 
we didn’t go with all pubs, bars and cafes closing on Friday night – would have been 
difficult as a group.  Ok during the day walking the fells but, on a night, we would have 
felt so guilty being there.  This is the weird thing about all of  this.  I feel so guilty doing 
things that are essential and tell myself  they are not, but going to the shop for two sets 
of  parents in the critical category is definitely a necessity.  Feeling guilty for going out for 
a walk is very strange. but I’m also checking in on work email regularly as it’s been a 
changeable situation over the last week particularly with people self-isolating if  they 
think they have Covid-19 and everything seems to be ramping up now on a regular basis 
somehow.  Daily news is disappointingly sad with numbers of  cases worldwide and 
country by country revealing how devastating this virus is.  You switch on the TV and its 
full of  news about it and nothing else, Facebook is full of  it and Twitter and all other 
mediums of  social contact.  The good old British sense of  humour fascinated me 
though with abundant memes coming out that are hilarious about the coronavirus.  If  
we didn’t laugh, we might cry.  But I wish people would stop their panic buying.  It’s a 
disgrace and very apocalyptic.  Then you see a little old man coming into Lidl with a 
mask on his face and trying to buy a few bits and there’s nothing left.  Shameful.  We are 
a disgrace sometimes and I am ashamed to consider myself  part of  the human race 
when they act like this.  Nothing else is subject of  the day.  Even the weather is second 
now and there is no other news. It’s like all the rest of  the news in the world has 
suddenly fallen by the wayside and nothing else is happening in the world. There is no 
longer any hunger or war or crises in the world other than Covid-19.  What happened to 
Brexit?  What happened to plastics polluting our planet?  Where is Greta Thunberg?   

Still no toilet paper in the shops and no sanitizer to be had anywhere.  Freezers are 
empty, tinned food, pasta, rice and dried foods are gone and bread, sliced bread – 
nothing!  How can people afford to keep buying all this stuff?  It must be difficult to get 
into some people’s houses as they probably can’t move for toilet roll meeting them at the 
door.  Plenty of  fresh fruit and veg though – that’s good for us as we cook fresh and eat 
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a lot of  it.  We have run out of  Quorn mince though and cannot find it anywhere.  Must 
try and find some soon. 

Thank goodness for having Alec and Tierney home for a couple of  days and Laura is 
back tonight after work in Leeds as well.  Lovely meal planned to eat at the table as a 
family, and have a bottle of  wine to normalize things.  Tierney has had to wave goodbye 
to about £30k worth of  work abroad with the cancellation of  sporting events and lock-
down of  travel across borders.  Still don’t know what might happen to the Olympic 
Games – they are holding off  but people can’t train properly and they can’t get into 
qualifying competitions to get a place for their country’s team.  Worrying time for all of  
them.  Tierney and Alec trying to come up with an online version of  her stretching/
physio workout sessions since the gym shut where she has her business based.  Alec is 
working from home and so both of  them have been isolating quite a lot.  Alec’s London 
office shut down last week so he’s working from home now.    Laura is wondering how 
things will play out in finance and not going into the office either in Leeds, 
Knaresborough or Wykeham is worrying as this gives her support by her boss on advice 
for clients and she learns a lot by watching him and seeing how everything is done from 
the ground up with the admin girls.  One of  them was very mean to her today when she 
went into the office in Wykeham as she objected to her being in the office because she 
lives in Leeds and said she should go home.  Leeds has more cases and is a city – Laura 
asked her boss/advisor what the score was and he was livid and had words with the 
woman quite vocally and Laura heard it all but it made her feel like she wasn’t wanted in 
the office. These are worrying times and people shouldn’t be mean but they are 
panicking for their own safety and are acting irrationally. 

Boris made an announcement at 8.30pm on TV so we all watched and were stunned 
into shock and silence as he told the nation that we must all isolate with immediate 
effect.  The only movement out of  home must be for essential travel to work for those 
who absolutely cannot work from home, to get groceries or prescriptions/medicines, 
and to have one form of  exercise a day- either a walk, run or cycle and no-one must be 
in groups of  more than two outside unless you are from the same isolating household 
and you must stay 2 metres apart.  Police and army have been instructed to break-up up 
any groups of  people, issue fines to those ignoring the rules.  These new instructions are 
set for the next 12 weeks and will be reviewed after monitoring and either progression or 
halting of  the virus as time proceeds.  The news flattened the household entirely.  Alec 
and Tierney felt the need to go back home to Skipton immediately and did.  Laura was 
upset about having to decide between Leeds and Whitby – living in a house to a couple 
due the self-isolating household that her flat-mate’s girlfriend was in and so they had 
been living together at Laura’s house, and now Jenny has moved out, Laura would be the 
gooseberry in her own home.  Either that, or she stayed with us and felt the pressure of  
eating and being watched or causing stress between me and Neil.  Dilemma, and an 
upsetting one, but she decided to go back to Leeds the next morning.   

Friday 27th March 

Apparently, Boris Johnson has now got Covid-19 and is self-isolating at home.  How 
does the person who is instructing everyone else how to behave get the virus?  Is he not 
following his own instructions?  Both he and the Health Minister have come down with 
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it.  I suppose thinking about it rationally, they have to be in the House of  Commons and 
actively be present with many people on a daily basis.  The staff  in there must be finding 
it difficult when there are so many door handles, rails, banister and shared surfaces that 
people touch, it becomes difficult to avoid.  Really, we still don’t know enough about it 
and everything we are instructed to do is only a measure taken by professionals advising 
us how to best deal with something new.  There is little evidence out there as to what is 
safe and what isn’t.  We are really all guinea pigs in the world trials of  working out how 
to stay safe.  We are making educated assumptions daily based on what is happening 
daily.  We are at least following a few weeks behind the likes of  China, Italy and Spain 
where it has been devastating, but pictures and evidence is at least coming together bit 
by bit.  What is happening in New York City now is incredible and devastating, (over 
50,000 cases) and the idiot Trump is still saying ridiculous things like “two weeks, and 
then we will have nine days, and it will be a beautiful time at Easter for it to be over.  I 
just think it will be a beautiful time to celebrate together” – cretin.  What planet is he on?  
He’s refusing to go into lock-down or to quarantine the place and the Governor of  New 
York is determined to keep things flowing as he said it would cripple the stock exchange 
and put America into financial trouble for months if  not years.  Well boohoo.  Look 
what’s happened the financial markets everywhere else in the world – we’re all in this 
together and these loonies just think they can rise above it. 

I went down for my prescription – Averil said hers was being sent to her by home 
delivery.  Never seen the doctor’s car park so empty.  The system is that you knock on 
the window of  the pharmacy from outside.  They open it and you give your name.  A 
pair of  gloved hands passes you the prescription – no need to sign anything as that 
would mean touching a pen and the paper you have to give back to them.  From now on 
it will be sent out after I go online and order it.  Popped into Lidl for a few bits while 
out and this is the first time I’ve been there and seen the 2 metre queue markers on the 
floor for entry into the supermarket.  There wasn’t a queue – just two guards smoking 
cigarettes counting numbers in and out to have a controlled number of  people indoors.  
\they now only operate one till at a time to control customer social distancing.  Shelves 
don’t seem too bad but still no toilet rolls or hand sanitisers anywhere.  They’ve started 
to bag up the fresh bread now as I suppose people won’t risk buying them in case 
someone has touched them.  Maybe that’s why it was ok last week getting fresh bread.  I 
hadn’t thought of  that because I was assuming people didn’t touch it and used the tongs 
that they provide.  Maybe people don’t act like me and struggle balancing bread into 
paper bags and instead they just pick them up and rummage for the best one.  Not a nice 
thought; maybe paranoia is setting in with me now.  Will I ever buy a loose item again?  
I’ve certainly started washing all loose fruit and veg and I didn’t always.  When you’re 
cooking food a temperature you will surely rid it of  any bacteria, won’t you?  If  we 
become too paranoid about cleanliness then we will surely only reduce our immune 
systems and find it a struggle to combat even the slightest sign of  infection or disease. 

Another 2885 cases, total so far 14,543.  Deaths today 181, total so far 759. 

Saturday 28th March 

Got a reminder on my phone in the afternoon that I had said I would join in a Zoom 
meeting with the Tees Women Poets.  I had forgotten.  But I joined in anyway.  My first 
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time on Zoom.  I did it on the phone as there was a connection and I hadn’t worked out 
how to do it on my laptop as I thought I needed the app and my laptop is Microsoft.  
Meeting went ok – I think it was fairly new for most of  us to use Zoom.  As with all 
video conferencing that I have done before, it is difficult to retain focus, voices overlap 
each other, and the camera jumped back and forth to the different voices.  None of  us 
had written anything new.  We all felt that the week had been so surreal staying at home 
with no physical social contact, home-schooling for some, caring for elderly, managing to 
deal with normal life in an abnormal way, and just constantly hearing the news about 
Covid-19 and nothing else.  There was a muted depression in the air that we all feel.  So 
many of  us also have friends, family or just ourselves worrying about jobs and income 
and how to claim benefits or any of  the new offering the government have put in place 
to help the country get through this.  It just seems all too big to imagine that writing 
poetry could even be possible and how could you capture the magnitude of  what is 
going on in a strong enough way to do it justice? Either that, or writing poetry about 
what is going on seems irrelevant when there are so many people working in essential 
jobs like NHS, care facilities, food industry and so on, that there is a guilt about whether 
this is enough.  Difficult times for so many. 

Sunday 29th March 

Neil deep-cleaned our bedroom this morning.  Maybe it is a Spring clean for the May 
Queen or maybe he just needed to do something.  45mph winds stopped a bike ride and 
then it hailed and snowed.  Got me to thinking about the effects of  coronavirus on our 
planet again.  Without all the polluting into the atmosphere from cars and planes the 
composition of  the sky and the atmosphere must surely be different.  When we get 
Sahara dust and other phenomenon of  weather from elsewhere in the world, what will 
be the outcome of  clearer skies?  Will the plants grow better and bigger?  Will the rain 
be cleaner?  Surely as well, without the need to go out socially, people won’t (can’t except 
online) buy new clothes as much so surely there will be a drop in non-decomposable or 
plastic wastes.  Will the layer of  life from 2020 look different in years to come?  Will this 
year go down in history like the 1666 Great Fire of  London (and that was only 
London!), or 1665 when the plague hit – but then, maybe the Fire was a way of  
informing us about how to live better after a year of  plague.  The Black Death in Eurasia 
in the 14th Century killed an estimated 75-200 million people (records are vague for 
obvious reasons). Maybe coronavirus is our new plague and we need an apocalyptic 
wake-up call to see the light.  

Laura queued for over 1.5 hours just to get into Waitrose this morning!  Crazy times.  
Apparently, Boris is going to be sending letters to every household in the UK and we 

need to go even further.  This morning there were another 2,433 cases and 19,522 
confirmed cases so far, and 209 new deaths today, totalling 1,228 people so far who have 
died from it. Just so sad. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
SUE

I think you are both brave and perceptive to be writing about the pandemic while it’s still ongoing. I don’t 
have much to say about this as a piece of  writing, because I think its intention is both to be an immediate 
personal record of  events, and to be material for reflecting on later... and later hasn’t come yet. I think it’s a good 
thing to be doing, though. 
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VERONICA
An interesting reminder and evocation of  feeling about the early events of  the Coronavirus outbreak.  Once 

or twice the flow of  the narrative was interrupted by the omission of  words or lines, which threw me a bit: 
should there be a word such as 'kept' alive....in line 3 of  paragraph 2?  Likewise, line 5 of  Around the 28th 
February: "to stay...." what/where?  Also, in the last paragraph of  23rd March, I had a bit of  difficulty making 
sense of  who was where! 

An interesting journal not only chronicles events but also comments on the feelings or questions they evoke.  
I'm sure many of  us have reacted in a similar way to news of  panic buying in the early days, and you rightly 
highlight the plight of  the most vulnerable.  Your  "we were all stunned into shock and silence" makes me realise 
how necessary it is to understand the impact of  the lockdown on various groups of  society.  I am so aware that 
being retired, with no rent or mortgage to pay and with a regular income, cushions me from that shock and 
ongoing knagging anxiety and worry, with all its practical outworkings. 

Your entry of  27th March gives clear details of  many different aspects of  day to day experience which can 
easily be lost in the haze of  time.  Your use of  daily totals read like a Responsory in a litany, for those who are 
used to such things!  I'm interested, having just participated in 2 Zoom meetings with friend and family, how this 
has become a new social phenomenon rather than being kept to the boardroom and is being used creatively.  
How much will this change society,  I wonder? 

29th March.  There was also an outbreak of  typhus in Algeria between late 1941 and February 1942, which 
inspired Albert Camus to write "La Peste".  I'm in the early stages of  reading it in French, as I did for A level.  I 
loved the book then, and the parallels with today's crisis are very striking.  It is indeed, so sad. 

LESLEY
It was interesting to read your observations of  the way things have played out over the last few months, and 

how it has affected you and your family and others. I’m sure we all have our views, maybe many are similar to 
yours. 

I like the snippet about your husband (partner?) doing a deep clean. I could picture a man wearing an apron, 
gloves and a shower cap, wielding cleaning products and the vacuum cleaner! 

What irritates me is the negativity about the whole thing by the media - I’m aware it is a serious pandemic and 
no one yet knows how it will play out...and probably it will recur. But, hey, how many people die of  flu every 
year, how many die of  other serious illnesses? There’s no mass panic to treat them and prevent infection 
spreading. Then, the newscasters say something like “1 in 6 people who died yesterday died from Covid-19”. 
Doesn’t that mean that “5 in 6 people didn’t die from it but from something else”? 

Not to mention the conspiracy theories, propaganda and fake news! 
I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks Donald Trump is an idiot. I could go on...but I won’t. 
Except to say we are now getting some positive reports – things like Captain Tom and others raising money 

to help others. 
An interesting snippet on a TV programme a couple of  days ago...it was a daily cookery thing and the 

presenter was talking to a doctor (video link) who said when people are stressed/anxious the rational part of  
their brain shuts down and you can’t reason with them. Which I suppose goes some way to explain the panic 
buying and abusive behaviour some people have been exhibiting. 

There’ll be plenty more to add to your ‘diary’ as things move forward. Perhaps you will share more. 

JENNY
I think if  we had been "live" at La Rosa, we could have spent all morning discussing this piece alone. It 

catches the fast moving pace of  the Corona Virus itself, contrasted with the slow grind of  the Lockdown. 
Contrasting confusing world politics with the problem of  where to buy Quorn mince. The strange irony of  the 
very recent Greta Thunberg influence and the present fear of  buying anything without protective packaging. Fear 
of  the human touch. The ease at which we have all accepted very restrictive rules and standing behind striped 
lines to do our shopping is well described. 

 Don't know if  such a diary will have any value at the end of   Lockdown. I think human nature will make us 
all go into wild partying and forget the whole awful thing. It being abundantly clear that we do not learn very 
much from history. However, this piece and its continuation, will be invaluable as a "snapshot in time", a 
personal record of  a horrible time and a turning point for our values, our society and our history. 

IAN
Little to say that others haven’t already said. Simply to urge you to keep this up to the end. Often in the past 

I’ve lived through periods I’ve thought worth recording. Sometimes I’ve written a passage or two – and on re-
reading them years later I’ve wanted to scourge myself  with a cycle chain for not finishing what I’d started. 
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Lesley Pemberton

Sport Relief
Linda did not enjoy the gym or games sessions at school. She preferred to be 

immersed in a good book or have a pen and paper to create stories. Hard as it was, 
struggling with Latin conjugations or Mathematical Theorems was more appealing than 
physical sport.  

Not that she was overweight or unhealthy, but she was not competitive in the way that 
some of  the other girls were. Being short in stature had its disadvantages. Unlike those 
long-legged Amazons who could leap over the high-jump with ease, fly over the sand in 
the long-jump and soar over the hurdles, Linda would have found it easier to do a Limbo 
under the high bar and construct an elaborate sand-castle in the long-jump pitch. As for 
the hurdles – if  ever anything was designed to inflict maximum trauma, they came a 
close first. Despite trying her best to use the correct technique to run towards, jump 
over and land safely on the other side of  the hurdle, Linda always managed to get 
tangled in the webbing, bringing the metal posts down and ending up bruised and 
sore...sometimes in places where one shouldn’t get injured.  

This would elicit a growl from Miss March, even worse, a bellow from Miss Grindle, 
the PE Teachers, admonishing her with something like: “Girl, you’re hopeless! Put that 
hurdle back up where it should be and get out of  the way.”  

Sadistic, that’s what they were – unless you happened to be one of  their pet pupils. 
Miss March had dark, curly hair and was quite attractive-looking but had somewhat of  a 
tomboy character. Miss Grindle was definitely more like a man than a woman. She would 
stride around and she spoke in a deep guttural voice. Her haircut was probably done by a 
barber rather than a ladies’ hairdresser.  

Linda was unsure whether or not it was best to be shunned by this pair but thought 
she would be more uneasy if  one or the other took a shine to her. The latter was unlikely 
because the only two sporty things Linda was any good at were swimming and climbing 
a rope. She’d learned to swim when quite young but was by no means going to be a 
national or international contender. However she did have a couple of  certificates 
indicating that she was a competent swimmer. As for the rope in the gym, Linda didn’t 
know why but she could climb to the top with ease, like a monkey shinning up a palm 
tree.  

Linda just didn’t see the point of  hitting a tennis ball or a shuttlecock back and forth 
over a net; nor of  running up and down a (usually) muddy field, chasing a small, hard 
ball with a hockey stick. Her legs and other parts of  her body seemed to get whacked 
more than the ball, even though she opted for what appeared to be one of  the safer 
places on left-wing. Why was hockey a winter sport? It invariably seemed to be raining, 
sometimes snowing, and they were still compelled to go out there on the hockey pitch in 
their thin shorts and Airtex tops in the freezing cold.  

Soaked to the skin and chilled to the bone, there was no comfort in having a hot 
shower afterwards. Whoever had control of  the water temperature in the school didn’t 
know what warm was, let alone hot. The water could barely be described as tepid and 
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there was never sufficient time to get dried off  properly before donning clothes to hurry 
off  to some other lesson.  

But one day, Linda found her niche in Rounders. Yes, another stupid game where she 
had difficulty bowling the ball or hitting it with the bat or running round the bases in 
time to beat the shout of  “Out!”  

Most girls wanted to be in on the action but Linda was usually one of  the last to be 
picked for one team or the other and ended up being sent far away as an out- fielder. It 
was here that she realised her wish not to be involved in the activities, not to be hit and 
battered and bruised and not to get muddy.  

In the far reaches of  the playing field, which sloped down to one corner, Linda could 
more or less stand on the side-line. It was rare for anyone to hit the ball that far and, if  
they did, she wasn’t expected to catch it. All she had to do was wait for the ball to hit the 
ground and take her time to go and retrieve it and throw it back into play. If  any of  the 
girls started shouting for her to hurry up, she could feign that she couldn’t find the ball. 
As long as she didn’t take too long, none of  the other players would bother to come and 
help look for it.  

So this became her ploy for enjoying games – or at least Rounders – but enjoy was 
perhaps too strong a description. Being short in stature now had its advantages. Because 
of  the slope of  the land, if  Linda went as near to the corner as she could, the other 
players couldn’t see her. Only if  the ball was hit far out did they remember she was there. 
Linda was quite happy standing at the outer reaches of  the field, just moving around a 
little now and then, enjoying the sun (if  it was sunny) and thinking of  more pleasant 
things.  

Word Count: 914 
Lesley Pemberton July 2016 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

SUE
I’m pleased Linda has found a way to turn a negative experience into a positive one. Is this short snippet all 

you know of  her? If  you don’t have any more on Linda, could you change “Linda” to “Gwen” and use it as part 
of  her backstory? 

ADELE
I think lots of  people will resonate with Linda’s story from their own schooldays and hatred of  PE. It reads 

very much like the story of  a young girl. It interests me because I could have been that girl myself. I hated 
hockey and never got picked for teams - they always had their favourites and it made me loath the sessions we 
had. Brought back my schooldays nicely. 

VERONICA
You might have captioned this 'light relief' in the circumstances!! 
I enjoyed your writing - it took me back to my own exeriences of  sports at Grammar School in the 1960s, 

although I was one who eagerly joined in for my junior years and then only did what I had to do, with the 
exception of  tennis (I could never climb ropes!).  Is this autobiographical or in the vein of  Mallory Towers, I 
wonder?  Your characterisations evoked the inner sight and sound of  several of  my own teachers.  

Very believable and engaging for me as a woman of  a certain age.  Thank you. 

JENNY
I related very much to this charming little story, as a person who not only dislikes competitive sports but also 

has little understanding of  the motives behind them, I'm very much with Linda. 
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Surely Linda and I must have been at the same school? I remember Miss March and Miss Grindle very well 
(though they had different names). Even back in those innocent, adolescent days, I wondered at their 
indeterminate gender and spartan teaching (or should I say training) styles. 

(Lesley- can't wait for another episode of  Gwen and her Arthurian Adventures, hoping there will be one 
coming soon?) 

IAN
Brilliant, Lesley. 
We had cricket instead of  rounders, and I can truly say the only part of  school sports I enjoyed was doing 

sweet nothing in the outfield on a warm Sunday afternoon, until a ball trickled my way, which I’d go and fetch 
like an obedient if  indolent dog.  

I also enjoyed it when my team was batting, because we could all laze in the grass while our two star player 
carried the game for us, hitting their bowlers for six all over the place. Until, getting towards teatime, they’d 
polish off  the rest of  us in a couple of  overs. 
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Sue Thomason

2.  Rohan
 The only other airlines that start every flight with a prayer are the Muslims. Most 

tourists probably think it’s an advert; a set of  panning landscape shots under twenty 
seconds of  national anthem, then a short foreign poem. I don’t speak Rometsch, but I 
do know the Wind Chant; I say it under my breath along with the voice-over. One of  the 
cabin crew smiles as she sees my lips move. 

 Once they’ve retracted the landing gear, I try to meditate, to open my mind to the 
aerjinn. Nothing happens. I don’t think for a minute that they only exist in Pinzeval. 
They’re all around us, everywhere the wind blows. Even in England, we have good 
historical records of  incidents that must have been aerjinn. Crop circles, for example. 
There are more tornados in Britain than almost anywhere else in the world, except 
Kansas. There was the wind-spirit known as the Helm, who lived on Cross Fell and 
could knock down a coach and four. And then we let the exorcists in. It was the usual 
story; we don’t understand it, so let’s get rid of  it. I guess in their own minds they were 
the good guys, but their well-meaning stupidity is our loss. I look around the plane at my 
fellow-passengers; uncaring, oblivious lumpentravellers whose response to a Close 
Encounter with the element of  Air is to watch TV. I’m not like that. I may not be a 
shaman, but I’m more in tune with the Infinite than that, and I’m heading for one of  the 
last wild places, where the magic still runs free. I will see aerjinn in Pinzeval.  

 The flight isn’t that long, which is good, because I’m really too excited to 
meditate. I sit doing my breathing, and feeling the tingling in my hands. I cradle the calm 
centre, and try to let go of  my expectations. I’m a child again, a little boy going on a Big 
Trip. I mustn’t be too eager. I mustn’t let it show. It’s rude to snatch. Like a little boy, I 
feel sick. Excitement is fear. 

 First thing off  the plane, I head for the temples. As per guidebook, I go to the 
first guy I see holding up a VISITOR TAXI sign, and ask for Arkagria Hagou, Old 
Temple Square. My driver is a bald guy with a beard and the most amazing gnarly feet. 
He’s wearing shiny purple footless tights and a green-and-yellow running top; I grin to 
find that they really do do that here. The taxi is slow, or perhaps I’m impatient, but 
eventually we reach the square. I recognise some of  the temples from photos; the Rain 
Temple, the Pomona, the House of  Bones. The square is smaller than I’d imagined. 
Buildings bunch together like animals, and there’s a smell; kind of  musty, dark, like warm 
sheep droppings in a place where sheep have slept. And I shiver with excitement, 
thinking this place is alive.  

 There are no signs anywhere, and the place isn’t exactly thronged with 
worshippers, so I pick a doorway at random and go in; neither a big tourist temple nor a 
tiny god-hut, just a medium ordinary-looking place, like a house with no windows. It’s 
dark inside; one big bare room with a dirt floor and an open staircase leading up to a 
hole in the ceiling. I wander over. There’s a bell-bar hanging under the stair, with a 
padded beater on the floor beneath it. I feel my heart thumping. It hadn’t been my 
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intention to go straight to a sex temple, but if  this is where chance has brought me, then 
maybe it’s meant. So I hit the bell, and try to swallow, but my mouth is dry. 

 The girl comes down the stairs. Woman, I mean. She’s wearing a loose, pale robe 
and a throwover veil, a big circle of  white gauze weighted with glass beads all round the 
edge, like a giant version of  the cover my Aunty Jane used to put on the lemonade jug to 
keep the flies out when we picnicked in her back garden. The only flesh I can see is her 
hands and feet, but she smells sweet, like milk, like hay.  

 “Turisti?” she says. Her voice is like silk. 
 “Yeah, just off  the plane. What...?” 
 “This is the House of  Iyestri.Here we do handwork; you understand? Sex 

massage. You want something else, you go somewhere else.” 
 “Sure, I understand; whatever. I need somewhere safe to leave my pack?” 
 “Bring with. Upstairs.” And she turns away, expecting me to follow. 
 I try to keep my head. “Look, before we do that, I need to know what it costs?” 
 “Cost to you is whatever.” 
 “No, seriously; how much do you charge?” 
 “Donation,” she says, sounding patient. “You make donation upstairs; whatever 

you choose to give in the offering bowl. Now, up.” 
 So what the fuck else could I do? I go up.  
 The upper room is dimly lit by a central lamp, like a fancy oil lamp, hanging from 

the ceiling. On the floorboards under the lamp there’s a big brass bowl with money in it, 
notes and coins. And all round the outside of  the room are wooden cubicles, like 
doorless toilet stalls, with a pallet and a girl in every stall. The air is stuffy, heavy with the 
scents of  warm wood and sweat. I lick my lips with a dry tongue.  

 “How many you want; one, two women? Three?” 
 “Three?” I echo, surprised, and she takes it for a request, turning aside and 

beckoning. “Doti da siy.” Two of  the other girls get up and come over to us. “In there,” 
she says, pushing me gently. “Put down your pack. Lie down.” 

 This feels more than weird. I take off  my pack, and prop it against the wall. The 
women stand and watch. The pallet looks clean, and I sit down on it. “Could I have a 
drink?” 

 “No,” one of  them says. Another says, “No water here. We are not a water house. 
One house, one blessing; okay?” The third woman giggles, and says “After, have you an 
icecream. Seller’s carts in the square outside. Or maybe a limonada, very traditional after 
sex.” 

 Shit. They’re just standing there and watching me. I fumble at the waistband of  
my jeans, undo the stud and pull down the zip. That seems to be a signal. The veils come 
off  and puddle on the floor, and then the robes, which are kind-of  wraparound, held by 
a clasp on the shoulder. Underneath, the women are naked, except for gauze masks over 
their mouths and noses, like kinky surgeons. One of  them is old. One has big floppy, 
dark-nippled tits, like she’s breastfeeding, and it hits me that I’ve got the Maiden, the 
Mother and the Crone. Someone pushes me back and puts their hand over my eyes, 
someone is kneeling on my arm, which hurts, pushing my shirt up, hands in my pants, 
and I’m thinking of  all the other girls watching, and I’m scared and excited and I am 
being touched and I hear myself  panting and aah! 
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 It’s not like the movies. The women move away, and I lie there, getting my breath 
back. God, that was quick. I must have needed it, right? The old woman tosses me a 
square of  cloth, like a fancy table napkin. “Clean yourself,” she says, not unkindly. The 
cloth in my hands is embroidered linen, like altar furnishings. And I guess I’ve just 
performed a sacred act. I wipe up the semen, thinking that an icecream would actually be 
quite good right now. I have no reason to feel guilty, nobody’s pimping these women, 
we’re all adults, there was consent. Anyway, it’s done now. And I guess no worries about 
STDs. 

 So I get dressed. When I’ve got myself  back together, I hold up the cloth. “What 
should I do with this?” 

 The women are anonymous again, all of  them robed and veiled. “Give seed-
cloth,” says one of  them, holding out her hand. 

 “Donation,” says a woman who sounds young, nodding towards the offering 
bowl, and I’m embarrassed, because I have no idea how much is appropriate. Five? 
Fifty? My wallet is still in my pocket; I fumble out a tenner. “Is that enough? I don’t have 
change yet, no coins...” 

 “It’s good.” Her voice sounds like she’s smiling; it must be okay. “In bowl.” 
 I feel unsettled. I’m not used to fantasies suddenly turning real. This feels like a 

dream, I can’t believe it just happened. I just had sex with a temple prostitute. What am I 
doing here? This is weird. Sex with witches. I don’t believe it. She was old, like my 
grandmother or something; I don’t know who did what; were those her hands? I walk to 
the bowl and drop in my banknote. The coins are unfamiliar. One is pale gold, stamped 
with a flame-rayed sun; I guess that’s a thal. I pick up a silver owl and turn it over to see 
whose head is on the back, but there’s no portrait, only a spray of  flowers.  

 I put the coin back in the bowl and look up. The three women are standing and 
watching me. “What’s your name?” I ask the nearest, for something to say. 

 “No names here. No talking upstairs. Fetch your pack and come down.” It’s the 
old lady. All the other silent women sit or stand in their little wooden cubbys, like 
chickens in a henhouse, or watching saints in a church. 

 I follow her downstairs. I just want to leave, but she puts a hand on my arm. “You 
okay, turisti? Bilbil, you?” 

 “What? I’m sorry?” 
 “You follow the book? A one-god man; Christian, Muslim, one of  them?” 
 “No, I’m not a Christian. I’m searching for my path. I want to follow the old 

ways, like magic, you know?” 
 “Ah, one of  them. Okay.” 
 “What’s bilbil? I’m sorry, I don’t speak Falsh.” 
 She shrugged. “It means book. Also the name of  a bird who say that: bil-bil-bil. 

Preacher bird. Loud call, like she is angry with people, all the time, always the same.” 
 “You don’t like Christians?” 
 “Not so much as Muslims. Skandripol Mosque is most very beautiful. Muslims 

don’t bother us. They say, to you your religion, I to mine. You should see the mosque. 
But no icecream there, they are fasting now. Not kind.” 

 “Thank you, but I don’t...” 
 “So, pilgrim you?” 
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 “Yes.” 
 “Look for to see the aerjinn?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Careful, you.” 
 “I’ll try. I should go now. I need to catch a train.” 
 “Of  course. For station temple, go outside, turn left, down the step-street all the 

way. Cross the big road, keep straight on the grassway bordered with lavender. Station 
temple straight in front with the big white columns. Buy icecream before you go; good 
icecream here.” 

 “Thank you.”  
 “Not a bad beginning, to come here,” the old woman says as I turn away. “Wait. I 

give you a token.” And she comes up to me and pins something on my left shoulder. 
 “What’s that?” 
 “Grasshopper, to keep you safe. Like we wear.” And she pulls up the hem of  her 

veil to show me the golden grasshopper pin on her shoulder, that holds her robe closed. 
“You wear this, please. Now be kind, and go safely.” She pats my cheek, then gives me a 
gentle push towards the door.  

 I find an icecream cart, and the seller can change a fiver. Icecream must be cheap; 
my change is a big handful. Her English isn’t good, and I choose by pointing; it’s cherry, 
I think, and very good; two scoops in a waxed-paper cup, and a wooden spatula to eat it 
with. I find the station easily, but I can’t find the ticket office. I walk right round the 
building twice, then ask a girl in embroidered shorts, towing a cute husky puppy in a 
training harness, “Where do I buy a ticket?” 

 “No ticket,” she says. “Make an offering; something to burn.” She waves at a pile 
of  flowers and twigs. 

 I think for a while. “I guess money burns,” I say, after a while. 
 “If  you have nothing else.” She wrinkles her nose. “You have only paper money? 

No coins?” 
 I pull out my icecream change and show it to her. “This one is good.” She touches 

a big bronze coin with a wreath of  flowers. “Go outside, buy flowers.” 
 There are flower carts at the bottom of  the steps. I buy a little bunch of  

anemones, deep reds and blues. The girl smiles when I come back in waving them. 
 “Do I leave them here?” I make to toss them on the offering pile. 
 “Yes, for the train.” She smiles again, and moves away. She’s barefoot and her long 

legs are tanned, golden-haired. Very nice. Suddenly the veiled old woman is there in my 
mind. 

 I’d forgotten her. 
 I can’t believe I did that. 
 I’m hungry. I want more than just icecream, but my train is due. The rails are 

singing, and here it comes, playing a weird little jingle that changes to the national 
anthem as it slows to a stop. Further up the platform, I see four goats getting off. I toss 
my posy onto the offering pile, and follow the crowd to a passenger carriage. The seats 
are covered in leather, and soft as a sofa. Maybe I can buy some food if  someone comes 
through with a trolley. 
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 The doors close. The train’s not fast, but soon we’re out of  the city. The flat valley 
bottom is striped with crops; beans I think, something with grey-green leaves that I take 
to be land-rice, and strip after strip of  ragged pale-yellow flowers. I know from the 
Rough Guide that those are dahlias grown for their starchy tubers; a Valshi staple. The 
train scrapes around tight curve after curve, climbing steadily. Already there’s a lot of  
rock showing white in the sun. A terrace of  vines. Goats running uphill.  

 I can’t believe I did that. 
 My eyes keep closing, and I nod. We cross a gorge on a trestle bridge. I look for 

water below, but the cleft is dry. I can’t keep awake. I didn’t really get to bed after last 
night’s gig, before an early start this morning to get to the airport. The train hums on. 
Butterflies dance over scrubby bushes on a steep slope. Someone gets up, slides the top 
window open. The incoming air smells of  resin and dust; an incense smell, like the 
landscape is a church. We stop, in the middle of  nowhere it looks like. A boy stands up 
on the seat, sticks his head out the window, and yells. Someone towards the front of  the 
train yells back. 

 “What’s that? What’s happening?” I ask. My voice comes out sharp. 
 “Goats are dancing on the track,” the boy’s mother says. “They do this to test us. 

We must not become angry. They don’t go away until somebody gets out.” 
 “We are not angry,” the boy says, looking at me. 
 “I’m not angry,” I say. “I’m tired. I had to get up real early this morning to catch 

my plane. I just flew in today.” 
 The mother nods. The boy grins, and says “I want to fly.” 
 “Yes yes,” the mother says. 
 It’s hot. I’m thirsty, and hungry, and tired. As the train starts moving again, I see 

mountain peaks, close. 
 “Valoral,” I say. 
 “Soon,” the mother says. And after some long, slightly headachey time, we stop at 

an open platform with no name-sign. 
 “Valoral,” she says. 
 The door sighs open and I get off. A man in a white shirt and breeches is walking 

away from me up the platform, calling out: “Rohan McIntyre, Freya Cox, Desmond 
Ellis, Leslie Starr, pilgrims for Ornaliy basin?” He has something slung across his back; 
rifles? No, crossed swords. We gather around him and he smiles. “Welcome to you; my 
name is Yennis.” He looks around, makes eye contact with each of  us. “I am a sword 
dancer, and your guardian for this trip.” He turns, beckons, and herds us into the open 
back of  a flatbed truck backed up to the platform edge. I guess we’re easier to manage 
than goats. As I step up into the truck, this is starting to feel like an adventure. No 
health-&-safety here! I hope the climbing is better organised than this. We wheeze up the 
mountain, clickety-whirr, clickety-whirr, on a single-lane dirt track. I spend most of  the 
ride braced against the jolts, hoping we don’t meet anything coming the other way. The 
monastery is a collection of  faintly Tibetan-looking stone buildings, the big ones built 
half-into the hill, and I’m thinking, no electricity, no flush toilets; just how third-world 
do I want this to get? But I love this feel at the start of  a trip, the thrill of  potential 
energy. Anything could happen? 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
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ADELE
Although I now know we are in England, I am still a little puzzled as to timing - you mix modern with old 

and futuristic and I feel a little lost still. I’m sure it will come clear as I read on. The subject matter is a little 
quirky with sex shops and, recalling the sex in the last reading, I wonder if  it doesn’t seem a little obsessive on 
the sex front. Or is it a sex novel (or perverse in some way) as in a strange thriller?  The genre isn’t too clear to 
me presently as it has different strands to straight forward supernatural/fantasy text.  Intriguing though all the 
same - hope to find out where it is going in due course. 

VERONICA
As I read this I experienced the same inner need as before, to pin down something 'concrete' in which to 

ground my experience as the story unfolds. This, as I said before, is probably due to my unfamiliarity with 
fantasy travelogue.  However, you write vividly and intriguingly and I found the narrative engaging.  I love 
'lumpentravellers' - this evokes verious meanings of  demeanour and habit as well as the more obvious back pack 
inference.   Also 'aerjinn' - untranslatable but one can intuit the meaning somehow. 

You are obviously familiar with the movement of  chi!  You come out with little gems, such as 'try to let go of  
my expectations.'  Your use of  short phrases rather than sentences enables the reader to enter into the same 
emotions. 

You conjure up the atmosphere of  the sex temple very clearly. Some unexpected lines, eg "We are not a water 
house. One house, one blessing, okay?" Interesting concept. 

I have a personal beef  - I hate the ubiquitous use of  'their' when s/he or his/her will do!  In line 4 from the 
bottom of  pages 15, I would rather see 'her hand over my eyes' because you have already explained that you have 
the archetypal Maiden, Mother and Crone, obviously feminine.  Sorry - just me! 

What, I wonder, is the significance of  "I can't believe I did that"?  You repeat it after the phrase "Goats 
running uphill".  It seems a non-sequitur, otherwise.  

I look forward to the next episode. 

LESLEY
The title, I think, has answered a question I posed after your first instalment...that the story will be voiced by 

different characters. 
The first part of  this has given me an inkling of  why this particular pilgrim is undertaking his journey – to see 

the aerjinn; but I’m not sure yet if  all the pilgrims are seeking the same thing. 
The main middle section was not to my taste. I don’t think I’m a prude but I didn’t like the extensive account 

about the sexual encounter. 
You then described the train journey to Valoral. Some nice imagery here like “goats are dancing on the track” 

and the description of  the landscape and incoming air, the uphill truck ride and the monastery coming into view. 
I would just finish the last sentence with a full stop, or ... , not a question mark. 

JENNY
Straight away I was drawn into this narrative, as it unfolded into its strange world. There was a great tension 

in wondering whatever was going to happen next and his drifting into it in a generally calm and confident 
manner. I liked the fact that his cherry icecream was quite as delicious as his unusual sexual  experience. The 
ending of  "anything could happen", was great, keeping the reader alert and also telling us a bit more about the 
protagonist. 

IAN
I love the natives’ broken English, so creative. And I’m getting a feel for this fictional nation as an off-the-

wall part of  the old Ottoman empire – maybe in the Balkans or in eastern Turkey, where they live in caves with 
bears and wolves as neighbours. A nation that is refractory enough (like the Druzes?) not to have caved-in to 
either Islam or eastern Christianity, but retains a remarkably New-Age culture going back millennia. 

But I’m not getting a feel for Rohan’s character being any different from Leslie’s, unless he’s more reckless, 
blundering into what’s got to be a tourist-trap. Because if  it isn’t, then the love temple doesn’t work for me. I’m 
asking myself  whether the “virgin” is under-age, or indeed if  the joint is basically exploitative, like a brothel or an 
okiya. Rohan says not (to himself) – but how can he be so sure? If  the love temple is meant to be a genuine part 
of  Pinzeval culture, then it weakens the latter’s appeal for me. 

As to how you’d go about describing such a temple, bearing in mind that this is a fantasy novel, it’s worth 
putting blue water between this and other more familiar fantasy genres. There are shades of  grey in this – and 
little leeway to experiment. Even Dan Brown goes to great lengths to make the hieros gamos seem less repellent. 

There is also a stern pragmatic consideration. Book distributors now demand a detailed classification of  
suitability for given age-groups. Having to brand your book as “adult” limits its audience, to no real advantage.  

Having said that, the “crone’s” post-hoc conversation with Rohan is memorable, and well worth retaining.

Page �22


