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Irene raced along the corridor from her department, in response to the call from A&E. 

 

'Thomas Verdu, what have you done?' 

'It's OK, Mum, don't fuss, I've to lie still and rest. They put drops in my eyes.' 

'But what happened? Is it both eyes?' 

'The left one, but they put drops in both, just as a precaution. Some sort of 'flash' injury 

they said, from the welder at school, one of the guys building the new gym. I shouldn't have 

been there, it was out of bounds. It's my own fault. And the guy did tell me to shield my eyes.' 

'Why did you look when you were told not to? You should know better, for goodness sake.' 

'Mum, I thought the guy was Dad.' 

'Thomas, how many times have we been over this? You know your father's not coming back, 

is he? And why did you think he had suddenly become a welder? He was an accountant, for 

goodness sake, you know that.' 

'So you keep saying, Mum, but you never know, do you?' 

 

OOOOOO 

 

The Outpatients’ Clinic waiting area at Wolverhampton Royal Hospital was stifling. It was 

already crowded when Irene and Thomas arrived. This time they were ten minutes early for 

Thomas’s appointment but again the clinic was running late, overloaded, like her own 

department. She was wearing her blue tunic top and name badge, hoping the administrators 

would see her as ‘one of their own’ and take Thomas early. No luck; an hour later and they were 

still waiting.  

 

Her mobile phone rang again. She checked, groaned quietly. It was her mother, her fifth 

call in under half-an-hour; Irene had let them go to her voice mail. Guilt took over.  

 

'Hello Mum, Irene here. How is your back today?' she said as brightly as she could manage. 

 

Listening. 

 

'Sorry Mum, maybe later. I'm at the clinic again with Thomas.' 

 

Listening, frowning. 

 

'I don't know, Mum, it's pretty busy here. I'll pop round this evening on my way home, how 

about that?' 

 

Listening, becoming agitated. 
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'Well have it your own way, Mum! So be it!' 

 

She  pressed the red button and immediately she felt guilty. Her mother seemed to enjoy 

picking fights.  

 

'That was Gran? How is she?' said Thomas. 

'The usual.' 

'So, what are you going to do, Mum?' 

'Oh, the usual, I'll pop round after work, eat humble pie. Your Gran can't help it, Thomas. 

It can't be much fun being blind and crumbling with osteoporosis. I would be snappy too, if I 

were her.' 

'Yeah, I know a bit about blindness now. At least I can still see a bit out of my right eye, 

but still blurry because of the drops. That's been three weeks we've been coming here. Look's 

like I'll have to have that operation. Mr Hassani was pretty definite, last time.' 

'Oh, Thomas, I don't know. What if it doesn't work?' 

'Mum, I got Jenny to look him up for me, on the Internet. She says he's one of the top 

ophthalmologists in the country. He’s from Glasgow, like Grampa was. And if the repair doesn't 

work, they'll give me a new plastic lens. He says it’s even better than the real thing, that I'll 

never need glasses. Brilliant, eh?' 

'Jenny? Not Jenny Sudha? I thought she was history? You said she was going back to 

India, didn't you?' 

'South Africa, Mum, she's from South Africa, but you're right, her father is Indian, 

originally. And it was just a holiday, you don’t listen to anything I say, do you?' 

'That’s enough of your cheek, young man.’ 

‘Sorry, Mum.’ 

‘Oh, Thomas, why can't you find a nice girl of your own type?' 

'Mum, how can you say that? Dad was from Nigeria, wasn't he?' 

'Yes, but that was different, he was French, not Nigerian.' 

'But Granny Verdu was coloured, wasn't she? Dad showed me photos.' 

'No, Thomas, your Dad was an orphan, he was adopted. He was white, not coloured.' 

'Then how come I'm coloured, Mum?' 

'No, Thomas, you're not coloured, you’re sort of Mediterranean, not coloured, not really.' 

 

The public-address system announced:  

 

"Thomas Verdu, please. Thomas Verdu for Mr Hassani. Thomas Verdu, please.” 

 

Irene and Thomas went forward together, heading for the corridor leading to the 

treatment rooms, but the admin assistant intercepted them. 
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'Please waiting here Mrs Verdu, Doctah wanting speak you after he is checking patient. 

This way Thomas. Coming, let me guide you. How yah you feeling today. . .' 

 

The room was tiny, more like a cupboard than an office, with a small slit window at high 

level. The walls had been freshly painted, the furniture was new, but cheap, probably from 

IKEA, she thought. On the wall was a photograph of a smiling, elderly lady wearing a sari, 

clutching a large wooden crucifix to her chest. She was a beautiful woman, with good bone 

structure and perfect teeth. In the photo she looked about the same age as Irene's mother. 

 

After about ten minutes, Mr Hassani entered. 

 

'Ah, Mrs Verdu, thank you.’  

 

He offered his hand and she shook it, feeling slightly awkward. 

 

‘Sorry to have kept you. We are short-handed, a flu bug and people taking their holiday 

leave before the year end.’ 

‘Yes, we’re the same in our department.’ 

‘Thomas is back in the waiting room, listening to music on his mobile phone. I wanted to 

speak to you alone. Would you excuse me a few more minutes please? I like to do my notes at 

once.' 

'Of course, doctor.' 

 

He removed his white coat, hung it up and sat behind his desk, logged into his terminal and 

began typing quickly, referring to his small notebook from time to time.  

 

This gave her a chance to study him. His voice was slightly sing-song, but not Scottish, not 

like her father’s strong Glasgow patois which had endured during his forty years in the 

Midlands. The man’s annunciation was good, his grammar perfect. She had met Mr Michael 

Hassani twice before, but only very briefly, as an observer, watching as he peered into Thomas’s 

eyes through the high-tech opthalmascope that also took  digital photographs. 

 

Michael Hassani was impressive, tall, slim with slightly rounded shoulders, a dark olive skin 

and bright, dark brown eyes, with black hair, neatly combed, greying at the edges. He might be 

in his mid-forties, she thought, although she always found it hard to judge with Asian men. He 

wore a conventional consultant's uniform: a dark blue three-piece suit and a pale-blue shirt 

with a grey tie, shoes shiny black, socks dark grey. The skin around his eye sockets was darker, 

and there were laughter lines around the corners. His thin face was long, oval shaped, his teeth 

white, lips dark purple. The lady in the photgraph might be his mother, or grandmother, Irene 

thought. She checked his hands: they were long and slim, his nails clean, tidy, manicured. No 

wedding ring, no jewellery of any kind.  
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The day her ex-husband had left the short, scribbled note and disappeared back to Nigeria 

had scarred her for life. After Eugene Verdu, Irene had given up on men, distrustful of their 

intentions. As she studied the man at the desk before her, she felt strange, out of sync, as if 

she was floating above herself looking down. Without warning he looked up, catching her by 

surprise. His eyes stared into hers, intensely, which she found disconcerting, making her feel 

under-dressed in her work clothes. 

 

'Mrs Verdu, it seems your family has been unlucky with their eyes. Thomas told me today 

that your mother is blind? What caused it, please?' 

 

Irene felt hot, flushed, thinking thoughts she had long suppressed. She looked away from 

his gaze, down to her hands, glad that she no longer wore her wedding and engagement rings. 

 

She realised she had not replied. 

 

'Sorry, Mr Hassani, I was miles away. Mum's first stroke damaged the nerve endings in 

the brain,' she replied, her mouth dry, her voice croaky, 'nothing can be done, apparently.' 

'I'm so sorry to hear that. When did this nueral disruption occur?' 

'Let me think. It was nearly six years ago, when Thomas was nine, I think. Yes, it was just 

after my father died. Mum came to live with us, but after her second stroke she needed 

constant care. She's in a home now. Best for her, best for Thomas and me. Mum can be hard 

work, demanding. That's what put paid to . . ., eh, . . . well, never mind. Actually, Mum's fine, 

her mind's clear, almost all of the time. She's just frustrated, she was such an active person, 

fit as a fiddle. We used to go out running together, with the Wolverhampton Harriers.' 

'Who is her GP, please?' 

‘It varies. The home is registered with the local Health Centre and Mum gets whoever they 

send.’ 

‘Would you get in touch with them and ask that they refer her to me, please? It may be 

that a cranial implant could boost the signal from her optic nerves.’ 

‘Really? That would make such a difference to her life, if she could see, even a little.’ 

‘Mrs Verdu, please do not get your hopes up just yet, there will need to be scans. An implant 

may not be the right solution, but if not, there are other options to be considered.’  

‘Thank you so much, Mr Hassani.’ 

'Now, Mrs Verdu, Thomas tells me you are a speech therapist and that you work in this 

very building?' 

'Yes.' 

'Odd that we’ve never met, I'm sure I would have remembered. Wolverhampton Harriers, 

did you say? I used to be regular with the Garscube Harriers, in Glasgow.’  

'Maybe you've heard of us by our website name, “Running with Wolves”?' 

'Ah, no, but I've only been in post for six weeks, still getting used to everything. Finding 

my way. Well now, Mrs Verdu, about Thomas, has he told you what I propose?' 
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'Well, ye-es, but perhaps you could explain it more fully, please. I take it surgery is 

unavoidable?' 

'For his left eye, yes. Thomas's right is healing naturally but his left has a hole in the lens, 

a burn, if you like, and a corresponding small lesion on his retina. I had hoped these would heal 

naturally, but it’s clear now that we need to intervene. Untreated the damage would result in 

scar tissue, leaving him with a blind spot. The operation involves. . .’ 

 

As she left the meeting, acting in her role as secretary of the Wolves, she had felt obliged 

to remind him of their website and was pleased when he noted her contact number in his pocket 

diary. 

 

Michael Hassani called her mobile the evening after their meeting, to advise he had added 

Thomas into his list for the Friday before Christmas.  

 

000000 

 

On Thursday evening the usual crowd of around fifty runners was gathered at the park 

gates. It was already dark, with a slight drizzle, but not cold. Michael Hassani had missed the 

Monday run but she hoped he would come tonight. Irene had splashed out on a new outfit and 

was dressed in vivid green Lycra and wore a flashing Christmas headband over her white blonde 

hair. She was going through her warm-up routine, stretching her long slim legs.  

 

She checked her watch - nearly six o'clock. A white Ford Ka arrived and parked near her 

sky blue Fiat Panda. It was Michael Hassani, wearing a light-weight wine-coloured track suit, a 

throw-back from a previous era, she thought. As she watched, he extricated himself carefully, 

moving slowly and stiffly. 

 

'Hello, Mr Hassani, glad you could make it. We're doing a fast 5K run this evening and then 

some of us are meeting up at eight o'clock for a natter, a sort of informal Christmas Dinner. 

You would be made most welcome, if you care to join us.' 

'Yes, thanks, but I have to warn you, I'm struggling a bit.  I used to be a regular jogger, 

but it's been a while. Since your invitation I've joined a gym, on the running machine.' 

'What sort of time would you expect to do for a 5K?' 

'My goodness, that was a long time ago. My best ever was just over nineteen minutes, but 

in my present condition, perhaps nearer twenty-five?' 

'My pace exactly. Well, Mr Hassani, shall we join the B-group? Ah-a, look, here we go!' 

 

Within five minutes or so he was struggling.  

 

'Can we take it slower, please?' 

'No worries!' 
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They slowed to her jogging pace. Soon even the C-group was out of sight and they were 

jogging alone through the dark shiny streets. 

 

'Mrs Verdu, I'm sorry to be holding you back. You go on, if you wish. I think I should have 

left it another week, got my fitness levels up.' 

'Don't worry, just keep going, there's no time limit. Let's take a short cut, round here.' 

'Mrs Verdu, can we use Michael and Irene, please?' 

'Yes, Michael, I really like that name. My Dad was called Michael, Michael Kilgour, from 

Glasgow too. He was a footballer, played for Wolves, but broke his ankle and became a sports 

physio instead.’ 

'My father was also Michael! He changed his name when he became a Christian, my mother 

converted him, back in Pakistan.’ 

‘Are there many Christians in Pakistan?’ 

‘No, a tiny minority, and very much persecuted, even today. It was the main reason we 

moved to Britain. It was just after I was born and my uncle, Jabril Hassani, was established in 

Glasgow. Uncle Jabril was a Muslim, from the rich side of our family. He owned a large Cash 

and Carry business. Mum and Dad were poorly educated. Uncle Jabril got them jobs, and we 

moved here to stay with him. Dad became a hospital porter and Mum was a hospital auxiliary.' 

 

Michael Hassani stopped, grasped at his leg, grimaced, clearly in great pain. 

 

'Ah, cramp! Ah! Ah! Sorry, Irene, you go on, I'll be fine.' 

'No, let's walk slowly back to the cars. Try a sip of water, Michael, this is a fresh bottle.' 

'Thanks, water is good.' 

'Michael, try to walk on your heels, I find that helps.' 

 

Fifteen minutes later they arrived back at the cars, amidst the melee of runners who were 

chatting to each other, comparing times, offering ribald comments, calling out as they got into 

in their cars or set off to jog home, shower and change for the meal. 

 

'Michael, how is your calf muscle now?'  

'Still twingeing. I've being overdoing it at the gym, I think.' 

'Will you be OK to drive?' 

'Perhaps I'd better not. It's not my car, it's Sarah's.' 

'Sarah is...?' 

'My daughter. She's a student. The garage under the flats allows only one car per flat, 

officially anyway. Her car was trapping mine, so I grabbed her keys. I'm staying in her 

apartment temporarily until I find a place that suits. I'll call a taxi. The car should be fine 

here, with that police station opposite.' 

'Can I give you a lift home?' 
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'If it's not taking you out of your way. Sarah lives in Handsworth.' 

'In those posh new student flats? That's just round the corner from me. And only five 

minutes walk from Perazio's Pizza Place, where we're meeting up.'  

'Yes, I know Perazio's, Sarah took me last week. Good choice.’ 

'So, you'll come round and join us, later?' 

'Yes, that would be very nice. Thanks.'  

'Terrific! See you!' 

 

000000 

 

It was nearly eleven o'clock. They were the last two left in Perazio's. Gina the owner's 

wife had offered them liqueurs and extra coffees, on the house, which they had declined. 

 

'Well, Michael, what did you make of our crowd, the Wolves?' 

'Nice people, very nice. I detect that quite a few are couples, am I right?' 

'Yes, and we've had quite a few marriages recently. We seem to have become a sort of 

informal dating agency. It can become difficult to meet a likeminded person when you are a bit 

older.' 

'You mean people like us?'He smiled for the first time: it transformed him, made him look 

younger, boyish.  

Irene smiled back, coyly. 'Yes, if you like. Well, Mr Michael Hassani, Thomas's friend Jenny 

has looked you up on the web. It seems you are some sort of genius, so why choose 

Wolverhampton? Did you get fed up with Glasgow.' 

'Ah, no secrets nowadays, are there? So, what else did this Jenny reveal?’ 

‘No, that’s it, just that you are from Glasgow. So, shall we trade, my story for yours? You 

go first.’ 

‘Well, Sarah is following in my footsteps. Did I say that Aston University is one of the top 

UK universities for Ophthalmology? Anyway, it’s a two-bed flat; I’m camping there until I find 

a place that suits, but it’s clear that I'm cramping her style. Her latest boyfriend is called Ben. 

He's from Israel, he tells me. Wears a yarmulke, sleeps over with Sarah most nights. The three 

of us waltz around each other queueing for the bathroom every morning. It's quite bizarre, 

really; like an Ealing comedy.' 

'So, Michael, why did you move from Glasgow?’ 

‘Simply put, I was lonely.’ 

Irene decided to be bold: ‘And Sarah’s mother is. . .’ 

‘Kathleen died, two years ago. It was very sudden. It started with what we thought was a 

sore throat and two weeks later she was dead. Virulent oseophagal cancer, raced through her 

body, brain tumours. Devastating.’ 

 

His face clouded with sadness. 
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‘Oh, Michael, you poor thing, how dreadful for you, and for Sarah.’  

 

Irene reached across and took hold of his hand and squeezed. He took hold of her hand 

with both of his. Irene felt her colour rise. She smiled to encourage him but his eyes were 

tight shut, his head shaking very slowly from side to side.   

 

‘I was stunned, Irene. I still can hardly believe it. I felt so alone but I had to put on a 

brave face for Sarah. I still get bouts of despair. Kathleen was such a lovely person. I miss her 

so much.’ 

‘Michael, I was the same with Dad. He went out to play five-a-sides with his friends and 

never returned. A massive heart attack. It was so hard to take. I’m sure that’s what brought 

on Mum’s stroke. Then, like you, I had to bottle my grief, put on a brave face for Thomas and 

for Mum. Eugene, my ex-husband, was hopeless. He bought himself a large plasma screen TV 

and shut himself in the spare bedroom, watching football and who knows what. Then one morning 

he had vanished. It was like a double bereavement. I had no one to talk it out with.’ 

‘Irene, that was exactly my situation but Kathleen’s family were, how shall I put it kindly, 

they were, eh - unsupportive.’ 

 

His eyes were moist, haunted. 

 

‘Michael, do you want to tell me about Kathleen, or leave for another time?’ 

 

He grasped her hand more tightly. 

 

‘No, Irene, please, I want to explain myself, if you don’t mind.’ 

‘Please, take your time. I used to work at the Samaratains, before my life went pear-

shaped.’ 

Well, Irene, when Kathleen died, I started to lose focus. I could feel myself changing, 

becoming morose. I always used to be happy, cheery. I think it was worse for me because 

Kathleen and I were very close, very much in love. As the old cliche has it, we had a love that 

lasted.' 

'What was she like, Kathleen? 

'Kathleen was kind, gentle and giving, always putting others first. She lived for her work. 

She was a school teacher, working with autistic children. We were at school together, and went 

through University together. Looking back, I can see now that over the years we became 

introverted, insular. Kathleen's parents were always against us. She was from a middle-class 

background. Her father, Roderick Gillespie, is a retired minister, her mother Vivienne was a 

solicitor, conveyancing, that sort of thing. Vivienne is very opinionated, always on lots of do-

gooding committees. When Vivienne found her daughter had taken up with a boy from an 

immigrant Pakistani family from the poorest part of Pollokshields, and that we were a Roman 

Catholic family, she was livid. She tried to stop us going out but Kathleen defied them. You see, 
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half-a-mile away from us Hassanis, the Gillespies lived in the poshest part of Pollokshields, in 

a huge villa Vivienne had inherited.’ 

‘Pollokshields? My father was from Shawlands. Mum and I used to take ourselves out for 

runs around Pollokshields when we went up to visit Dad’s parents. Some of those houses in 

Pollokshields are absolutely massive.’  

‘You can imagine what happened when the Gillespies found out we were engaged, planning 

to get married - they exploded. They arrived at our flat and barged in, tried to force Kathleen 

to leave with them. Vivienne said, “We’ve come to take their baby home”. At one point the police 

arrived because a neighbour had complained. It took hours of arguing to get them to accept 

she would not go home with them.’ 

‘Oh dear, not a good start. I hope they left you alone after that, did they?’ 

‘After a fashion, but then Kathleen’s best friend got in on the act too, speaking behind my 

back saying things like: “Kathleen, it’s OK to shack up with him, but marry a Paki, come on?”. 

The hate mail started. It was even more offensive, things like: “OK, Kathleen, so you’re not 

that good-looking, but you can do a lot better than him! There are plenty nice white boys around, 

gagging for it.” And, “Watch out, he’ll whisk you off to Pakistan and sell you into white slavery!” 

And, “Kathleen, you do realise that as soon as you’re pregers, he’ll sign up another few wives to 

share your bed”. It seemed to be a bandwagon thing, pretty juvenile but still upsetting. In the 

end we got seven letters in this style, all typed out and signed ‘from a well wisher’. We checked, 

all of them were posted from Pollokshields. We were pretty sure who sent them, which is sad, 

because we had thought our schoolfriends were on our side, the ones that went on to university 

with us. Then, and this confirmed our suspicions, we were ‘un-invited’ to a few weddings we had 

invitations for. It was very hurtful.’ 

‘Oh Michael, how horrible. That was despicable. How could anyone do that sort of thing? 

Eugene and I never had anything like that. We had a full-on wedding with all my family there, 

and lots of Eugene’s Nigerian friends. Of course, he had no family, his parents were dead 

before he came to study here. I met him when he came into the Oxfam book shop where I 

worked on Saturdays.’  

‘Mixed marriages are not that common in Glasgow, or at least not then. Maybe more so 

nowadays, especially among people who work in the NHS, have you noticed?’  

‘Yes, meeting people at work is a good way of getting to know them. So, Michael, your in-

laws, the Gillespies, they did not take to you, and it was solely because you’re Asian?’  

‘Perhaps, but it was definitely the religion thing too. Kathleen agreed. I was still nominally 

a Roman Catholic when we got married and Mum was upset, she wanted a church wedding too. 

Dad was already dead, he was older that her by nearly fifteen years. Later, when Mum died, 

after suffering two years of stomach cancer, that was the end of my belief in a God of any 

kind, regardless of whatever flavour. I’m pretty sure the Gillespies were also against me 

because of Uncle Jabril, he was well known in the Glasgow Muslim Community for his generosity, 

and had quite a high profile.’ 

‘Michael, my Dad was like that, always ready to criticise Eugene quick to sound off a bit. 

Partly it was because Eugene was coloured, although he was very pale, much paler than my 
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Thomas. Eugene said his father had been a tribal chief and that his mother was French, that 

she had worked in the French embassy. Later he said he was an orphan, that the Verdu’s had 

adopted him because he was nearly white. I was never sure. He was always changing his story. 

He showed us photographs of Granny Verdu, the woman he said was his adoptive mother. The 

woman in those photographs was very dark skinned. Maybe he did not really know who his 

parents were. The main thing you need to know about Eugene was that he was glib, always 

talking. He was clever with words, a great joker. It was what atracted me to him. He was always 

full of fun, at least in the beginning. Of course Eugene said he was a Catholic too, and that he 

supported Celtic, but I’m sure that was to wind up Dad, who was a staunch Rangers man. With 

Dad it was also the male jealousy thing, a bit like you are with Sarah and Ben.’ 

‘Yes, Irene, I understand why you say that but it’s natural for a father to be over-

protective especially an only child. Are you an only child too?’ 

‘Yes, but I think it’s mainly a father and daughter thing. Mum was different, she really 

liked Eugene, and he always turned on the charm for her, flirted with her. She loved it. My Dad 

had a stockier build, a smaller version of my Thomas, half-a-head shorter tham Mum. Eugene 

was tall, nearly two metres. When it suited him he was gracious, polite, and very charming. He 

used to pick her up and whirl her round and round. Mum used to say he was like the son she 

never had. Unfortunately she said it repeatedly and it made my Dad go crazy. So, Michael, your 

turn now, what happened next?' 

‘As soon as we graduated, we insisted on getting married in the registry office. That was 

another occasion of high drama. At first the Gillespies refused to have anything to do with us. 

In the end they did attend, but made it plain we should get ‘properly married’ in the Church of 

Scotland. With what was left of Uncle Jabril's money, Kathleen and I bought a house in a area 

called  Newlands, do you know it?’ 

‘Yes, of course I know it well. It’s right next to Shawlands. Lovely big sandstone houses. A 

very nice area.’ 

'Right from the start we were shunned by our neighbours. We invited them to a welcome 

barbecue during that first summer. No one came. Of course we knew it was because we had a 

mixed-race marriage. Every year we dropped Christmas cards through letterboxes, smiled and 

waved, pretending, just like them. When we met them in the street, we admired their dogs, 

agreed the weather was too hot, too cold, all that sort of thing. Gradually we accepted our 

situation and told each other we didn't need friends. We did what most people do in mixed-

race marriages with a mixed-race child, we lived parallel lives, quietly, under the radar.’ 

‘In Wolverhampton there are many mixed-race marriages and coloured children, so it’s less 

of an issue. Did the Gillepies come round in the end? Surely they must have been pleased to 

have a doctor for a son-in-law?’ 

‘No, not really. Only when Sarah was born did relations with them thaw a bit. From an infant 

they showered her with gifts, set up a trust fund to pay for her education. Of course they 

wanted to be sure that Sarah went to Hutchesons' Grammar School. They insisted on paying 

for everything, uniforms, sports kit, all the after-school activities, holidays with the school, 
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computers, phones, clothes. They were re-creating Kathleen’s school days all over again, trying 

to steal Sarah away from us.’ 

‘That’s Hutchie, isn’t that what it’s called?’ 

‘Yes, did I say Kathleen and I knew each other from school? Uncle Jabril believed that 

going to Hutchie would help me get a leg up in society. He died when I was twelve. He never 

married and I was his only heir, which meant Kathleen and I were independent of her parents, 

even before we decided to share a flat during our time at university. I think the fact that I 

had enough money to buy that flat and then our house annoyed them intensely. Vivienne is the 

one with the money in that marriage, she’s the one who calls the shots. Kathleen once said: 

“Mum and Dad want to be superior while pretending to be Christians”. It must be said, Irene, 

the Gillespies had odd ideas for people who called themselves Christians.’ 

‘Michael, do you think they might have liked you better if you had been poor, dependent on 

them?’ 

‘I’ve thought about that a few times but eventually concluded that for Vivienne, no one on 

earth would have been good enough for ‘her Kathleen’. Vivienne is very controlling. From the 

minute Sarah was born that have been trying to steal her away from us, and now from me. Did 

I say that they bought that car for Sarah even before she was seventeen and paid for her 

driving lessons?’  

‘Why, Michael? Why were they doing it?’ 

‘Kathleen said it was ensure that when they talked to their friends about ‘our little Sarah’, 

they could be sure she was upsides with their friends' grandchildren. Perhaps Kathleen was 

right, but my view is they do truly love Sarah, after their own fashion. They were devastated 

when she decided on Aston University, they wanted her to go St Andrews or maybe Oxford. 

Did I say that Sarah is studying Opthalmology and that Aston is one of the top universities in 

Britain for Opthalmology?’ 

‘Yes, Michael, you told me that earlier. Do you agree with them about Aston? Did you want 

Sarah to go to Oxford or St Andrews?’ 

‘Yes, or maybe Edinburgh, like me. But Sarah was very fixed in her ideas. She makes up her 

own mind about everything. She’s very headstrong, always has been, from a child. Kathleen used 

to joke that Sarah has a full complement of Vivienne’s genes.’  

‘So, Michael, has Kathleen’s passing made things better or worse with the Gillespies?’ 

‘Irene, this may sound strange to you, but I always felt guilty that Kathleen had married 

me. If she’d married someone else, someone white, her life could have been different. During 

those last days I told her this, asked for her forgiveness. She was angry with me. Defiant. It's 

the last memory I have of her. She said: "Michael, don't ever be ashamed of yourself, or your 

daughter or of me". The next day they increased the morphine. That was the end of the real 

Kathleen.’ 

‘She was right, Michael. I am not in anyway ashamed of my Thomas. I am disappointed in 

Eugene, but not angry. I think he suffered things as a child that he hid from us. Anyway, what 

good does hating someone or holding a grudge do? Nothing except make you bitter. The best 
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approach is to forgive and forget. That’s what I try to do, always. Are you still bitter, Michael? 

You sound bitter?’  

'Irene, you have to understand something. The funeral was a disaster. It was the worst 

day of my life. I’ve never told anyone about what happened, not even Sarah. You see, Kathleen 

had said many times over to me that she wanted a cremation with a Humanist service, and for 

her ashes to be scattered to the winds from the summit of Ben Lomond. The Gillespies were 

outraged. They demanded a full Christian memorial service in Glasgow Cathedral followed by a 

burial in the family plot at the Glasgow Necropolis. They have a tomb; I went to look at it 

before I moved down here, just to see what it was like. It’s not the largest of tombs but it is 

very ornate. In the aftermath of Kathleen’s death and the autopsy, I stuck to my position. 

There was a blazing row. Roderick used very unChristian language. I hit back, with equally harsh 

words. We've not spoken since. They still speak to Sarah, but not to me.’ 

‘How old was Sarah?’ 

‘Sixteen, just about to sit her A-Levels. I tried to shield her from the whole process, 

without success. She seemed to defuse her grief by becoming a bit wild, partying, staying over 

with friends. One morning I found her zonked, in her bedroom. I searched around and found 

drugs and condoms. I was at my wit’s end with worry. When her A-Level results came through 

she had failed to gain the grades she expected.The school was terrific, very understanding. 

They wrote to the examination authority on her behalf, explaining her personal circumstances 

and they voided those poor results from her record. Sarah had always been a good student and 

perhaps it was the reality that she was heading for disaster that brought her back to her old 

self. When the school re-started in the autumn, without any big argument or debate, she 

calmed down.’ 

‘Do you think that Sarah had realised that she needed you as much as you needed her?’ 

‘Perhaps. I’m not sure she realises that she needs me. I think it was more that she lost her 

bearings, temporarily.’ 

‘How did she do in the next diet of exams?’ 

‘She passed with good grades. That was when she decided on Aston. I think she wanted to 

get away from Glasgow, make a fresh start. I was worried sick about her.’ 

‘So, Michael, when Sarah came down to Aston you were left alone in Glasgow. Did your 

friends rally round?’ 

'After the hate mail when we got engaged, the rift with her parents and the neighbours 

situation, Kathleen and I seemed to decide we were not the kind of people who wanted to make 

close friends. We never actually discussed it, just drifted into a way of living which focussed 

entirely on us, Sarah and our work. Of course we both made friendships with colleagues at 

work, but those people were not close friends. When Kathleen died, they sent cards, said all 

the right things but, well, they have their own busy lives.’ 

‘Did you try bereavement counselling?’ 

‘No, perhaps it might have helped, but no. Gradually things settled to a dull routine. I 

seemed to moving through thick mud, everything was a struggle. I turned to work, taking every 

opportunity to build up extra days, so that I could be available when Sarah came home in the 
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vacations. But that first Christmas Sarah did not come home, she went ski-ing with a group 

fron the university. The casual way she did, she sent me a text, well, it broke my heart. For a 

spell I tried to phone or SKYPE her every day. It was pathetic behaviour so I backed off, sent 

texts and emails instead, gave her space. Sarah was here in Woverhampton and moving on, 

enjoying her freedom. I was back in Glasgow, stuck in gloom.’ 

’So, you decided to move to be near her, no other reason? Or was it a promotion, a more 

senior post?’ 

‘No, it was an equal post, more or less. But you’re right, Irene, I did move to be near Sarah, 

that's part of it.  To me she still seems so young, but during her time here she has developed 

a hard outer crust, a veneer. If you met her, you would see her as super-confident but in my 

view she’s still vulnerable. That’s partly why I want to be near her. For her, and for me. But it 

wasn’t just that. I wanted to make a fresh start. Apart from work, I had nothing to tie me to 

Glasgow. Last winter, stuck alone night after night, I became morose, living in the past. I’ve 

never dared to tell anyone this but last September, when Sarah first moved down here, I 

started to have occasional 'sightings' of Kathleen, standing looking out of the window, sitting 

in the kitchen making a phone call, in her craft room crocheting, or down on her knees weeding 

in her garden. I began to look forward to finding her. I would wander from room to room, hoping 

to see her again. When the winter came to an end, Kathleen faded away for good.’ 

‘That was a milestone, I think. Halucinating in bereavement is quite common. It’s part of 

the grieving process. When she finally left, that was a milestone.’ 

‘Sarah came home for the summer, and brought her current boyfriend, Lukas, a Slovakian. 

They openly shared her bed. I was furious, but managed to say nothing. I thought back to 

Kathleen and me and had to admit we were the same, oblivious to everyone else and their 

sensitivities, sharing a flat during our study years, ignoring our parents' protests.’ 

‘Michael, do you ever think of trying to find a new lady to share your life with?’ 

‘Not really. No. Not with any enthusiasm. Last Christmas, when Sarah was ski-ing, I went 

on-line, joined a dating agency. But after a few sessions I gave it up. To be very honest, I 

wasn't sure that I wanted to find someone new. I began to think I might be too old to start 

over.’ 

‘Michael, you’re not old! You are a fine looking man in a good job. Many women would be 

pleased to have you as a partner. You just weren’t ready then. After Eugene left, I was 

disoriented. I had no idea that he was tired of me, it came out of the blue. At first I believed 

it was my fault, that it was because I had put him in third place in my life, after Mum and 

Thomas and by trying to be jolly and 'normal'. Like you with your work, in those early months I 

was slightly manic. At that time Mum was very frail. I thought she was dying. And I felt I had 

to distract Thomas and so I was filling every free minute with activity, games, swimming, 

cinema, anything to shut out the reality of living Mum the way she was. Then, without a single 

word, Eugene slipped away: no argument, no explanation. I kept waiting for him to return. Days 

later I found the folded note, stuck to the pin board beside the wall phone. I was stunned, 

frozen.' 
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'Irene, when Kathleen died I got the firm impression, never spoken aloud, that for Roderick 

and Vivienne, Kathleen's death was somehow my fault. As we went through the rigmaroles of 

death and its aftermath, I hated their God, every God. I was bitter, cynical, looking for ways 

to strike back.’ 

‘Michael, please believe me, you must put it behind you, move on. How does Sarah view this 

move of yours, trailing down here after her?’ 

'I know, Irene, you’re right, it’s pathetic. I should have toughed it out in Glasgow, tried to 

make a new life. I applied for the post here on impulse, that’s the truth. Just after Sarah left 

after last summer's recess, I looked on the NHS website, saw the job vacancy here and well, 

you know the rest.’ 

‘So, what do you think of Wolverhampton Royal Hospital?’ 

'Can I be totally honest, Irene? Until tonight I thought I might have made a mistake. 

What's made it worse are the emails from my old boss, who is still trying to get me back to 

Glasgow. My vacancy is still unfilled, he tells me. They say there’s nothing like being wanted, 

needed. It’s true, and I still have our house, let out on a six month's rolling lease. But meeting 

you, being here with the others tonight, normal people, a good cosmopolitan mix, I’m beginning 

to feel better. My new colleagues have been very welcoming too. And there’s no shortage of 

challenging cases, largely due to the ethnic mix and immigrant communities.’ 

‘So, Mr Michael Hassani, do you think you’ll stay with us at Wolverhampton Royal?’ 

‘Yes. I'll give it a few more months and take it from there.’ 

‘That office they gave you, is that the best they could offer?’ 

‘It’s supposed to be temporary and since I wasn’t sure whether I would stay, I didn’t 

complain. Irene, can I be very direct with you. I hope you don't mind me saying this, but when 

I met you that first time four weeks ago, when Michael first presented at A&E, I began to 

dream. I was encouraged by what Michael told me. He was very open with his information about 

his family circumstances. I promise you, Irene, honestly, I did not trap him into revealing 

personal details.’ 

‘I take it Thomas told you about his Dad? He seems to have told you everything else.' 

'No, just that he hopes his father will come back one day.' 

'Poor Thomas, I think he needs a male figure in his life. I suppose it’s my fault, I know I 

mollycoddle him.' 

‘Irene, do you think Eugene might return?' 

'No, Michael, that won't happen. Thomas doesn't know this, but three years ago Eugene 

wrote to ask for a divorce. It seems he has changed his name to Berrier, his real mother’s 

maiden name. Later, after the divorce, I did a Google search, just curious to see what it might 

throw up. According to his firm’s Facebook postings, Eugene Berrier is now a Senior Vice-

President of some oil technology company worth zillions, based in their head office in Houston, 

Texas. His new wife is the daughter of the Owner. They have twin girls.' 

'Irene, surely you should tell Michael about this?’ 

'I suppose so, but Mum keeps blaming me for driving Eugene away, she really liked him. I 

don't mean to be bitchy, but it seems everybody liked Eugene, if you get my drift. His affairs 



Running with Wolves 

 

John Bonthron for Writers’ Circus, December 2016                                                                          15 

 

started to come out after he left. I'm afraid Eugene was rather a good deceiver. Then, when 

the divorce was going through, Mum was still living with us and somehow raising it all again 

seemed the wrong idea. Since she moved to the care home last year, I've just let it drift. To 

be fair, I thought that Michael had let go of Eugene, but maybe I should tell him, given this 

welder thing.' 

'How about you, Irene, have you let go of Eugene?' 

'Oh, yes. Eugene is history. Being dumped with a large mortgage, an empty bank account 

and no child support killed of what feelings I had for him. When I look back on everything in 

our marriage I can see now that we had been drifting apart before Mum’s stroke. When I was 

left to cope alone, Mum helped out by agreeing to sell her house and we used the money to 

settle my mortgage. Otherwise I would have been in real trouble. Then she had her second 

stroke and things spiralled away. Every minute was taken up. It was a horrible time for all of 

us.’ 

‘I understand that situation, Irene. In her last months my mother came to live with us. It 

was heart-rending, watching someone die, suffering, drifting off into the oblivion of morphine.’ 

‘Then, when the rumours of Eugene’s romances started circulating, I was shattered. That 

sort of experience makes you doubt yourself. Like you, I didn’t want to risk getting hurt again. 

So, nowadays I just get on with things. You're lucky in one way though, Michael, you have good 

memories of Kathleen.' 

‘Yes, I suppose I have.’ 

‘So, Michael Hassani, will you come running with the Wolves again?’ 

‘Oh, yes. You’re right about exercise. When you first invited me last week, I thought, 'why 

not try to turn the clock back?' 

‘Turn the clock back?’ 

'I should confess, my proper running days were at Hutchie when I was in the cross-country 

team. Our PE master was a member of Garscube Harriers and in my final year, just as I was 

going to university, he persuaded me to join. After we got married I gave up my membership. 

But I did join Sarah's gym, after your invitation.' 

 

Gina arrived, and started clearing the table: 'You wanna a coffee forda night birds? Or 

will-ah-give-a-you aprawns so you canna do cleaning and setting up for-toomorra? No? Okayee, 

you need borr-a-brolly? The big rain is-a here-a-last! No White Christmas in Wolverhampton 

this-a year, Ah-bettcha!' 

 

Outside they looped arms under the huge umbrella and scuttled along through the 

downpour towards Irene's house. 

 

'Michael, do you have any plans for Christmas?' 

'No, Sarah and her friends are going ski-ing again.’ 

'Would you like to come round to our place? Thomas will be there, maybe, but his romance 

with Jenny seems to be back on, so it might be just you and me and Radley.' 
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'Radley?' 

'Oh, I forgot to tell you, Radley is my live-in lover!’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Michael, you should see your face! No, Radley is my labradoodle. He's very clever and 

affectionate and hardly ever barks. He comes jogging with me every morning.' 

'You jog every morning?' 

'Just for half a hour. Radley and I have a circuit and I've trained him to do his business 

beside the doggy bin.' 

'Mmm, interesting. Kathleen and I used to jog at weekends, although without a dog. She 

was allergic to animals.' 

'Well, Michael, why don't you join us? It's great way to start the day. You'll soon get your 

fitness levels up.' 

'Yes, thanks, good idea. But you'll have to make allowances. It's been a while, as I 

explained.' 

'Well, this is where the Verdus live. Here, Michael, you take the brolly. See you at six, 

OK?' 

'Six o'clock! Does it have to be so early?’ 

‘Best part of the day!’ 

‘OK, six o’clock it is, then.' 

'See you!' 

'Irene, what if it's still raining?' 

'Don't be a woos, Michael Hassani, be there or else!'  

'Or else what?' 

'Or else I'll come round and ring your buzzer!' 

 


