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Under the wall of glass she sat, a cold shadow in the stark sunshine. 

She had been there for too long, her blood slowing, cooling, robbing her of 

comfort. She stamped her feet under the table, birthing tingles of pain, but no 

warmth. She held the dead coffee to her chest, an echo of heat touching the 

exposed skin at the base of her throat.  

She should go, rise up, move her dying limbs, walk until hot blood flushed 

her tissue skin, rosy wires erupting in the mist of her cheeks. She should go, she 

knew that. 

Movement caught her gaze: the ferry leaving, gliding over the river, 

wrinkling the petrol surface, churning up caramel coloured water from the silted 

depths. People leaving. People arriving. And here she remained. Not moving. A 

coffee shop statue. 

An old couple approached the table next to her. Old: a name for other 

people, not her. She was still the same eight-year old girl she had always been, only 

the mirror betrayed the truth. The old woman shuffled with a stick, the man helped 

her, a guiding hand on the small of her back. Loving, caring, almost sensual. The 

woman rested while the man went to collect their drinks. Wind tears marked the 

edge of her eyes. She gazed at something unseen, a memory, perhaps, regret 

tightening her thin lips. Then the man returned and the woman focused on the 

now, smiling at him with love. The man returned the affection as he placed a drink 

in front of her. Snow-capped coffee in a tall glass. 

In that moment, watching their exchange, she would have traded 

everything for that little flash of affection. Two people, bound together, until the 
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end. But it was always a bad ending, wasn’t it? Love never ended well. Look away, 

she ordered herself. Don’t punish yourself. 

At the next table was a young mother with her son. The boy swung his legs 

under his chair as he drank juice through a straw. He stopped at intervals, laughing, 

shouting ‘fatty belly, fatty belly!’ Softly, his mother cautioned him, half-laughing, 

half-embarrassed by her son’s fixation with this new phrase. 

The old habit of judgement came quickly. She watched the boy, angry at his 

behaviour, scolding the mother with her stare. Then she remembered George, and 

she tried to let go of her feelings, searching for understanding. The boy wasn’t 

doing any harm. He was just playing. And the mother was doing as good a job as 

should could, under the circumstances. It’s all fine, that’s what George would have 

said. It’s all fine. He always saw the best in people. He never took life too seriously, 

finding laughter in almost every situation. His memory warmed her, and she 

realised she was smiling, her face shifting involuntarily into the half-forgotten pose. 

It’s all fine, she told herself. 

George had never left, not really. Her thoughts, her memories, her regrets 

kept him alive. He was her constant companion, an empty space beside her. She 

closed her eyes, picturing his young face, an idealised version of him, full of vigour, 

full of laughter. Not like he was at the end. She felt tears trying to find her and she 

shook herself free of the memory. No tears, not here. 

Outside two women walked towards the ferry. They wore matching coats, 

black and white stripes topped with dyed black hair. Were they sisters? No, one 

was older, her face weathered, her hair betraying more grey than her companion’s. 

Mother and daughter, perhaps? Mother and daughter wearing matching coats, 

both old in their own way, each a version of the other. This would have made 

George laugh, she realised. She missed the laughter most of all. 

She watched the little dots of people as they marched onto the ferry. Such 

a casual effort, just walking from the land to the water. No fear, no dread. She 
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shuddered, feeling the tremble of excitement in her stomach, wishing she could 

experience it with them. But she couldn’t. She wasn’t brave enough. For her it 

might has well have been a rocket to the moon. 

‘Sitting here.’ 

The voice startled her. She looked up, and saw a figure standing over the 

table. The sun was behind him, his face obscured in the glare. 

‘What?’ she asked. 

‘Here. Sitting here,’ the man repeated. Was it a question? She couldn’t tell. 

‘It’s free,’ she replied. 

The man grunted an acknowledgement as he descended into the empty 

chair. He sat with his back turned to her, only half-committed to the table, as if he 

might bolt for the door at any moment.  His round head glanced fleetingly over to 

her, refusing to make contact, like a nervous animal. He was short, wearing a 

padded winter coat that was frayed at the seams. In his chubby hands was a white 

carrier bag, something heavy inside it. His weathered features were half-hidden by 

a white patchy beard that looked to be grown from complacency rather than 

choice. A horseshoe of grey-brown hair sprang from his head, uncombed and 

unloved.     

‘Usually sit here,’ he said to the table. 

She didn’t reply, uncertain if he wanted her to. 

Finally, he committed his head to look at her. ‘This is the best table,’ he 

explained. 

‘Oh,’ she said hesitantly. ‘Is it?’ 

The man nodded, shifting to stare out of the windows. ‘You can see the 

view, but you don’t get the sun in your eyes. It’s shaded.’ 

‘I hadn’t noticed.’ 

‘Come here every day since it opened,’ the man explained. ‘Except 

Thursdays. Too busy on Thursdays.’ 
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The woman put down her empty cup, thinking she might leave. 

‘Peter.’ He faced her, waiting. 

‘Margaret,’ she said in a polite voice, realising she couldn’t go now. 

Peter nodded, studying her for a moment. Satisfied, he returned to the 

view. ‘Best table, Margaret. I’ve tried the others. This is the best. That one’s OK.’ 

He pointed to an empty table close to the little shop counter and its tempting 

display of cakes and sandwiches. ‘Okay, but people walk past there. Bump into you. 

This table is best.’ 

‘Would you prefer me to move?’ Margaret asked, optimistically. 

Peter shook his head firmly. ‘No, stay, please, Margaret.’ His voice was 

softer now, and his face flickered with a hopeful smile. 

She returned the expression, just for an instant. 

‘Margaret?’ He used her name again, like it was something that belonged to 

him. She bristled, straightening, wishing she had left earlier. 

‘Yes?’ she replied icily. 

‘What are you reading, Margaret?’ 

He gestured to a book on the table. She’d almost forgotten she had left it 

there. Margaret picked it up, turning it over in her brittle hands. 

‘A crime story,’ she said. 

‘You like that?’ 

She hesitated, thinking. ‘I don’t know, not yet. It’s not what I would normally 

read. I thought I’d try something different.’ 

Peter nodded, sniffing. ‘I read war stories. I’ve read lots of them. I like them.’ 

She smiled politely, returning her book to the table. She would wait a 

minute, she decided. That was long enough, then she could leave and not look 

rude. She closed her eyes counting off the seconds, breathing slowly, hoping the 

conversation was over. 

Margaret opened her eyes. Peter was staring at her. 
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‘I know you,’ he said. 

Margaret tensed. ‘I don’t think so.’ 

‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ 

She pulled her handbag up in front of her, an instinctive defence. ‘I don’t 

think I know you. Have we met before?’ 

‘Yes,’ he said, hardly waiting for her to finish speaking. ‘Yes, we have, 

Margaret. Can’t you remember?’ 

He turned his chair so that he could face her, the metal legs squealing as he 

dragged it into place. 

Startled, she looked at his face again, finding nothing familiar there. 

‘Been a while, Margaret.’ Peter grinned, his face coming to life. ‘Wasn’t sure 

when I first saw you, but then I remembered your name: Margaret. Don’t you 

recognise me? I’m Peter.’ 

‘Yes, I know your name,’ she replied, irritation punctuating her words, ‘but 

I don’t know you.’ 

‘I’ll give you a clue.’ 

‘No.’ She didn’t want to play games. ‘Just tell me.’ 

Peter sunk away from her, disappointed.  

The ferry retreated from the harbour, drifting into the river. A chorus of 

seagulls took to the air, screaming their complaints as they rose into the empty 

sky. 

Margaret glanced at Peter, annoyed by his sudden silence. She wanted to 

go. 

‘Were you a friend of George?’ she asked eventually. 

‘George?’ 

‘My husband.’ 

‘No. Don’t know George,’ Peter confirmed. ‘Is he here?’ 
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The question tore at her stomach. It didn’t matter how many times it was 

asked it still hurt. Time didn’t heal: time was a suppressant. It numbed the pain, 

that’s all. It didn’t heal anything. The pain was still there, waiting for an unexpected 

question, a piece of junk-mail addressed to him, a chanced-upon memento, 

something that would set it free to do its damage. 

She took a breath, holding the pain in place. ‘No, he’s not here,’ Margaret 

said, irritated having to explain this to a stranger. ‘I lost George eight years ago.’ 

‘Sorry,’ Peter replied. ‘Aileen, my wife, she died too. Three years ago.’ 

Margaret’s anger subsided. 

Peter straightened, brushing his beard with his chubby hands, as if to rid 

himself of his thoughts.  

‘Okay,’ Margaret conceded, ‘give me a clue.’ 

‘Nineteen fifty-six,’ Peter said, brightening. 

Margaret’s mind rewound the years and an ancient building sprang into 

view. It had always fascinated her; part castle, part church, massive and imposing, 

a place integral to her childhood. She studied Peter for a moment. Had he been 

there too?  

‘St Mary’s, in Tyne Dock?’ she asked. 

Peter’s childish grin seemed to transform his face, and Margaret recognised 

the little boy hiding behind the weary mask. ‘Peter Finnegan?’ 

‘You do remember!’ Peter slapped the table, rattling Margaret’s drink. 

‘It’s coming back to me,’ Margaret admitted. ‘You had a bit more hair back 

then.’ 

Peter sighed. ‘Jet black, thick with Brylcreem. And I was thinner.’ He slapped 

his stomach, laughing. 

Margaret shook her head, reliving forgotten days at school all those years 

ago. An image of a bright young boy, clothed in confidence, ready to take on 

anything, came to her mind.  



Niel Bushnell ‘Would Have, Could Have’ Page 7 

‘Not the same now,’ Peter explained. ‘Changed a bit.’ 

‘We both have,’ Margaret admitted. 

Peter looked at her, his eyebrows raised. ‘Me, yes. You? No. Still tall and 

beautiful.’ 

Margaret blushed. ‘Now I know you need your eyes looking at.’ 

‘And brave too. That’s what I remember about you, Margaret: you weren’t 

scared of anything.’ 

Margaret closed her eyes and she saw herself as he did; beautiful, elegant, 

brave. Yes, he was right. She had been those things, long ago. All of it was lost now, 

just a scared old woman left in the skin of a better person.  

No, that wasn’t true. The embers of that past endured. But then she saw 

the box-like shape of the ferry approaching and she realised how small she had 

become. 

‘I’m not brave,’ she admitted, her voice tiny. 

Peter said nothing, watching the changing view in silence. His eyes drifted 

to the book resting on the table in front of Margaret. He pulled a book of his own 

from the plastic bag he was holding, a war novel with a soldier on the front. He put 

it on the table next to Margaret’s, straightening it so that they lined up neatly. He 

looked about furtively then leaned in towards Margaret. ‘I get a different book out 

each week,’ he said in a whisper. ‘I don’t read them. I can’t read them… not since 

my heart attack.’ 

Margaret stared into his eyes, seeing the sadness that lingered there.  

‘My mind’s not so good anymore,’ Peter continued. ‘The words… they don’t 

go in.’ He tapped the side of his head. ‘Used to read all the time, before. I like to 

come here. Makes me feel like how I used to be. Do you understand, Margaret?’ 

She nodded, touching his hand. 

‘I read to Aileen, at the end. She liked to listen.’ He turned away, his eyes 

glistening. 
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Margaret focused on the two books, side by side on the table in front of her. 

They were both well worn, the covers showing signs of use. Old but functional, 

their stories still intact, the ink still infused with ideas. Margaret smiled to herself. 

‘Have you ever been on the ferry?’ she asked Peter. 

He wiped his eyes, blinking at her. ‘The ferry?’ 

She smiled, turning to look out of the windows. ‘I’ve never been on it. I don’t 

like water.’ 

Peter laughed.  

Margaret’s eyes narrowed and he blushed. 

‘You see, I can’t swim,’ Margaret explained. ‘I never learnt. Did you?’ 

‘Had to in the Navy. But you don’t have to swim on the ferry, Margaret.’ 

‘I know,’ she said kindly, ‘but I’ve never dared to go on.’ 

Peter stroked his beard, thinking. ‘Why not?’ 

Margaret shrugged. ‘It’s silly, isn’t it? I wanted to see the whole world, but 

I can’t even cross the river on a stupid ferry.’ Resentment clouded her thoughts. It 

would be easy to wallow in regret. Would have, could have, that’s what George 

would say with a smile, dragging her out of her negative thread. But George wasn’t 

here.   

‘I could take you, Margaret, if you liked.’ Peter said. ‘I’d look after you. You 

won’t have to swim, I promise.’ 

She hesitated, watching the ominous shape of the ferry. It was like a dark 

monster waiting to devour her. But worse still was the glass-like river, its depths 

hidden by reflected sky. George would have laughed at her, mocking her irrational 

thoughts. 

It’s all fine. 

‘Right,’ she said to herself, collecting her book from the table. She turned to 

look at Peter. ‘Will you take me?’ 

Peter nodded, grinning. 
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‘Just over the river, then back?’ Margaret checked. 

‘We could get fish and chips on the other side. Do you like fish and chips, 

Margaret?’ 

‘Yes,’ she laughed. 

‘Good. I like fish and chips,’ Peter said. 

‘Over the river, fish and chips, then back again,’ Margaret confirmed. 

Peter scooped up his unread book and dropped it into his carrier bag. He 

rose quickly, with the excitement of a younger man, and held out his rough hand 

to Margaret. 

For a moment she hesitated, glancing between the ferry and Peter’s hand. 

Then she heard George’s voice, egging her on, and she made her choice.  

Margaret held Peter’s hand as she got to her feet. She composed herself, 

then, with a determined smile, she let Peter guide her towards the door. 


