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The bridge was tiny, barely ten feet long. It rainbowed over a slow-moving brook, which was 

laced with candyfloss blossom – as plump as my permed hair – that had fallen from the 

overhanging cherry tree. Getting closer to the water, I could hear its delicate trickle caressing 

the rocks that obscured its path. My hands buried themselves inside the pockets of my quilted 

coat to hide from the cold. 

 ‘That’s a good one.’ Ahead, a young mother, probably in her thirties, crouched in 

front of her daughter and pointed at the ground. ‘That one might work.’ 

 The daughter hesitated, eyeing-up the powdered mud and dusty earth beneath her 

wellied feet. Then, bending at the knees, she reached her hand towards the floor, thumb and 

forefinger pinching a stick out from underneath a couple of leaves. Its stem was as knobbly as 

my arthritis-ridden fingers. Perhaps this was why she continued to hold it away from her 

body. ‘Got it,’ she said. 

 Sunlight blurred the outlines of trees that were dotted around the lake. The afternoon 

was beginning to merge into evening, and the glow of the pink clouds was just starting to 

dim. Somewhere in the distance, a couple of birds sung a decorative song, their whistles 

sounding like lost notes of a symphony. 

 I lowered myself down, wincing at the ache in my knees, on to the bench at the side of 

the path. The bridge was to my right, where the mother and daughter were now standing. 

 ‘That’s right,’ the mother said. ‘Reach over the fence and drop the stick.’ 

 The daughter, brown hair ribboning across her pale face, giggled. ‘Bye-bye Mr. 

Stick!’ She released it from her grasp, letting it fall through the air and drop into the opaque 



water. It just had a chance to create ripples, pulsing out rhythmically – its very own heartbeat 

– before it was carried underneath the bridge by the brook’s flow. 

 The mother copied and sent her much smaller, mossier stick plummeting. ‘Quickly, 

now!’ She reached down to hold her daughter’s hand as they both scuttled over to the other 

side of the bridge. ‘Let’s see who wins.’ She lifted the daughter onto her left hip, and they 

both peered down, waiting. 

 

I remembered waiting with my own daughter, all those years ago, peering down into the fast-

moving river below us. It was pouring it down with fat, juicy raindrops which burst on our 

raincoats, the sound of which was strangely satisfying, like squeezing the air out of bubble 

wrap. 

 ‘Any second now,’ I had said, seeing her clench her jaw in anticipation. 

A strong breeze shook the sodden leaves of the trees surrounding us, causing a few to 

fall and splat onto the water. I couldn’t wait to get home and wrap ourselves in thick blankets, 

away from the biting cold. 

‘There! Look, Mummy!’ She clapped her hands and pointed at the winning stick. 

‘Oh, yes, there we go.’  

 She smiled for another precious second, and then her face fell. ‘That’s your stick.’ 

She pulled her hood down over her eyes and tottered over to the opposite side of the bridge. I 

could see her searching for her own, her head bopping up and down as she looked.  

‘Don’t worry, sweetheart. We can play again tomorrow.’ 

 ‘I can see it.’ Her voice was low and unfamiliar, and for a second I wondered whether 

she had spoken at all. 

 I stepped over and crouched by her side. ‘Oh, well, that could be any old stick,’ I said, 

noticing her twig trapped amongst a pile of bottle tops, cans, and broken-up pieces of wood. 



 ‘No, Mummy.’ She turned away, letting her sunshine-blonde hair drip over her face. 

‘I didn’t throw it in right. I can’t do anything.’ 

 I don’t know whether it was because of the clammy raincoat against my skin, or the 

cold that had reached my heart, but I let her go. I let her eyes droop to the floor. I let her 

smile fade. I let her feel disappointed in herself for the first time. 

 

* 

 

Now, sitting on her memorial bench, I could do nothing but surrender to my guilty tears; I 

had held them back for too long. I had held them when my daughter had failed almost all of 

her exams, I had held them when her father left us, and I had held them when she lost her 

only job. But here, watching the mother and daughter play before me, I could hold them no 

longer. 

Even through my blurred vision, the lake looked so majestic; it, too, seemed to be 

bursting with secrets and memories, protected by its honourable banks. I felt as if I could 

walk up to the edge, peer into it, and be welcomed by an array of reflections from the past. 

Sat here, I could almost smell the pages of old books read by fathers to their children, or the 

sticky scent of jam sandwiches packed by mothers for summer picnics.  

The mother’s cheer ignited the air. I only hoped that this moment was going to be 

remembered, too. A beautiful laugh from the child released another tear of mine; this time, 

relief.  

The daughter’s stick had come first. 

 Thank goodness. 


