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Researching and Writing Place and Context: Portfolio

Short Story: Inheritance 

Sophie pushed her shoulder hard against the old, wooden door. It had a strange handle, one you held onto and pushed down on the latch at the top with your thumb.  It was like someone had decided that a garden gate would suffice for a house door.  It just about had a lock, with a long key, that had been so stiff to turn, her fingers were still aching from the effort.  The door had warped over the years, and it scraped through the carpet of dust that lay on the flagstones behind.  

You might think my grandfather had died years ago, and his old rambling house had been abandoned but in fact he had died only a month ago and the dust had been there for a long as she could remember.  Her mother had cursed when she’d kicked her shoes off as a child and run around her grandfather’s house, turning her bright white socks a grimy grey.  Her mum had thrown the socks in the bin declaring they’d never be white again and she’d die of shame sending her to school in them.  Sophie was just grateful that the post went into a special mailbox outside or she’d have never got through the door.  

The familiar gloom of the hallway welcomed her back, it was so dim you couldn’t even tell the colour of the ancient wallpaper, was it flock maybe, textured? The dust and lack of light leeched the colour away and the lightbulb had not worked since she was small.  When anyone moaned about the lack of light to her grandfather, he would declare, ‘Nobody sits in the hallway with their tea! Feel free to sit on your own out there!’ 

Sophie entered the little kitchen, in which her grandfather often spent his mornings, just off the hallway.  It hadn’t changed at all, and Sophie felt a catch in her throat.  There was the dresser, still piled with papers and crockery.  The aga was cold but looked ready to boil up the kettle sitting next to the hob.  There was a teacup on the table with the stains of his last brew and the indent of his body remained on the threadbare armchair that was squeezed between the aga and table.  There was nothing showy about this room.  It was very practical and worn. Sophie stared at the sagging armchair; she had such a strong urge to sit in it.  Not one of them dared to sit there, grown-ups and kids alike.  They had perched on the old, mismatched, wonky chairs around the rest of the table.
Sophie placed a neat, little bag on the table.  Her mother had told her that under no circumstances was she to vlog anything to do with her grandfather’s death or house.  

‘But what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.’ Sophie muttered under her breath.  She wasn’t even meant to be in the house.   Her grandfather’s controversial will had been read out and they were only a couple of months into Probate.  Sophie didn’t know why but her uncle had been cut from the will entirely, and it had come a bit of a shock to her. Strangely though, Mum wasn’t surprised at all. She’d been tight lipped about the reasons; said it was too upsetting to talk about.  Sophie had been entirely unaware of any rift in the family.

She extracted a digital camera from the bag and began setting it up on the table with a tripod. Sophie had been working so hard to make it on YouTube, but her mother had been no support whatsoever.  She claimed it was because she didn’t get it, but Sophie knew her mother was disappointed that she hadn’t gone to university and didn’t want to help or encourage her to grow an online presence. Well, she’d managed to get to 50 thousand followers so far with just iPhone and gritty determination.  Sophie had set up a tiered system and had her ‘Besties’ in the top tier.  They paid their subscriptions and now Sophie had invested in a nice camera.  It was her Besties that she was about to film a vlog for.   

Her mother had said she wasn’t to share anything to do with the death of her grandfather online, it was morbid and disturbing.  Thanks Mum!

With the camera set up in front of her on the table she sat on a chair to begin her vlog.  Not her grandfather’s chair.  She couldn’t, it would feel too weird. 

‘Hey Besties!  As many of you are aware, I sadly lost my grandfather a month ago.  I decided I wanted to do something special to remember him so I will be curating a little collection of things to remember him by.  He had a cute little suitcase, you know, the boxy looking one with a handle on top.  I’m going to find that upstairs and there are some objects I’d like to pack away in it.  I don’t think he would mind.  It’s not that the things I want are worth a lot, I just think they will preserve the best memories of him.  Right signing off and see you upstairs!’ 

She pressed stop on the recording and watched it back.  She had tested the camera before coming but she checked the sound and light quality.  It was a bit gloomy, but she could brighten it up when she edited it later. She would have to do the editing in secret and not get caught by her mum.  Thankfully the video would be behind a paywall so there was very little chance her mother would find out about the vlog.  She knew her mother wouldn’t dream of paying to watch her videos.  She doubted her mother even knew there was a paid side to YouTube.  She couldn’t wait to see her mother’s face when Sophie announced that she was moving out and didn’t need a financial help at all.  

The camera Sophie had bought was compact and light, easy to carry around and film on the go.  She knew she’d have to be careful not to make her vlog look amateurish by bobbing about, but she wanted a bit of movement and action.  She climbed the stairs to her grandfather’s bedroom to hunt for the suitcase. 

She was glad that a camera didn’t pick up smell.  She stood in the doorway and tried not to breathe too deeply.  It was quite musty and there was the faint smell of old socks and BO.  Thankfully it smelt worse than it looked.  The bed was made, and the curtains were open.  She couldn’t risk opening all the windows as passersby or the neighbours might think the house was being burgled and call the police.  And what could she tell them?  She was there to take stuff.  Gosh she hoped no one found out she was here! She got the camera out and pointed it at the wardrobe.  

‘I’m about to find the suitcase.  I’m sure my grandfather kept it in the wardrobe.  We once packed for a trip to the seaside and that’s where he got it from.  That was such a great trip with my grandfather.  He insisted we go to the funfair on the seafront.  Mum argued it was a total waste of money, and he told her to ‘Stop being such a miserable sod!’ 

Sophie had done quite a good impression of his gruff voice and almost laughed.  As a child she had sat in the back of the car giggling whilst her mum fumed but parked up in the fairground car park.  ‘We’re spending my money anyway! Aren’t we Sophie? So there!’ She’d loved him so much. Without him, Sophie doubted she would have had much fun as a child. 

As she opened the tall, dark wardrobe door, she hoped nothing horrible would jump out at her.  Or fall on her.  She had visions of spiders and webs and rats! Or even worse, some madman hiding ready to get her.  She held her breath for a moment and of course only found a jumble of old, worn men’s shoes, crinkly stuffed plastic bags and clothes hanging limply in a muddle of muted colours. She scanned the cluttered space.  She was worried the suitcase wasn’t there.  If it wasn’t, she’d have to scour the house for it.  This idea of objects in a suitcase for the vlog would be ruined. Where had it gone?  

‘Grandad! Where’s your bloody case? Trust you to be predictable all your life and then hide one of the few things I want!’ Sophie was just about to give up when she spotted it under the pile of shoes.  She pushed the shoes aside and heaped them at the back, in the corner.    Once she’d wiggled the suitcase free, she opened it on the bed.  She wanted to find her grandfather’s favourite jumper so much and she dreaded having to deep dive into his washing baskets.  However, as if by divine intervention, the jumper was neatly folded in the open suitcase.  ‘Well, that was weird! I can’t believe I found it that easy… Are you listening to me grandad?’ She was so spooked, she didn’t really want an answer.   She knew she’d have to film that all again.  How was she going to capture the shock on her face.  Maybe she needed several different angles so she could slice it all together. She held the camera as steady as she could.

‘Oh my God, Besties!  I found that suitcase I said I wanted, and you will never guess what I found inside…. My grandfather had this old woolly jumper that my mother despised.  It was all browns and greens and had holes in from smoking his pipe.  Well, it was just folded up and the case waiting for me to find.  How amazing is that?!’

Sophie angled the camera to show the jumper in the case.  God, she hoped this video wasn’t boring.  She sat on the bed and held the camera to face her.  

‘There are certain things that really remind me of my grandfather.  I wanted the case to act like a capsule, but the case itself also reminds me of trips and holidays with him.  I also wanted his favourite jumper because he wore it so often.  There’s an old bear somewhere I was allowed to play with and there was his smoking pipe.  Now you may wonder why no one else wants these possessions from my grandfather.  Well, he was a widower; my Gran died years ago before I was even born, and my mum is a clean freak who will literally throw away everything in this house.  She will ‘declutter’ with bin bags and throw away all these memories!’

Sophie emphasised the word declutter sarcastically.  She had spoken of her mother’s decluttering to her channel before.  Her mother valued nothing other than living in a space worthy of a lifestyle magazine.  And it did not matter to her if you loved something, if it didn’t fit her ‘aesthetic’ it was gone.  It was only in recent years that Sophie had managed to stop her mum ‘tidying’ her room.  There had been many times Sophie had come home to an emptier bedroom. Her mother had always proudly chimed ‘a decluttered space is better for your mind!’  It hadn’t mattered how angry Sophie got.  

She turned the camera off. It was time to find the pipe.  It was likely to be in the living room.  The suitcase gently bumped her leg down the ornate staircase. Sophie’s grandfather had loved sitting in the living room, smoking his pipe whilst reading.  She looked around the room.  She felt like she was saying goodbye each time she left a room.  She knew it unlikely she’d come back to the house much.  It would be too difficult to watch her mum moved through the house scrubbing away the memories.  Sophie knew her mum wanted to sell the house as quickly as possible.  She had said it would be too painful to live here but Sophie suspected her mum just wanted to sell the house for money.  Keeping up with the Jones’ wasn’t cheap!

Sophie held the camera as steady as she could in front of her as she walked into the living room.  She wanted it to feel like she was showing friends around.  She knew the tall sash windows and ornate ceilings looked impressive.  It was like stepping back in time.  Frozen in time like Miss Havisham in Great Expectations. Probably just as dusty! The heavy, forest green, velvet curtains were probably as old as her grandfather.  They might even change colour if the dust was washed out of them!  The carpet too was ancient but threadbare.  She could imagine a century’s worth of feet wearing it thin.  The marble fireplace was large and ornate, an off-white colour.  That would be there unchanged for another hundred years if undisturbed.  The black, iron grate contained ash, probably the last fire her grandfather had sat in front of. 

‘My grandfather loved this room.  He would sit in here to read and smoke.  We didn’t come in here that much because he said it was full of old things. Antiques I suppose?’  Sophie panned the camera around taking in the thick, velvety furnishings. ‘We’d mostly sit in the kitchen when we visited.  But once I was old enough to know not to touch things, my grandfather would let me come into the living room with him if he was babysitting me.  We’d sit together and I’d proudly read my comics and feel very grown up sitting opposite him in another highbacked armchair. My grandfather wouldn’t light his pipe while I was sat with him but hold it in his teeth.  It seemed a great comfort to him. My mum had probably told him off for smoking around me.  I’d like to think she was worried about second-hand smoke, but it’s just as likely that she hated the smell of it on my clothes!’  

Sophie studied the high back, winged armchairs and wondered how old they must be.  No doubt her mother would sell them and make as much as she could from them.  They were made from a deep burgundy leather that was cracked in places and worn where countless bums had made contact with the seat.  She remembered being curled on the chair as a child and pushing her fingers into the buttons on the back.  Her grandfather had called it ‘tufting’.  

Sophie lowered the camera and paused the recording; she’d need both hands to search for the pipe.  It could be anywhere in here.  She started with his chair.  Had it fallen down the side of the cushion?  She slid a hand in the gap and moved it back and forth. No, not there.

She checked the dark, wooden coffee table and the small side tables. No, nothing. Just dust and ringed stains of tea and coffee cups.  

Maybe he left it in the bedroom? I hope it didn’t get taken and then left at the hospital.  Just as Sophie was going to make her way back to the bedroom, she noticed the old, roll top desk sitting in the corner.  She didn’t remember her grandfather ever sitting there to smoke or read or even write for that matter, but it was worth a look.  

The slatted, wooden roll top was stiff.  It was shut over the desk and had obviously not moved in a while.  Sophie pushed it as hard as she could.  She wedged her fingers in all the grooves and as she pushed her fingertips turned white.  It jerked little by little and slide to reveal the writing desk inside.  And there was the pipe. 

‘Thank-goodness for that!’ 

She grabbed the camera and took some footage of the desk and the pipe.  She sat in the chair by the desk and addressed her Besties again. 

‘Wow, what a relief to find my grandfather’s pipe.  I was getting a little worried there!’  Sophie held the pipe to her nose and smelt the remnants of the tabaco.

‘This smell brings back so many memories. Almost like vanilla.  He’d smell of his pipe all the time.  He’d take it walking with him and drink his tea in the kitchen with his pipe.  Gosh I miss him so much.’ 

She felt the tears well up. Sophie didn’t want to cry, especially not on camera.  That’s not what she was about.  She hated all the YouTubers and Tik Tokers out there balling for sympathy and views.  She paused the recording again.  She took a deep breath.  Her eyes would be red and then she’d feel self-conscious filming herself.  As she breathed through the tears, Sophie turned to face the desk.  She looked down at the untidy papers and noticed a letter.  She didn’t really recognise the writing but the envelop was addressed to her grandfather.  Mostly just to distract herself she pulled the letter from the envelop to read.  

‘Dear Dad…Weird, that’s not Mum’s writing at all…’   Then it dawned on Sophie it was a letter from her uncle.  She flattened out the page in front of her.

Dear Dad,

I can’t believe it’s come to this but as you won’t answer my calls or talk to me on the phone, I will have to communicate by letter.  I was absolutely horrified and shocked when I received your letter last week.  I can’t believe you think so little of me that you could accuse me of stealing from you.  I did not come and stay with you for the sole purpose of stealing; I came to make sure you were ok.  You were the one concerned about your health.  And I came as soon as I could even though it was difficult to get time off work.  

I know I’ve got myself into some difficulties in the past with gambling but as you pointed out then, I got myself into the debt, I could get myself out.  And I did! And some!  I completely turned my life around and I’ve been doing great.  I don’t know where you’re getting your information, but I am not gambling again, I have not been fired and my relationship with Denise is not on the rocks! Who on earth has been whispering in your ear? Did Cheryl tell you all this?  Because I haven’t spoken with her for ages.  

What would I want with your stamps and trains? I didn’t even know they were valuable.  Maybe you should check the attic.  Or better yet, ask my ridiculous sister if she’s had a big ‘clear out’ and thrown them away! I don’t care if you’ve written me out of your will.  I don’t need your money.  I only hope you come to your senses before it’s too late.  

Your disappointed son,

Richard.

What on Earth…Layers of meaning hit Sophie in waves.  Noone had seen or heard from Richard in months, but now Sophie understood why.  He hadn’t even come to the funeral.  On the surface it looked like a terrible misunderstanding between Richard and her grandfather, but Sophie knew better.  She felt like she was going to be sick.  She had to get out of the house before her mother knew she was there.  What would her mother do when she found out Sophie understood what she had been up to? 

Two days earlier Sophie has logged on to an old tablet, one her mother had given her.  Sophie had been clearing some space in its memory and opened the eBay app.  It was still logged into her mother’s account.  Her mother was selling numerous items, but Sophie had though the stamps and trains odd things to be selling. 

Sophie jumped so hard she bit her tongue when her phone rang.  It was her mother.  She let it go to voicemail.  Then a message appeared.

I know where you are.  The key is missing, and you are the only one who knew where it was.  What are you up to? Why are you poking around your grandfather’s house.  Come home now. 
Sophie didn’t know what to do. Her mother sounded livid. Sophie felt like she needed to get the whole story straight in her own mind before tackling her mother.  She’d record it, she’d explain it as if to her Besties.  Mind you, this was bad, probably too bad to share on the internet.  She set her camera up on the top of the desk in front of her face. Too close really but she wasn’t going to share this was she? 

‘Oh my God Besties, the shit really has hit the fan. I just found a letter from my uncle.  He’s fallen out with the family, and I had no idea why.  Well now I know!  My grandfather accused him of stealing from him to fund a gambling problem.  I’m sure it was my mother that fed my grandfather a bunch of lies and set him up.  She set him up to get him written out of the will and it was in fact my mother that stole the trainset and the stamps.  I saw her sell them on eBay!  What am I going to do? God, I hope she didn’t bump off Grandad!’

Chills spread from her scalp and down her back.  What was she thinking?  She stopped the recording and turned the camera to watch herself back.  She’d delete it probably… As she pressed play, Sophie took in her own wild-eyed face, she was flushed and rushing.  As she watched she noticed something move in the background.  Sophie’s heart thumped as if it was trying to jump out of her throat.  There was a figure behind her in the footage.  Sophie choked down a frightened cry and she span on the seat to face her mother…

‘I think you better hand that camera over Sophie.’

Poetry: Two Hundred and Nineteen Miles

Rusty steps, stretching from a pool of plastic, 

Clogging cracks of old rubber bitmac,

No more chances, no more slide,

No more fun down which to ride.

One swing brutalised and tied in a knot,

The other tightly wound around the bar,

No way to soar around here,

No way to play without fear.

Two hundred and nineteen miles, 

Four and a half hours to drive,

No slide, no swings, no bitmac.

No reason to want or look back.

Just riverbed rock, and grass and trees, 

Mud and twigs and verdant leaves,

A river flowing and stones to skim, 

A childhood in nature late to begin.

Travel Writing: You Can Be Most Haunted Too.

Do you enjoy a good city break?  A little bit of luxury? A spa maybe?  To see the sights and the bright lights of a bustling metropolis?  A nice restaurant? Check! Posh hotel? Check! Chasing down the ghosts and ghouls of times past? Check! Wait… What?

It had not occurred to me that this would become a favourite activity when visiting a new city.  Not until my thoughtful bride’s maids had organised a ghost tour of Bath for my hen do.  The first evening of my hen trip was a more intimate affair, a precursor to the drinking and dancing that would come when the larger group arrived the following evening.  On this first evening, the three of us followed a rather theatrical historian around Bath as he regaled us with tales of haunted hotels, and a strangely shaped haunted willow tree used for duelling hundreds of years ago.   He was also well versed on Bath’s World War 2 history. Did you know a bomb was dropped on the green at the Royal Cresent in an attempt to shake British morale?  He said there were great oaks on the green and they had absorbed much of the blast and the houses were barely affected.   He was keen on those trees!  

A year later, with my husband, I visited Edinburgh.  We were there for the Fringe Festival (another experience I can highly recommend) but I wasn’t going to miss an opportunity to do a ghost tour in what is reported to be one of the most haunted cities in Britain.  The ghost walk guides go all out with their costume, and you are escorted to the ghostly hotspots around the city.  We were taken to the Black Mausoleum in Greyfriars Cemetery. This creepy tomb is said to have the most paranormal activity in the whole of Britain.  If you get too close you could be grabbed and scratched or even strangled! We gave it a wide berth! They took us under the city, down into the chilled basement of a lively pub.  In this dark space, we huddled as the guides informed us of the disastrous plan the Edinburgh town’s people had made during a rather deadly outbreak of plague (one of many).  They decided to lock the children of the town in this cellar to protect them from the savage disease that was wiping out huge swathes of the population.  Little did they know it was a death sentence.  Down in the belly of the city, those poor children were already infected and died together in the dark with their nursemaids.  

So, where do you go from there? What can you do after you’ve visited the highly atmospheric underground streets of Edinburgh?  A ghost hunt in a haunted tidal mill of course! Carew Castle and its Tidal mill are saturated in ghostly tales and tragic history.  The most famous hauntings of Carew Castle and Tidal Mill are that of Princess Nest, a much in demand 11th century beauty and a murderous ape, who returns to the castle on dark and stormy nights.  

Our ghost hunt began on a chilly November evening in Carew Tidal Mill, a relatively modern structure built around1801.  It’s tall and austere, strangely industrial in a rural setting. It sits peacefully reflected in the mill pond and it’s hard to imagine any ghostly turmoil here.  We arrive and enter the artificially bright interior of the Tidal Mill. Almost everything in sight is made of wood: ceiling, floors, beams, supports.  As you enter you nose is under resinous attack!  There’s old traditional equipment on display, much of it as old, if not older than the building itself.  There are records of a tidal mill existing on the site for hundreds of years.  Maybe the ghosts have settled well into their 19th century abode. 

A large group, predominately women, are gathered in chatty high spirits.   There are some rather serious ghost hunters in the crowd, but my friends and I are happy to take the experience with a pinch of salt.  

Hot chocolate is handed out and the overall structure of the evening is explained.  We would gather as a large group for certain activities and then there would be an opportunity to go off in small groups and do some of your own paranormal investigations. One of the first group activities was to be contacting the spirits and asking them to demonstrate their presence.  A key piece of equipment for this (of course) was a motion sensitive cat ball.  

We sit in the dark and settle into silence while the organisers quietly call out to the spirits.  

‘Hello… who joins us from the spirit world? Who would like to play with us tonight?’  Her voice is light and lively, like a CBeebies presenter as if we are sitting in a spooky creche and the ghost babies are going to start crawling from the corners. 

‘We brought your favourite balls.  Would you like to play tonight?’ I begin to wonder if the mill is actually haunted by cats.   The organisers continue to appeal to a little girl who is said to haunt the building.  We wait.  In fact, we wait a surprisingly short amount of time before the flashing cat balls eerily roll around the floor, sometimes slowly, sometimes skittishly.   My friends and I agree this is quite impressive.  

‘Oh, that’s fantastic, you’re such a clever girl!’ Our ghost hunting host is like a proud mother on sports day.  I wonder if all ghosts are so obliging.

Once the spirits have warmed up a little, the leader of the experience wants to hear some more specific answers from the ghosts, and a large Ouija board is laid out with low lighting. 

‘Is there anyone else here with us tonight? Is there anyone who wants to talk to us?’  Only the people closest to the Ouija board can put their fingers on the glass. We sit and wait, perhaps we are only joined by feline spirits who can’t spell. But then the glass shudders a little and begins to slowly scrape towards a tile… No. No? Is the ghost trying to tell us they’re not here? I’m not sure they understand the question. 

‘Hank, is that you? Now, now, play nice tonight.’  The organiser shifts positions, sitting a little more forward as if challenging Hank to cross her.  ‘We don’t need any of your nonscience this evening!’  The glass wobbles again and judders to the F tile.  The host seems to know where this is going. ‘Hank, let us talk to Lottie.’ The glass slides to the U tile.  I think I know where this might be going to now as well.  It turns out we are joined this evening by a rather sweary and mean ghost.  He hates us and wants us gone!

Having built plenty of atmosphere, we are offered little fold out wooden tables for a bit of table tipping in small groups.  We are to all stand around the table and place one finger on the edge, much like the glass of a Ouija board.  We good humouredly participate and don’t expect too much.  We stand and politely smile at each other, all touching the table as lightly as possible, no one wants to be accused of cheating.  Then the table gives a little wobble. More smiles and polite giggles are exchanged.  When the table wobbles hard enough to eventually stand on one leg, we all stare at each other and there is quite a spectrum of disbelief and confusion.  

Following this strange experience, we are encouraged to explore the mill in small groups and do our own paranormal investigation.  We are handed a spirit box, also known as a franks box or a ghost box.  These little boxes are modified radios that are often used in paranormal investigations.  It scans through radio frequencies, and it’s thought that the spirits use the white noise to speak words to the living.   It is at this point I really feel like I’m on Most Haunted!   I can’t wait to talk to the dead. The three of us climb up into the roof space of the mill to get some distance from the other paranormal hunters.  I don’t know what I’m expecting, but I suppose something a little more profound and deeper than what we get. We turn on the ghost box and sit in a tight circle.

‘Hi? Is anyone there? Does anyone want to communicate with us?’  My friend’s voice is soft and inviting. The crackling of the box is unintelligible.  I can’t pick out any words at all; it’s just white noise. I decide to try my luck and address the ghosts.

‘You just need to say words, use the white noise to form your words.’  Yvette Fielding, eat your heart out! We look at each other and nod. Yes, maybe they’re unfamiliar with how to use the ghost box.  The white noise ebbs and flows and we begin to hear the odd word pop out. 

House, go, apple, stairs…
Then our spirit seems to get the hang of the ghost box. 

Go, shit, hate, go…out. 

We seem to have been followed by Hank, and it turns out his favourite word rhymes with duck!  As we sit in the dark of the attic, we are bombarded with expletives. We take the hint and know we aren’t welcome; it’s just as well our evening is drawing to a close. Our welcome and the temperature have both chilled.

We go downstairs to report our findings to the event organisers, and we are congratulated like lottery winners and told how lucky we are.  Well, yes, I suppose we are.  I think? If being aggressively sworn at and encouraged to leave by a raging spiritual entity is the goal. 

And what if you fancy hunting some ghouls yourself? I’d say go for it! I don’t think it matters if you’re a sceptic or believer, I think you’ll have fun no matter what. 
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