
The Magpie

He traces round the edges of it in his pocket, pricking his

fingertips with every corner, hoping one of them may

point him in the right direction.

Her arm links with his in an infinite loop. Hands hidden

in her coat and face nuzzled in her scarf, her eyes the

only thing exposed, crystalline and unfocused. They

weave their way between the other tourists like locals,

though in truth they’d only been in this spot once, a few

years before. They pass couples and friends at the most

cinematic spots with cameras in hand, capturing images

of realities that didn’t quite exist.

It had been their first joint holiday, about a year into their

relationship. Their first excursion into the realm of

independent adulthood during the winter break of their

third year at university. It had been exciting then. It had
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all been exciting. Not long after graduating they’d

moved in together and had both begun working. Marking

time, though not unhappily. She immersed herself in the

weekends, he lost himself in his work. The pillars to one

another’s continued normalcy.

“It’s beautiful here.” She remarks, broaching a subject

she knows they’ll both agree on, though if she were

pressed any further she would have to admit that she had

no real opinion on the matter. Her mind was elsewhere,

deciding an answer to a question that hadn’t yet been

asked.

“Isn’t it?” came his equally facile response as they

reached the apex of the castle grounds, overlooking the

city. Scattered around them were a prospective audience

of onlookers, unaware that they were waiting for the

show to begin.
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He smiles numbly at her, searching for the perfect word

to start the process, finally settling on -

“So.”

They tumble out after that, clambering over one another

to paint the moment in the way he’d wanted it to be

remembered, hoping his performance could convince

him of their validity.

“When we came here I knew, and I’ve known ever

since.”

His hands are shaking as he opens the box, looking up at

her expectantly from his perched knee, tears streaming

down both their faces.

“Yes.”  She nods, breathlessly, willing it to be the right

answer.
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The cameras flutter all around them, encasing the

moment in time, unadulterated by whatever might follow

it. He makes a mental note to collect the photos.

She bends down as he stands up and they meet in an

awkward crouch. His eyes dart sideways. He coughs out

a nervous laugh, conscious of the less than graceful

image they’re now creating, his fingers frozen and

struggling to remove the ring from its moorings, first it’s

there, and then-

It slips.

He stumbles into her, snatching at it in midair but only

managing to send it flying. It pings and ricochets off the

stone floor spinning wildly in the process, the small

diamond winking in the dying sunlight.

The Magpie had watched the whole thing from the castle

ramparts with indifference, though now the twinkle of
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seduction had piqued her curiosity. She swoops towards

her would-be suitor as it nestles gently between two

cobbles, and suddenly the spotlight’s on her.

No time.

She plucks it from the ground and takes flight. The

crowd a screaming mass of banshees with phones in

place of faces, baying for blood, but all quietly harboring

hope that the fiasco continues long enough to get a good

shot. Higher and higher she flies, the event shrinking

behind her, getting lost in the landscape.

She squeezes through the entrance of her nest full of

trinkets, each with a story as unique and forgettable as

the next. A scantily clad girl leaving a car late at night,

while fixing her messy hair she drops a hair clip. A

purple sweet wrapper that missed the bin, a handmade

anniversary card covered in glitter that didn’t. The

suggestion of a thousand different moments piled atop

one another, and now the ring.
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She admires her new acquisition nestled amongst her

previous favourites, which now all seem rather dull in

comparison. Some are almost wholly hidden, just a dusty

remnant peering through a gap in the horde.

The Magpie moves mechanically through the maze

towards the area in which she sleeps, though it could no

longer be clearly identified as a bed. Within the

encroaching stockpile hides a cramped pocket of empty

space, barely noticeable to the untrained eye. She lays

down in the usual spot, pivoting her head to squint

through a hole in the nest. She shuffles momentarily to

accommodate an ornate teaspoon which had become

dislodged, before finally allowing sleep to fill the gaps

she cannot.

***

A restless fidgeting choruses around the room, each pair

of legs bristling with electric energy constrained by a
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desk. Some toyed with their chosen item, whilst some

prodded and poked at nearby cellmates in the hope of

starting a quiet rebellion.

The board at the front of the classroom reads:

“Show & Tell: An object that your grandparents used

that you don’t see anymore.”

For Conor the decision had been simple: his

grandfather’s pocket watch. He would wind it up as he

taught Conor and his cousins how to make paper

aeroplanes; placing it on the table to nimbly adjust the

folds for maximum lift - the watch ticking away the time

they would spend together, both ignorant to how little it

would be.

When his grandfather had died suddenly a couple of

years later the watch had been placed within a box of his

things and given to Conor’s mother. His items were

divvied out between, and fought over by his four
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daughters. Their relationships fraying over ink-pots and

bedding.

The house in which Conor had spent all his young life

was his grandparents’. After the passing of his grandad it

was shared by his mother and grandmother until she also

died a few years later, leaving him alone with his mum,

and with the final threads of family affection dissolving

at the wake, leaving her alone with her memories.

The attic was now stuffed with boxes. Boxes with labels

and boxes without labels - from which she would spend

her time filtering the contents into the correctly labelled

boxes, just in case she needed them. She kept things

because they could be useful, like old takeaway

containers which she could put food in for days out,

despite never leaving the house. Or old wedding

invitations to remember that once upon a time her life

had had people in it.
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Conor emerges from the ladder in the attic to find his

mother in her usual place, poring over old photos. He

idly picks through the nearest box.

“What have I told you about fiddling?”

He stops.

“I’ll be down to do your dinner in a minute, I just need to

finish up here. What do you fancy?”

Conor muses for a moment.

“Do you have any chicken kievs? With chips and

ravioli?”

“I’ll have to check the freezer but I think so, just give me

a minute.” She smiles reassuringly at him, her eyes soft

and warm.

Conor nods.
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A pause lingers between them, accentuated by the clack

of time passing on the wall.

“Also I have this thing for school-”

Her smile flickers into a wince.

“What do you need to do for it? And when is it for?”

“It’s for tomorrow-”

“And you leave it till now to tell me?”

Conor fiddles with the box again.

“I only found out today-”

The skin around her eyes seems to loosen as a weight

increases behind them.
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“And what is it? I’m not sitting up all night sewing a

costume again, I’m busy, I’ve gotta sort this lot out.” She

searches around her for the box the photos came from.

“No I just need to borrow Grandad’s watch thingy for a

day-”

“No.” She finds the box, snatching it in frustration.

“But why? I’ll bring it straight back, I’ve got to show

something he used that people don’t anymore, what else

can I show?”

She hastily re-fills the box labelled ‘Dad’.

“I haven’t got around to organising that box yet, I don’t

know what’s in it, I don’t want you losing anything. I’ll

find something else.” She looks around her, but is

unwilling to commit.

“But-”
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“For crying out loud I said no. What is that even gonna

teach you?”

“But why not?” Conor shifts his weight, trying to find a

stance to match his indignation.

“Because I said so! That’s why!” Her volume increases

to match her son’s.

“So what can I take then!?”

“I will look for something, alright!? Just go away, let me

look.”

Conor bangs his hand against the table causing an

avalanche of papers across it, he blinks away the tears

welling in his eyes.
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“Oh for god sake, I will find you something- I swear, I

can’t get a moment's peace, I’m never going to finish up

here at this rate.”

Conor stomps down the ladder and slams his door shut,

quickly immersing himself into World of Warcraft, a

place where his actions had meaning: more gold, less

harpies.

His Mum sneaks in hours later but there’s no need, his

headphones are on, his eyes glued to the screen. She

considers tapping him, but instead lays a slightly

damp-feeling print out on his bed, a pixelated pocket

watch, before crossing the boundary back to her side.

An hour passes before he stirs. Blue screen of death.

Second one that night, probably a sign he should sleep.

He turns to find the picture laying on his bed. He

snatches it off the quilt, crumples it into a ball and hits

the bin with it as he stomps towards the door,  his
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tantrum mode in full swing, pulling it open and

careening into the hallway.

“For god sake, Mum!”

He converges on the open door to his late grandparents’

and now mother’s room bellowing his indignation, but

his arguments fall on deaf ears; she’s asleep with her

headphones on, the cable snaking its way down the bed

past the boxes to the small television in the corner. Little

House On The Prairie silently lighting up her face,

before intermittently dimming it again. He stands

motionless, his body trying to keep up with his mind. He

gently shuts the door as he leaves.

He’d just use it for class and then return it, she’d never

even know it was gone.

He tiptoes into the attic and finds the box sitting amongst

dozens of others on his old worktop. Tendrils of negative

film cascade down from the ceiling around Conor,
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photos of moments long forgotten by all who were there,

and seemingly ignored by those that weren’t. Inside the

fourth box he finds the watch, the time standing still

upon its face. He carefully removes it and pops it into his

pocket, placing everything back as he had found it before

descending the stairs with precision, matching the spots

his mother’s feet had worn away, purposefully missing

the steps that creak.

***

The classroom is stifling, and a student has joined forces

with the heat to lull everyone to sleep with his

presentation. Conor’s gaze is set fast on the outside

world. Birds catching pockets of air under their wings,

bouncing between them and surging upwards to follow

Icarus’ path. Swooping effortlessly downwards as if

appeased by their exertions, cradled safely to the ground

by invisible loving hands. A tree stands apart from the
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others not far from the room he’s in. Hidden within its

darkened branches is an angular, disjointed looking nest,

softly glinting when the wind brushes the leaves aside

and lets the sun through.

The window snaps open.

“Why don’t we all get some air.”

The teacher scolds Conor with a look.

“And after the break you can show us what you’ve

brought in, hopefully the class will be kind enough to

give you the attention you’ve shown them.”

Conor drops his eyes and nods, ashamed. The class files

out, the humiliation barely a blip on their individual

radars. He takes the watch out of his bag and places it on

the desk. The teacher ushers him out as she reaches for

her phone, closing the door behind them.
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There it sits. The hands had fallen still many years

before, along with the hands that wound them.  The cogs

exposed behind the clock face remain primed, waiting to

be used again. The sounds of children bursting onto the

field permeate the room, accompanied by the clacking of

the Magpie’s feet on the desk. She examines the watch

carefully, each exquisite part shining in a different way

to the next. ‘Kronos’ is etched along the bottom. The sun

dances across the letters to reveal a reddy golden hue

hidden within them. She takes the top in her beak and

tugs it sharply, expecting resistance but it moves with

ease, flipping onto its back, accompanied by the sound

of ticking. She pecks at the sudden threat, lurching away,

hitting it twice, springing it open.

Staring back at her is an image of four girls all smiling

and laughing, the exposed cogs beneath them now

whirring, helping the hands conduct a new act in time.
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The sound of a distant door slamming open breaks the

spell. She snatches the chain in her claws and takes flight

through the window as the door to the classroom echoes

the first.

The watch is heavy, swinging to and fro beneath her,

twirling in the sunlight. Her balance is unstable and she

brings it to the ground, trying desperately to pull herself

closer to the nest.

“Okay, your turn.” Comes the order.

Conor is suddenly reminded of his task, his conversation

cut off mid-flight. He paces to his desk.

The Magpie makes short hops towards her tree, the

watch’s ticking increasing as it catches a branch and

winds up further.

“It’s not here, I left it right here-” he stammers.
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The teacher seems emboldened by her earlier rebuke on

his attention.

“I’ll recommend you for drama class as you’ll obviously

do well-”

His classmates titter their approval.

“But if you’re unable to present something today you’ll

have a weeks detention.”

Conor paws through his desk aimlessly.

“Someone must have taken it! I need it back Miss, my

Mum will kill me!”

The teacher catches the tone in his voice.

“Well why don’t I give her a ring and find out what it is

you supposedly brought in?”

Conor’s eyes dart upwards.

“No! I’ll find it, It must be somewhere here-”
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Certain of where he’d left it, but finding only half

scrawled on worksheets and blank pieces of paper. His

teacher grows impatient.

“So, what’s it to be?”

The Magpie reaches the bottom of her tree. Just a direct

flight upwards to her nest and she’s safe. She clutches a

length of chain near the base and jumps, her body

shaking as she fights against the weight. The watch still

spinning. The photo scuffed and dirty. The cogs still

clicking. She reaches the entrance to her nest, barely able

to squeeze herself through, the chain catching on twigs.

She drags herself inside and tugs on the chain once, then

twice. The clock face fills the entrance, the photo of the

girls looking up towards the sky outside. She tugs once

more, her energy wholly spent, the entrance sealed, the

hands ticking quietly by.
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“Okay.” Says Conor. “Can everyone get out a piece of

paper, and follow what I do.”

The Magpie crawls into her spot covered in dirt and dust,

placing her eye against the hole to peer back out at the

world from her hoard. A room of children fold paper in

unison.

“This is how he taught me...so, hopefully-...” he sticks

his tongue out as he makes the final adjustments. “I

haven’t done this in a while, but-” Conor throws his

plane. It soars gracefully past the class towards the back

of the room, dipping past the teacher and into the

darkness of a bin.

The room erupts with planes and laughter from every

corner. Conor, an unwitting architect to the chaos looks

to the teacher fearing more retribution, but she too is lost

in the merriment, trying to restore calm, with a grin even

threatening itself upon her face when the bell rings.
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The Magpie watches as the last stragglers leave the

school grounds, which is now littered with paper planes

blowing in the breeze. She wriggles away from the gap

and turns to face the clock, the ticking beginning to slow.

Its presence blocks the light, but she can see that it has

been blemished by the struggle. The Magpie squints at

her tomb, pecks the watch, then kicks it. The photo

catches the wind and peels away, floating off into

obscurity. The cogs ease to a halt, and for the Magpie,

time stops.

Conor closes the door behind him as carefully as he can,

though the click it makes still seems to echo off the walls

in the uncharacteristically quiet house, making him

wince. He creeps past the lounge but it’s empty, the

curtains still closed from the night before, so he pulls the

door to the hall open, expecting to find the steps to the

attic blocking his way, though they’re not there either.

The hatch hangs open, but the ladder itself is pulled up.
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“Mum?” Curiosity replaces trepidation now, he searches

further.

“Mum, you in?” He peers round her door, but she’s not

there. Her bed is littered with old CD’s and a to do list

with ‘Shower’ at the top, still unticked.

She’s aware of his movement as he passes underneath

her, sitting alone in the gloom of the attic, surrounded by

dusty boxes. The double helixes of photo negatives

swirling down from the ceiling in bars around her. They

show images of her and her sisters with her parents. On

canal boat holidays when they were young, the dogs

standing like figureheads at the front of the ship. Photos

of her at Halloween parties with family friends, dressed

like Andy Pandy. Her Mum was a witch, the same

costume she wore every year for her birthday on the

31st. The plastic nose pokes out from a box to her left,

alongside it another box full of hundreds of batteries she

keeps “for testing.” Most of them duds that haven’t
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worked for years, though she needs to be sure before she

throws them away. The box labelled ‘Dad’ is buried

somewhere only she knows.

“Mu-um?” Conor crosses the hall into the last place she

might be, his childhood room, which had also been

annexed as an extra storage space. He strong-arms the

door open as far as possible, wrestling against the weight

of the boxes behind it before wedging himself past them.

Stood in the only available floor space, he squints

through the labyrinthine layout in front of him for a

glimpse of movement, but to no avail. It was the first

time he’d been in this room since they’d swapped, with

him moving into his mother’s old room, and her taking

the space his grandmother had occupied alone for her

last few years. At the time it had seemed like the natural

order of things. The light blue wallpaper was scuffed and

marked with his childhood exuberances, the skirting

around the top bordered with pictures of Action Man in
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his menagerie of different attires. It seemed so childish

now, though it had only been a year since it hadn’t.

Conor’s eyes began to water, but it could have been the

dust.

He untangles himself past the door again, back into the

hallway, turns, and accepts defeat in his quest, walking

instead towards his own room. Opening the door he sees

the crumpled up print out his mum had left on his bed

still nesting atop his overflowing bin. He picks it up,

smoothes it out against his chest, and places it in his bag.

“If she asks-” he thinks, “I’ll just say I used this.”

Though she never really asked.

The computer begins its noisy symphony once more, as

it did every night, unhappy at being awakened again. He

takes up his place in the only world that made sense to

him.
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She pauses, listening intently, holding her breath as her

son’s door closes under her, an old Smash Hits magazine

frozen open in her hands. An article on the most eligible

bachelors in pop music is splashed luridly across the

page, transporting her back to a point where the world

seemed full of opportunity.

In the end she’d never had a boyfriend at school, or after

it for that matter. She’d always thought that her life had

been on rails. That it would end up following a path that

would involve a husband, children, a house, no matter

what decisions she made. But the years faded by, her

sisters married, moved out, had children, and all of that

seemed to be slipping through her fingers.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to be; a brief fling that

ended because he ‘wanted more intelligent

conversation.’ Left with the choice of a baby or back to

having no-one again. It had felt like the chance to kick

start the change, one big piece of the puzzle. Somewhere

26



in the room was a box with Conor’s baby clothes in it. It

had felt so momentous then, but in truth, she was just as

lost as before. She never moved out, seeing her parents

die in the house she was born in. She had still never had

a boyfriend, much less a husband.

Behind her a gaudy clock sits on the wall, an hour

behind. One of her father’s belongings that had been

overlooked, nobody laying a particular claim towards it.

She washes her eyes across the boxes around her, unable

to think of every object in them that she’d fought for, or

why. She sometimes wondered if it had all been worth it.

I should go down. She thinks, inhaling deeply as if about

to take the first step, though she makes no movement to

do so. Not yet ready to return to the world she’d

unthinkingly forged.

And so she sits, lost between the things she ‘should’ do

and the things she’s doing, stuck in the realm between
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both and neither. With every spasmodic twitch of the

second hand punctuating the thick fog of silence she’s

swamped in, slowly and methodically, though with no

malice or intent, it ticks away their time together.

28


