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A Walk 

By Grant Lawrie 

 

  They had decided to go for a walk. A family walk, on a cold winter’s day. The 

decision had been made, and everyone had agreed on it. The enthusiasm had been 

unanimous. 

  The walk had been Catherine’s idea. It had come to her sitting at the large oak 

table in the parlour, her feet warming by the hearth of the crackling fire. She had 

been gazing dreamily out at the bare trees, rigid with frost, and at the distant 

snowy downs, sparkling white like huge puddings dusted in thin layers of icing 

sugar. The idea had emerged from her unconscious mind like a lost memory, and 

the question had tumbled across her lips as if of its own volition.  

  ‘‘Shall we go for a walk?’’ she had asked. 

  Her voice had startled the silence in the parlour, and the two men sitting at 

opposite ends of the table had looked up from their newspapers in surprise. Just 

as Catherine had been about to apologise for the abrupt interruption, the two men 

had unexpectedly given their approval to her capricious suggestion. 

  “Very well, dear,” George had said in his typically subdued manner. Grandpa 

Frank, meanwhile, had been far more boisterously enthusiastic.  

  “A walk!” he had boomed, slamming his broadsheet against the surface of the 

table. “Yes, by Christ! A walk is a bloody excellent idea, Catherine!” 
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  Even Morris, snoring peacefully by the fire, had leapt to his paws, ears pricked 

at the sound of his favourite word, tongue lolling and tail wagging in joint 

approval. 

  There and then, at that moment, the decision had been made. All three adults 

and dog present had resoundingly agreed that a walk was a fine thing to do on 

such an afternoon, the festivities having come to an end, the merriment displaced 

by an atmosphere of pensiveness and boredom.  

  Catherine had only to notify the children and they would all be on their way. 

   

  So now, leaving the men to fetch their jackets and sturdy shoes, she set off for 

the staircase, eager to break the good news. 

  Susan, unfortunately, was far from delighted.  

  “Mother,” she sighed, laying her pen down on the desk in front of her. “I’m 

trying to wrap my head around the present subjunctive. Don’t you know my 

French exam is only three weeks away?” 

  “Yes, darling,” Catherine replied, stroking her daughter’s long hair. “But a walk 

in the snow and some fresh air would do you a tremendous amount of good. 

You’ve been cooped up studying for days. Everyone else thinks it an excellent 

idea.” 

  Susan looked at her mother in disbelief. “Even Billy?” 

  Catherine paused.  
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  “Well, no,” she admitted, “I haven’t told Billy yet. But your father and 

grandfather both agree. And Morris, of course – you know he loves his walks.” 

  Susan looked longingly at her meticulous notes on the present subjunctive. She 

realised she had little choice in the matter.  

  “Very well, Mother,” she conceded.  

  Young Billy, of course, was less compliant than his older sister. From her 

bedroom, as she pulled a thick woollen jumper over her head, Susan could hear 

his high-pitched whines echoing down the hallway. As she emerged onto the 

landing, she saw her mother herding the boy out from the gloom of his bedroom. 

His face was crestfallen, and his arms hung listlessly at his sides.  

  “Mu-um,” he groaned, dragging his feet across the carpet as Catherine closed 

the door behind her. “You might’ve at least let me finish my game!” 

 How pathetic, Susan thought, moving down the hall to where her brother stood 

moping at the top of the stairs.  

  “Shut up, Billy!” she said, nudging his shoulder as she passed him. “I don’t 

know what you’re complaining about? Some of us have real work to be doing.” 

  “Susan, please!” Catherine pleaded, as Billy gave his sister an indignant scowl.  

  Ushering the bickering siblings down the stairs, Catherine could not help 

noticing that her own enthusiasm for the walk had depleted in light of the 

children’s apathy. She tried to reason herself back to the excitement that had 

overcome her earlier in the parlour. 
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  All will be fine once we set off, she told herself. A family walk on a cold winter’s 

day. It will do everyone the world of good.  

  Yes, no doubt, a walk was just what they all needed. 

 

  However, Catherine’s optimism took yet another blow as she re-entered the 

parlour with the two children. An oppressive silence lay heavy in the room. 

Across the table, framed by the broad window that spanned the entirety of the 

opposite wall, George and Grandpa Frank stood wordlessly apart. Only Morris 

showed some excitement at the children’s arrival. He came padding over to greet 

them, and Billy knelt to scratch the dog lovingly behind his ears.  

  Looking out through the parlour window, Susan saw a grey and sad-looking 

landscape. Had her mother imagined blue skies and powdery snow? Instead, only 

small patches of white clung desperately to the edges of the garden path. The dark 

trees at the bottom of the garden swayed gently in a gathering breeze, and in the 

distance a threatening swirl of clouds was creeping menacingly over the crest of 

the downs. 

  “What took you so long?” Grandpa Frank demanded. He seemed visibly 

relieved by his daughter’s return. 

  “Sorry, Father,” Catherine replied. “The children had to dig out their warm 

clothes. We’re all ready to set off now.”  

  Grandpa Frank’s eyes flashed across the children’s attire.  
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  “Very well,” he said gruffly, satisfied with his daughter’s excuse. “They’ll be 

thankful for it - you know how the wind can get up on the approach to Fairs 

Cottage.” 

  Catherine blinked in surprise. “Fairs?”  

  Across the table, her husband George twitched slightly. He had been standing 

rigidly like a waxwork, his gaze resting firmly on the parlour table. Glancing over 

at him, Catherine noticed the muscles in his jaw were clenching and unclenching 

rhythmically beneath the skin of his cheeks. She began to feel uneasy.  

  “Father…” she said, turning back to Grandpa Frank. “While the route out past 

Fairs Cottage is certainly an option…” - she hesitated a moment, measuring her 

words carefully – “…you see, George and I often take another route, one heading 

down through the village. It’s much shorter, but equally as pleasant.” 

  She tried to inject a cheerful inflection to her tone as she spoke, but her efforts 

at diplomacy were useless. Grandpa Frank released a loud exhalation through his 

nostrils. 

  “I am surprised at you, Catherine,” he murmured. “Have you really forgotten so 

quickly?” 

  Catherine shook her head anxiously.  

  “You know I would never forget,” she hurriedly replied.  “It’s only-” 

  “Only what?” Grandpa Frank spoke slowly, his voice barely rising above a 

growl. “Only what, Catherine? Please explain why we’d go for a family walk and 

not go to Fairs Cottage?” 
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  At the other end of the table, George raised his head, as if suddenly lifted from 

his trance-like state. 

  “Because, Frank,” he said, his voice shaking a little. “It’s five miles to Fairs 

Cottage; we’d never make it back before nightfall!”  

  Grandpa Frank gave no indication of having heard him. He continued to stare at 

Catherine, his face barely masking his suppressed rage. 

  “Your Mother,” he said quietly, enunciating every syllable. “Don’t you think 

she would be disappointed?” 

  Catherine winced. The words cut through her like a hot knife. She opened her 

mouth to reply, but no sound crossed her lips.  

  He was right, of course, she thought to herself. She was a disappointment. How 

could she not be, having grown up in the shadow of perfection? 

  A memory flashed across her mind’s eye; it was a familiar image, one she often 

thought of this time of year. She saw a winter landscape, perfect and crisp; a small 

thatched cottage in the distance, half-buried beneath mounds of fallen snow; and 

there, framed against the white landscape, bright as an angel, was her Mother. 

How carefree she had been, Catherine thought, how beautiful her smile.  

  Would her own children ever know such filial love? 

  Her eyes began to well. She closed them tight, trying to swallow the lump that 

had risen in her throat.  
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  The parlour remained in silence. Standing by the door, the two children watched 

on helplessly. The only sound came from Morris, lying dozily at their feet; his 

tail, every so often, thumped softly against the floor as if to signal his impatience. 

  Across the table, George watched a tear escape from his wife’s closed eyelid 

and begin its jilted descent down her cheek. He knew he should say something, 

that it was his responsibility to provide his wife with defence or comfort. He 

turned uncertainly towards his father-in-law. 

  “Now look here,” he stammered, trying unsuccessfully to give his voice an air 

of authority. “There’s no need to be… to be quite so…” – what was the right 

word? – “…quite so darned rude!” 

  Grandpa Frank scoffed, but he did not give George the dignity of a response. 

  “It’s quite alright,” Catherine whispered, dabbing at her eyes. She took a step 

forwards to steady herself against the table, trying to regain her composure with 

deep and unsteady breaths. Blinking back the last lingering tears, she raised her 

head to speak; but as her gaze fell on the window directly opposite, the only sound 

that came from her mouth was a small gasp of horror. 

  “Oh, no!” 

  Outside, the afternoon sky was now wholly enveloped in dark clouds. Rain had 

begun to fall, and what little snow had been lying in the garden was now 

dissolving to an ashy slush.  

  “Bother it!” Catherine cried, clasping her hands to the sides of her head. “The 

whole idea is ruined! We’ll never go for a walk now!” 
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  George’s mouth fell open; down the table, Grandpa Frank emitted a peculiar, 

anguished wretch. 

  “Now, Catherine…” George began, but the old man interrupted him. 

  “Abandon the walk?” he spluttered, his face turning steadily crimson. “But we 

decided - we bloody well decided! We can’t just change our minds now!” 

  “Yes, I agree,” George said, glancing keenly at the old man. “The decision was 

made, Catherine. We ought not ignore it just because of a little disagreement. 

What kind of example is that to set for the children?” 

  “Indeed, indeed,” Grandpa Frank cried. “A good example! Decisiveness! That’s 

what we need right now!” A glob of spittle had gathered at the corner of his mouth 

and his face was now a worrying shade of deep purple. He looked quite manic.  

  Catherine stared from one man to the other in bewilderment.  

  “But the circumstances have changed,” she said, gesturing with both hands 

towards the rain-splattered window. “Think of the children, George! You know 

how easily Billy catches cold.” 

  “Bother the bloody children!” cried Grandpa Frank. “The boy could do with 

some toughening up!” 

  At her side, Susan noticed Billy’s own cheeks turn a shade of hot pink. She 

decided it was time to break her silence. 

  “I have an idea!” she said, stepping assuredly out from behind her mother’s 

back. “Father, why don’t you and Grandpa Frank go for a walk, while Mother 

and Billy and I stay here? That way everybody gets what they want.” 
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  “Certainly bloody not!” Grandpa Frank bellowed, outraged at the very thought. 

“A family walk without the whole family? No, no, no! Not a single person will 

be left behind! Not a single one!”  

 George seemed not to have heard his daughter’s proposal - he continued to frown 

across the table at his wife. 

  “The children have been inside all morning,” he said. “They need fresh air in 

their lungs. A walk will do them a tremendous amount of-” 

  Before he could finish the sentence, however, his voice was drowned out by an 

explosive crack of thunder that seemed to shake the whole house. Morris gave a 

small yelp and took off through the parlour door before Billy could grab his collar. 

He made to take off after the dog, but Susan put a hand on his shoulder. 

  “He’ll be okay, Billy,” she whispered. “Best stay here.” 

  As the thunderous eruption subsided, everyone in the parlour stood frozen to the 

spot. Through the window, Catherine saw the rain cutting horizontal lines across 

the dark sky, hammering against the window like a shower of bullets. The trees 

waved frantically at the bottom of the garden, as if trying to signal a warning to 

her. 

  The men remained standing with their backs turned towards the window. Both 

had undoubtedly heard the frightful noise, but neither turned to acknowledge the 

changing conditions behind them.  

  “Catherine,” George continued, his voice a little shakier than before. “Please, 

see some sense. It may be cold; it may be a little blustery; but think of the good 
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it will do the children. Think of how warm they will be when we return; how glad 

they will be that we went for a walk together-” 

  “But we’re already warm and dry, Father!” Billy exclaimed, unable to contain 

his distress any longer. “We don’t need to go outside-” 

  “Silence, Billy!” George barked. The boy gave a surprised little jump.  

  Catherine stared at her husband in astonishment. His face had an unrecognisable 

harshness to it. Who was this man, usually so calm and controlled? Never before 

had she heard him raise his voice at the children.   

  Turning to the young boy, she said, “Quiet, Billy darling. This is a matter for the 

grown-ups to discuss. There’s no need to be frightened.”  

  She had barely finished the sentence before a sudden flash lit the whole room 

up in white. It was followed, not a second later, by another great boom of thunder. 

Billy gave a cry of fright, and Catherine’s arms instinctively widened in a vain 

attempt to protect the children from the noise. 

  The only person who didn’t appear physically shaken was Grandpa Frank. As 

the echo of thunder subsided, he began to speak quietly. There was a distant look 

in his eye, as if he were addressing someone else in the room that none of the 

others could see. 

  “We’re going on a walk,” he said, his voice trailing off to a barely audible 

murmur. “Yes, we’re going on a family walk, together. And that’s the end of it.” 

  On the other side of the room, George gave a curt nod. Catherine looked 

desperately from one man to the other, baffled by their unceasing determination. 
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Her husband had an unrecognisably cold expression on his face; her father, 

meanwhile, was muttering quietly to himself, his eyes locked into unattainable 

distances. He seemed to have forgotten about everyone else in the room.   

  Catherine’s eyes passed once more across the window. Huge clumps of hail 

were now plummeting from the sky, smacking against the path and ricocheting 

all across the garden. The trees were bent double, and the wind swirled around 

the house in a terrifying roar; but, still standing with their backs to the window, 

neither of the men would acknowledge the existence of the storm.  

  Catherine knew she had to stall them for as long as she could. She turned to the 

children, her eyes red, her cheeks still wet with tears 

  “Susan, Billy, my loves,” she whispered, “Hurry along to your rooms, please. 

The adults need to have a little chat.”  

  The two children looked at one another; they did not have to be told twice. As 

they hurried through the parlour door, they heard their Father calling after them, 

but they could not distinguish his words over the roar of the wind. 

  Susan and Billy made their way quickly towards the staircase. The adults in the 

parlour were now totally drowned out by the noise of the storm. Passing by the 

kitchen door, they saw Morris curled up under a chair, staring at them with sad 

eyes. Though he was no longer frightened, even he knew that a family walk was 

not a good idea. 

  “I don’t understand,” Billy said, as they began to climb the stairs. “Why does 

Grandpa Frank want to go on the walk so badly?” 
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  Susan pondered the question a moment. 

  “I think he’s unhappy,” she replied eventually. “He used to be very sweet, you 

know, before you were born. He was once a very kind old man.” 

  She paused. 

  “But something changed after grandma died. I think this walk is the only thing 

he has left.” 

  Billy nodded uncertainly. His face betrayed the muddle of thoughts his mind 

was trying to process.  

  “And Father?” he asked, as they reached the top of the stairs. 

  Susan shrugged. “I don’t know what’s wrong with Father. Perhaps he thinks he 

has something to prove?” 

  “So nothing we say will change his mind?” asked Billy. 

  Susan shook her head sadly. “I don’t think so. You know what adults are like.”  

  They stood for a moment in silence, listening to the howl of the wind and the 

rain crashing against the house. Then, giving her brother a gentle pat on the 

shoulder, Susan turned and made her way across the landing to her bedroom door. 

As her fingers closed around the doorknob, however, she heard her brother’s 

voice behind her once more. 

  “Susan?” 

  As she turned, she was struck by how young and innocent he looked. She felt an 

unfamiliar flood of affection run through her, tinged with regret for the harshness 

with which she had treated him earlier. 
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  “Yes, Billy?” she replied, gently.  

  The boy bit his upper lip. The touching sadness on his face made him look older 

than he was.   

  “Do you think we will go for a walk in the end?” he finally asked. 

  Susan sighed. “Yes,” she admitted, gloomily. “I think we will.”  

  Her brother lowered his head. He seemed on the verge of tears. 

  “But, Billy,” Susan added, hoping to comfort him somehow. “It won’t be for 

quite some time yet, I’m sure. You know what that lot are like when they start 

arguing.” 

  Billy chuckled knowingly, but his eyes still looked sad. 

  “It might not be today,” Susan continued. “Or tomorrow even. But at some point, 

in the future, the walk is going to happen; and when it does, there won’t be 

anything you or I can do to stop it.” 

  Billy stared at her, wide-eyed. He seemed to be processing her words carefully. 

  “In the meantime,” Susan concluded, “We both have more important things to 

be doing, don’t we?” 

  She gave him a small wink, and Billy smiled. 

  “Thanks, Susan,” he said quietly. With an awkward little nod he turned and 

slipped into his room, back to the comfort and safety of his imagination and his 

games.      

  Susan smiled as she closed the bedroom door behind her. No sound made its 

way up the stairs from the parlour. She could not tell if the adults had stopped 
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arguing or if their voices were simply drowned out by the storm still raging 

outside. Sitting down at her desk, her eyes automatically began to scan over the 

notes she had been working on all morning.  

  No doubt the walk was going to happen, she thought, and neither she nor her 

brother could change that. Until it did, however, she had lots to occupy her mind. 

There was studying to be done; exams to prepare for; a future to be planned out.  

  Yes, she mused, picking up her pen from the desk and flicking to the correct 

page in her textbook. There were more important things to be worrying about 

right now. She would deal with the walk when it came. 


