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Letters make writers of all of us. They are where we discover in ourselves the 
capacity for narrative, telling our life experiences to our friends and our families. 
Embellishing, perhaps. Who doesn’t? Carefully suppressing some things. 
Foregrounding what we think our reader wants to hear. Seeking to please – to 
keep that reader wanting more. All the arts, in fact, of the writer.  
 
Letters invite us to express our emotions – often in ways we cannot, or dare not, 
expose in person. They let us analyse and interpret. They include details which 
give insight into how a society sees itself; how a culture values its world – in the 
particulars of its time, and space. 
 
This collection of letter-themed stories from Nelson’s STEM Writers group 
examines some of the ways letters have operated – today, and in the past. 
 
Susan Kirk considers the changes in letter writing, with the shift from paper and 
post to electronic media. Will the relations established between correspondents 
ever be quite the same? 
 
Jackie Cook remembers the old-fashioned pastime of writing to pen-pals – and 
the strangeness of the relationships it established.  
 
Lorelle Baxter finds an old letter in a box of memorabilia – and remembers 
when she thought as a teenager that she might, possibly, be related to New 
Zealand’s most prominent poet. 
 
Mark Baskett reconsiders an old family letter and photograph – read now in 
light of the consequences of what it reveals.  
 
D. John Craig thinks about the ways that a bureaucracy writes to us – and the 
consequences of becoming trapped in the paperwork. 
 
Erin Powell describes the feelings of a new employee behind their office desk, 
wondering when – and if – the paperwork will ever flow her way. Should she 
generate some of her own? 
 
Isobel Sayer examines the way a stalker might seize upon a total stranger as the 
focus of an imagined relationship, and invites us to consider how we might feel if 
such a correspondence was thrust upon us. 
 
Colin Clough writes a letter to be read aloud: a speech, addressed to a son and 
daughter-in-law on their 25th wedding anniversary, hinting at how things could 
have turned out – relieved, and grateful, that they didn’t.  
 
In a final short piece, rounding the circle back to the stand-off between electronic 
and paper-based letters, Erin Powell considers what happens when people 
impart life’s big information via the short-memo form of a postcard. Every line 
carries something so filled with consequence, that the prose almost buckles 
beneath its weight – until even the writer herself has to escape.  
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Susan Kirk  THE LOSS OF LETTERS 

 

A tragedy of the 21st Century for me will be the lack of letters. Not the ABC, but 
velvety, vellum notepaper, wrinkled, hard to write on, pale blue onionskin or the 
limited space of an aerogram. The feel and the smell of the paper, the different 
styles of handwriting, the colour of the inks, the wobbly printing in pencil of a 
child… it was all there forever, if you chose to keep the letters you received. 

I have just one very old letter in my possession, written in 1865 by my Great 
Grandfather to his wife. At the time he was the Anglican Bishop of Dunedin, and 
had travelled to Central Otago for a confirmation. He describes travelling by 
Cobb and Co. Coach, names some of the big Stations still being farmed, and he 
describes the wool shed for 100 shearers where the confirmation took place. The 
wool shed filled to capacity, and “even some of the Chinese and Romans were 
there.” A very formal letter, which began “Dear Wife” and ended “Your 
affectionate husband…” A fascinating piece of history. 

My mother in law was a great keeper of letters. She had just three grandchildren, 
and when they went off separately on their O.E. travels, they wrote regularly to 
her. I have all those letters now, and have not yet given them to the authors for 
fear they will throw them out. They are a wonderful record of a slice of the life of 
three young adults, travelling the world on a shoestring in the 1980s. I also kept 
a complete set of letters received over a year from a friend temporarily in 
England. 

When I first bought a computer, a chunky little Apple Mac LC2 in the early 1980s 
and long before email, I typed all my letters. Then I printed two copies, one to 
post and one to keep. Sometimes I would read my copies, and it was astounding 
to me how vividly I then remembered those events. Sadly and stupidly, when I 
packed up my house to come to Nelson, I threw out all those letters. I still have 
one blue aerogram which I wrote to my mother in law from England in 1967. She 
returned it to me because it had a recipe for cheese cake, an unknown delight to 
me until I sampled one made by an American friend. The letter describes a 
weekend with friends when we lived in Bath. I would have had no recollection of 
that weekend if I did not have that letter. Reading it now, everything has come 
back: what we wore; what we ate; how we amused ourselves. It comes back in 
3D full colour as I read it. 

A final sadness is that opening the letterbox is no longer filled with anticipation 
of a long, newsy letter from a friend. Those of you born to play with an iPad 
instead of a pencil won’t have a clue what I’m talking about. There is nothing 
tactile about an email or a text. You don’t think to make a cup of coffee, settle 
yourself in a comfortable, armchair then open and devour the letter full of news 
from a friend. I also doubt these modern emails will be stored and kept for future 
reference.  

I hope I’m wrong. 
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Jackie Cook  PEN PALS 

 
 
There was a time, when I was about 7 or 8, when I desperately wanted to have a 
pen-pal.  
 
It seems a curious desire, today. Go online. Type your merest whim-of-the-
moment topic into the search bar – and there you are: endless possibilities. Like-
minded souls, chattering away about whatever it was you had thought, a few 
seconds before, had interested you. ‘You have 4,375,982 items found.’ Chilling, in 
its way. Who can possibly stay interested, confronted by that? 
 
Staying interested was the problem then, too. Your friends – who always seemed 
to know how to find these elusive pen-pals, when you didn’t – would connect and 
disconnect with what seemed, then, to be frightening speed.  
 
‘Have you had another letter from the Philippines?’  
 
‘Nah. She got boring… Always wanted to talk about… homework, and stuff.’  
 
Then they’d sniff. ‘Stamps were pretty dull, too.’  
 
Stamps were probably what it was all about. What you really wanted was 
someone who lived in a place that did great stamps. Big, colourful ones. Most 
often from large, colourless countries – like Poland, or the Soviet Union. Places 
you just knew were never going to appear in the fine-print lists of pen-pals on 
offer in the children’s pages of Mum’s magazines. We had come to believe that if 
people in the best stamp-producing places did want pen-pals, their offers got 
snapped up long before they arrived at us – probably, we thought with youthful 
cynicism, by the people from the stamp companies. All those impossibly large, 
perfectly perforated, almost imperceptibly franked stamps, offered for sale on 
the back covers of the magazines, at prices well beyond our slender pocket-
money means. They must have come from somewhere.  
 
The people who offered themselves as pen-pals however were as colourless as 
we felt ourselves to be. ‘Janet, from Sheffield. Likes Girl Guides and knitting.’ 
‘Linda, from Wolverhampton. Has a cat.’  
 
Then, out of the blue, Sister Marie-Leon who taught music, turned up at choir 
practice brandishing the utterly exotic. It was a comic book. A French comic 
book. It had never occurred to us that comic books came in French. Weren’t they 
all from America? Weren’t they an American idea? Could anyone else even draw 
them? Were they allowed to? It seemed the French thought so.  
 
‘My dear cousin, Sandrine, in Clermont-Ferrand,’ Sister Marie-Leon explained, ‘as 
sent us ziss,’ and she let us hand it around. It was new, brand new, from the 
publisher of what sister described as ‘ze women’s magazine most populaire: 
Marie-Claire’ – a title which in those days hadn’t extended much beyond France. 
This new venture was filled with stories starring far more dashing heroes than 
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any we had ever seen produced by Disney, or Marvell Comics. Stany Derval, 
roving archaeologist. Detectives on gleaming motor cycles. Young performers 
from the Opera or ballet. Experimental jet pilots. Hovercraft engineers. Soldiers 
from the Foreign Legion. When the French had adventures, it seemed, they had 
them in style. We were instantly hooked.  
 
Marie-Leon, however, had more in mind. ‘I ‘ave spoken with Reverend Mother,’ 
she told us, ‘and she ‘as agreed: we use the pages of the magazine, to find for each 
of you ze pen-pal! It will be so good for your French! Also, when you are grown 
up and visit la belle France’ – this was entirely taken for granted in her world 
view: how could one not visit France? Even though she herself never once 
returned – ‘you will ‘ave someone to stay with!’ 
 
We will have, we thought, French stamps! Hopefully, the rare commemoratives, 
and not the usual penny-a-pound everyday ones. We all signed on. 
 
Then began the long, long wait, till a letter arrived in our mailbox, hand 
addressed, in elegant lettering, our street number, 27, revealing that very 
European crossed downstroke that Sister Leon herself used – and even better: 
three or four wonderfully colourful stamps!  
 
I scarcely dared to open it. The envelope was passed around at the dinner table, 
while everyone oohed and ahhed at how far it had come, and Grand Pa, who had 
fought in France in the first war, got down the Atlas, to try to find the town on 
the post mark. ‘It must be down on the Spanish border,’ he said. ‘Nowhere I’m 
familiar with. Basse-Terre… Basse-Terre…’ But no matter how hard we looked, 
even with the big magnifying glass, we couldn’t find it.  
 
Not surprising, really. My new correspondent – my pen-pal – was from 
Guadaloupe, in the Caribbean. Marie Josette. She was probably black, although it 
never occurred to us to think so – let alone to ask. She had the better end of the 
bargain – for she always wrote in French – and so did I. Sister Leon insisted on 
that. ‘To write in English, there is no point,’ she would say. ‘Ziss way, you will 
learn the idiom…’ That too was rather surprising, since every other nun on the 
teaching team spent considerable energy making sure they eliminated any hint 
of idiomatic English. ‘No employer wants to hear you speaking slang!’ they would 
scold.  Life was so full of contradictions – for all that we were told there was one, 
and one only, right way. 
 
Perhaps then I shouldn’t have been surprised when, just as I was writing off so 
enthusiastically to Marie Josette from Basse-Terre, and wondering why my 
stamp album didn’t seem to have a special page for Guadaloupe, Glennis from 
next door thrust another offer at me. ‘Mum says I’ve got too many pen-pals 
already,’ she said. ‘Dad says it’s costing too much in aerogrammes.’ She passed 
over a letter with a US stamp. She’d applied, giving my details. I got Jo-Beth. She 
was from Texas. A place called Dime Box. I imagined it as looking like the 
building Uncle Scrooge owned, in the Donald Duck comics. The one filled to the 
ceiling with gold dollar coins. The ones he dived into, and floated on like a whale, 
and burrowed into like a gopher.  
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I quite enjoyed writing to Jo Beth. I tried to get her to write to Marie Josette, but 
she wouldn’t. She claimed it was because she couldn’t speak French, but I 
explained Marie Josette could write in English. She just wasn’t supposed to use it 
with me. There was no way I was defying Sister Leon – even in a private 
correspondence. Nuns always knew everything. There was no point in trying to 
cheat.   
 
Then came the really odd moment – the one that took me years and years to 
explain.  
 
It started when Marie Josette asked me the date of my anniversaire – my 
birthday, and I wrote back, explaining that it was March 19th, St Joseph’s day – 
which was lucky for me, because I went to St Joseph’s School, so I always had a 
special non-lesson day for my birthday.  
 
A letter came back faster than usual, filled with amazement. Marie Josette too, 
was born on March 19th. In the same year! Quelle surprise! Such a coincidence! 
Twinned destiny! We both felt very special, and asked each other what it meant.  
 
I must have mentioned it in my very next letter to Jo Beth of Dime Box – and very 
soon after, a letter from her, too. She was born, she said, on March the 19th. The 
same year. What was going on here? 
 
I began to feel subtly got at. Were they lying? Was this some strange, foreign way 
of claiming more connection than one might want? Was I being manipulated 
somehow?  
 
It was many years before the obvious answer occurred to me: the logistics of 
sifting pen-pal offers in whatever pokey little office they were probably 
organized from. To me, it was a kind of magic. Three girls, from different corners 
of the world, randomly – or so we had all thought – allocated to each other, 
linked only by the most tenuous pathways, that one, tiny scrap of paste-backed 
coloured paper gluing us together.  
 
My interest in Marie Josette and Jo Beth faded, of course. Unlike some people, 
who wrote for decades to their childhood pen-pals, I have not kept in touch. Nor 
have I ever been to either Basse-Terre or Dime Box – despite the odd allure of 
those names, and the fact that I’ve been, in my travels, quite close to both places. 
It has never occurred to me to wonder what happened to either of those girls – 
both exactly the same age as me. Or so they said. 
 
For me they were, as I suppose they are here, nothing but words on a page. That, 
and what I felt at the time, and still do, in a strange sort of way – a coincidence 
too far.  
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Lorelle Baxter THE LETTER 

 
 
I looked everywhere I could think of, but couldn't find it.  
 
I feared I had finally lost it. It had moved with me many times over the past 46 
years. I knew I would have put it in a safe place, but where?  
 
Then, for no particular reason I started looking through a large plastic box in the 
storeroom. It was full of old papers and notebooks. To my surprise, there it was, 
inside a plastic bag, underneath a concert programme.  
 
A very small, unassuming, folded-over envelope. I recognised it instantly. It was 
my special, precious letter. 
 
The envelope is postmarked Wanganui, 5pm, 20 Jan 1971. 
 
A red and white three-cent postage stamp with a side-on silhouette of a young 
queen is embossed on the top right hand corner. 
 
It is addressed, in sloping printing, in blue biro, to: 
 
Lorelle Baxter, 
10 Dorset St, 
PICTON 
 
Picton is in capital letters, and underlined. 
 
Inside are two small, unlined jotter-pad pages, with small, sloping, quite hard to 
read writing in black, then blue, then black again biro.  
 
The address on the top right corner is: 
 
Private Bag 
Jerusalem 
Wanganui River 
17/1/71 
 
The letter reads: 
 
Dear Lorelle - 
 
There are English Baxters and Scottish Baxters. Probably if you come from the 
Scottish Baxters, you are related to me. 
 
Principles of the Jerusalem community – 
 
1. To share all one’s goods. This makes for peace and no quarrels. 
2. To love one another, and show it. 
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3. To speak the truth. 
4. To take no job where one loses the job if one fails to lick the boss’s arse. 
5. To learn from the Maori pattern of life. 
 
At present the people who are here are mainly between 17 and 25, and belong to 
the long-haired group. They probably need some idealism to stay. It is hard to 
describe them, Lorelle, because each one has his or her unique character and 
beauty. 
 
I’m a bit tired, as I’m on the 9th day of a 30 day fast I’m on, to purify myself and 
make myself a better member of the community. 
 
God bless you, my dear. 
 
Arohanui - 
 
Hemi 
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This letter from poet James K. Baxter was in response to one I had sent earlier, 
but I hadn't really expected a reply.  
 
I had read about James K. and the Jerusalem community in our newspaper, and 
seen his photo. Dad said he looked a bit like some of our ancestors, and after all 
we did share a surname... so I decided to write him a letter. 
 
I met James K. Baxter later that year in Wellington as part of a group, then again 
the following year in Dunedin. My diary reminds me it was on July the 29th, over 
a curry and rice lunch at his mother Millicent's place. He was there for a poetry 
reading at a big youth event - Impulse ’72.  I had met Millicent a few times before. 
She told me she had so dearly loved her late husband Archibald, and just loved to 
spend time with other Baxters. How lucky was I? 
 
I have promised myself I will never lose my letter from Hemi again. I've created a 
new special place to keep all my treasured letters together.  
 
It will be in good company. 
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Mark Baskett  LETTER FROM FIJI 

 

About a month after my seventh birthday, my grandparents sent a shock of the 
exotic through our small family home with a short letter and three Polaroid 
portraits.  

Though the letter was informative, giving a short-hand account of what my 
grandparents had been doing, it was the photos that most strongly held us in the 
glare of what had recently occurred. One showed my grandmother in a blue-
chequered dress, smiling at the camera with what I guessed to be a boa 
constrictor draped over her shoulders.  
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Another showed my grandmother again - this time wrapped in the arms of a 
large Fijian man. He is bare-chested, carrying her over some shallow waters, and 
she has one hand tucked behind her carrier’s neck while the other clutches to her 
straw hat and purse.  

The last photo was of my grandfather, captured from the torso up, with his body 
centred in frame. His mouth is slightly open, as if to issue a greeting, and in his 
raised right hand he holds a large, balloon-shaped glass.  

There was an unintended softness and warmth to all these images, for the 
emulsions that had helped to produce the Polaroids had cast everything in a 
greenish, yellowish haze. 

Fearing a further decline in both his own and his wife’s health, my grandfather 
had decided to take advantage of Fiji’s recent economic developments in the area 
of tourism, and despite the relative expense at that time, he purchased a trip. It 
was my grandparents’ one and only holiday abroad - flying first from 
Christchurch to Sydney, then a week later moving on to Fiji, staying ten nights in 
a mid-range resort on the island of Viti Levu.  

Less than a year after their return my grand-parents abandoned their house, no 
longer able to negotiate the garden, or even the stairway to the house’s front 
door, and they moved instead into a monitored one-bedroom unit, in an old-age 
home not far from the city’s northern limits.  

We used to visit sometimes, with my mother talking and all of us listening to my 
grandfather’s breathing, a type of soft, rasping whistle. It was here some eighteen 
months later, surrounded by the tubes of a respiratory machine and what was 
left of his old bedroom furniture, that my grandfather finally succumbed to his 
shortness of breath. 
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D. John Craig  LOST OPPORTUNITY 

 
 
 
Janet looked again at the address on the letter. Was this the right place? A non-
descript wooden hall in an undistinguished street. She gazed around and once again 
checked the official looking letter. Report to the Registrar on the__Date of __Month, 
by 9am. 
‘Welcome, Miss---?’ he said. 
‘Winterborn,’ she said demurely. ‘Janet Winterborn.’ 
‘Sit here, Miss Winterborn.’ He indicated a seat at the top table, covered in large, 
anonymous, written volumes. 
 
She parked herself on an uncomfortable wooden school chair. Her large bag went 
under her scrunched feet. 
She sneaked a look at him under submissive lashes. A possible former civil servant; 
grey of purpose and of complexion. Little sense of humour, she summed up. She 
herself had a well-developed sense of the absurd. She occasionally imagined herself 
like a little dog, peeing on car tyres. Imagined them spreading the scent all across 
town, confounding other, larger animals into fearing the superdog. Always watching 
them. She grinned. 
 
‘Miss Winterborn? Are you with me on that?’ the civil servant queried, a little 
perturbed that 
Janet seemed to have wandered off task.  
‘You ask the person their name and address and request proof of identity,’ he 
repeated.  
‘Yes…?’ she agreed.  
‘They should have a letter from the Register of Electors, or if not registered, a 
driver’s licence and letter with their address on it,’ he continued. ‘If they haven’t 
registered, you give them this paper here, to sign a declaration that they have been 
at the address for at least a month, and that the name on the licence or letter is their 
own.’ 
‘Yes,’ she affirmed. 
‘Then you give them a special voting form.’ He indicated a form in green, to her right. 
‘For ordinary votes,’ he continued in a monotone, ‘you give them an ordinary voting 
form. That one there, in blue.’ He pointed.  ‘And mark them off on your master list of 
voters.’ 
 
Janet recovered her lost attention. The monotone had been putting it to sleep. She 
knew that she shouldn’t have gone out to the class break-up party  until the late 
hours last night. 
She yawned compliance. 
 
‘The pen is for marking them off, and the ruler for drawing a line through the name. 
Take particular care,’ his voice rose, ‘that you don’t mark off two at once - or the 
wrong one. Double check to make sure.’ 
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She nodded. This was becoming more involved, she thought. Not compatible with a 
mild hangover. When and where is the coffee machine? And perhaps a nice iced 
bun? 
 
‘Next,’ announced the uncivil servant, whose name was Mr King. Just another unjust 
ruler, thought Janet, whose instinct was mostly to be just a member of the 
undisciplined masses.  
‘You direct them to the voting booths at the other end of the room. There are 
instructions there on how to vote.’ 
“But Mr King, aren’t we not supposed to tell them how to vote?’ She expressed a 
certain disquiet. 
 
King breathed a sigh of mild exasperation.  Just like one of those autocrats, hemmed 
in by democratic demands from importunate subjects, she thought, referring back to 
her recent unlamented history lessons. 
‘We don’t tell them who to vote for,’ he stated, ‘but how to indicate what they 
choose, between the available alternatives.’ 
‘Or none!’ she added, brightly 
‘Or none,’ he agreed, heavily. 
 
He produced another sample voting form from behind his back. 
‘You mark the box next to the candidate name you support, using a tick.’ 
‘What if you put an X ?’ Janet asked 
‘If you put an X it will be an invalid vote. X’s  are negative symbols.’ 
She readily agreed. She had seen far too many X’s on her schoolwork in the not too 
distant past. 
 
‘Then,’ he went on, in the now-familiar monotone, ‘you make sure they put their 
completed voting paper in the voting box. And that is it,’ he concluded. 
Janet breathed a sigh of relief. Not so hard, she thought. And now for that coffee. 
 
Just as she started for the small kitchen she glimpsed at one end of the room, Mr 
King interrupted. 
‘Right, listen up,’ he announced to the room. ‘Polls open in 15 minutes. Make sure 
you have all your pens and rulers. Take one of the voter rolls from that stack there’- 
he indicated.  
 
Janet put her hand up. Yes.  ‘What if we…’ she gulped, ‘have to go to the 
convenience….’ 
‘Toilets are that way,’ he gestured. ‘Make sure you go when we aren’t too busy – like 
now,’ he warned. ‘If not, you’ll be in for an uncomfortable time, until lunch.’ 
‘Lunch…’ Janet breathed. I haven’t even had breakfast, she thought. 
‘Also,’ said Mr King, interrupting both her train of thought and her rumbling 
stomach, ‘make sure you vote, before you leave at the end of your shift.’ 
 
It was hours later, when Janet finally pushed up wearily from the desk. She had been 
crossing out names for three hours solid. She’d been endlessly asking a random 
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series of faces about their names and addresses. Some were familiar enough, but 
others had to be spelt out before she could find them in her master volume. She’d 
had only three special votes, but the others sitting with her had more. She was more 
than ready for lunch and a filling sandwich or roll (the registrar had kindly provided 
both), and a welcome thirst quencher. Voting was a dry business, she thought. Dry 
paper, gritty pencil stubs, the same questions. 
 
Then it was on with more of the same in the afternoon, which passed routinely 
enough. There was only one incident, when a nutter of some kind came in and told 
them all that they were dupes - voting for the same old bastards; fooled in the same 
old ways. 
 
She had gasped at that. The voting room had reacted by scattering like chickens 
before an angry dog. Mr King had expunged the trouble with a firm hand and the 
threat of the police. 
 
She’d also had some problems with a person needing special assistance, until once 
again Mr King had come to her aid. ‘They’re allowed a person to help them vote,’ he 
explained to her, sotto voce. 
‘But she’s blind!’ said Janet. ‘She can’t even see the names!’ 
‘The helper will mark the voting paper under instruction from the voter,’ he 
explained. ‘If you’re uncertain, ask me, or otherwise, give them a special vote.’ 
 
She was getting more grateful to Mr King as the day went on. The queue for voting 
was  getting quite long, and by 4pm her arms and head were aching. Sitting in one 
place was surprisingly tiring, she thought.  
 
The polls closed at 7pm, but another person would take over at the end of her shift. 
She breathed a sigh of relief at last, picked up her bag, folded up her letter of 
appointment, grabbed her coat, and exited the door, together with one of the 
scrutineers – a well-dressed lady of indeterminate middle age. Labour Party - or was 
it one of the Greens?  
 
‘Busy day,’ her companion said. ‘Such long queues! Polling seems to have been 
heavy. Almost didn’t get time to vote myself.’ 
Janet gasped, as if someone had socked her in the jaw.  
‘Voting,’ she said, hardly believing what she’d done. ‘I knew I’d forgotten 
something…’ 
 
The problem was – where was her voting documentation?  
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Erin Powell  SUDDEN DEPARTURES 

 
There’s dust on my desk.   

It’s sticking to my fingers.   

There’s grime on my phone.   

I wonder what they want me to do?  Is someone going to give me some work?  

I begin to read through the pile of papers on the corner of my desk.   

IT still hasn’t given me a log-in to my computer.   

The light is flashing on my phone.  A message already? Surely not.   

I call the telephone department, after locating the number on one of the pieces of 

paper. ‘0’ is the passcode.  I hang up, and key it in, after a long string of digits. 

“Hello, erm … Lisa; I need to get hold of you regarding your account. Please call. 

It’s James.”   

Beep. 

Next message. 

“Hi Lisa, it’s Josh here.  Look, I know things have been a bit rough, but they’ll get 

better.  Call me if you need to talk.”   

Beep. 

“Hi Love, it’s Mum.  Don’t do anything rash.  Come around for dinner Thursday.”  

Beep. 

I sit at my desk, peering around the office over the top of my cubicle.   

It’s quiet; everyone has their head down.  Fingers rapidly clicking on keys.   

I let out a little cough.   

My neighbour looks over the top of her glasses at me. I’ve disturbed her flow.   

Back to sitting in my chair.  

Nothing to do. 

 

Perhaps I’ll write a letter… 
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Isobel Sayer   THE GIRL IN THE RED COAT 

 
 
 
 
Dear Man in the blue tie, 
 
I really didn’t intend to turn into a stalker, but the only way you received this is 
because I followed you to find out where you live.  Please don’t be alarmed 
though.  I won’t come to your house again after this letter is delivered.   

 
Your home is just as I expected; an old, detached red brick Victorian property 
with ivy growing up the walls.  I watched you step inside the other evening, saw 
the pale yellow glow fall onto the front lawn as you switched on the floor lamp.  
Then you came to the front window, and stood there for a few seconds before 
drawing the curtains.  I was worried you might have seen me.  I shrank back into 
the bushes, and then half expected a police car to stop and question me as I then 
hurried back in the dark and the drizzle to the train station. 

 
You see that is where I first saw you; on the train.  You always seem to catch the 
07.35 to Waterloo.  I don’t get the train every day; but whenever I do, you are 
nearly always on it. 

 
I first noticed you when the train was packed. You smiled at me and moved your 
newspaper (The Times) from the seat next to you so that I could sit down.  You 
shook your paper out and then appeared to be thoroughly absorbed in the 
business section.  I decided that you must work in the city.  

 
That first day, I noticed straight away that you were married.  I am not really 
surprised, and understand fully why you completely ignored me after that initial 
glancing smile. 

 
I carefully scrutinised you though; noticed the way your hair sticks up slightly 
where you have a cowlick at the crown of your head, the mole on your left cheek, 
your slightly uneven top teeth, smartly pressed suit and polished shoes, and 
unfortunately for me, the gold band on your left ring finger. I also noticed that 
day that you smelled heavenly.  I have been in the men’s cologne department of 
Harrods since, searching, but simply cannot find the same scent.  Whatever it is, 
it is delicious, and the now familiar fragrance wafts gently towards me every 
time I pass you in the train corridors. 

 
The second time we met, you smiled again, and I am sure your gaze lingered on 
me briefly that time.  I was wearing a bright red coat and matching beret, black 
with a red trim.  I had on a black dress and tights, and red boots.  I know I looked 
good, as I deliberately got up extra early that day to make sure I was looking my 
best.  Do you happen to remember the girl with the curly hair in the red coat? 

 
Then it was a few days before I saw you again.  I wondered if you had been ill, or 
on holiday.  I searched the length of the train each day for you, wondering if you 
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had sat in a different coach to your usual one.  Then, when I did finally see you 
after several days (I was wearing a navy wool coat this time, with a striped 
woolen hat that my mother knitted me and carrying a big tapestry bag), you 
looked tired.  You did glance up at me, as I made sure that my bag brushed your 
arm as I walked past you. My first thought was that I was right; you had been 
unwell, as you looked pale and haggard and I thought you had lost some weight.  
I sat just a couple of seats up from you, so that I could see you.  It was several 
minutes before I realised you were no longer wearing your wedding ring.  The 
patch of skin on that finger was slightly paler than the rest of your hand, and I 
noticed how the dark hairs underneath were slightly more sparse and flattened 
than on your other fingers. 

 
I am sorry to say that my heart leapt at your misfortune.  It was very unfair of 
me, as I was suddenly happy at what was obviously a difficult time for you.  I 
noticed that the newspaper remained pristinely folded in your lap, and your 
smart black coat was neatly stowed in the overhead compartment, along with 
your black umbrella, the one with the rosewood handle.  You stared ahead of you 
out of the window, looking out but not seeing, as we rushed past the fields and 
towns, clattering our way towards the city centre.  Did you know that it is 
possible to tell if someone is looking at the scenery by the way their eyes flicker?  
Yours stared straight ahead that day.   

 
I wanted to comfort you, but you wouldn’t have been ready.  I was hopeful 
though.  The lack of wedding ring meant that maybe, just maybe, if I bided my 
time, we could exchange more than a fleeting smile one day soon. 

 
The next time our paths crossed I deliberately sat one seat behind you on the 
opposite side of the aisle.  That way I could look at you to my heart’s content, 
without you noticing my staring.  You turned your head to the side as the ticket 
inspector came down the rocking carriage, and smiled at him.  My stomach 
turned over. I wanted you to smile at me like that.  I could see what you were 
reading that day.  Your newspaper stayed folded in your briefcase, and you were 
reading a medical journal.  I’ve decided that, rather than working in finance, you 
are a Harley Street Doctor, and I often imagine your kind, friendly face, as you 
give each patient your undivided attention. 

 
I contemplated getting up that day, taking a few steps just past your seat - and 
then collapsing in a fake faint.  I could imagine the traces of your cologne that 
would adhere to my coat for the rest of the day, and your concern as you tended 
to me until I came round.  I just didn’t think I was a good enough actress, and 
anyway, was not sure that was the best way to let you know what kind of person 
I am.  I am most definitely not the fainting sort of girl. 

 
I wanted to follow you into London after you alighted from the train; find out 
where you worked, just to know if my assumptions were correct, but 
unfortunately I have my own work to get to. Anyway, that would almost 
definitely make me a stalker I guess. 
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I so very much want you to notice me that I have decided in exactly one week’s 
time, next Tuesday morning, I will wear the red coat and matching beret.  If you 
want to come and talk to me, I will be waiting for you. 

 
I intend to board the train a couple of times in the days running up to next 
Tuesday, and hope I will see you searching each face you come across, trying to 
work out which girl sent you this letter.  I will smile to myself as I see you glance 
at me, along with others no doubt, wondering if it was me who sent you this 
letter. So until next Tuesday, 

 
 Yours sincerely, 
 
The girl in the red coat. 
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Colin Clough    THE ANNIVERSARY LETTER             

 
 
 
Well Jaquie and Peter, it’s twenty-five years. It doesn’t feel like twenty-five years 
but it is. 
 
It’s not so long ago that we were standing there, watching. Leanne and Phil, Jan 
and Stewart, Tonia and I, all watching as you got married. 
 
You both looked so young. Peter: you actually were handsome; and Jaquie - you 
still are gorgeous. There you were the two of you, with your vows, stepping from 
youth into adulthood. 
 
By now, I suspect, you have discovered marriage is serious and not for sissies. 
 
And me, so sad because I was fearful. Afraid that you were both too young and 
had no idea of what you were letting yourselves in for. 
 
The cynic in me expected disaster because I knew marriages never worked and 
the two of you were too precious, too vulnerable and too valuable. You hadn’t 
lived yet.  
 
I was terrified of what seemed to be inevitable; of the idea of you getting hurt. 
 
How little I knew. 
 
I loved you Peter as I love you now. 
 
The relationship with Jaquie was much less complicated. 
 
Jaquie knew I was evil. 
 
I was evil because I was rich. That was her verdict a few months earlier in 
Sydney. 
 
That shows how much Jaquie knows. 
 
And, from that rocky beginning so long ago I have gained a daughter. One who 
has earned and deserves respect; one who is treasured; one I’m a bit scared of, 
and one who has always been loved. 
 
How grand it is that it has all happened. 
 
Has Peter ever written you a sonnet Jaquie? 
 
He was a student long enough to have found time. 
 
If he hasn’t, hit him. 
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A bit of a biffing will do him no harm (I’ve always known that you are too gentle) 
and apart from that, a bit of casual violence visited upon one is preferable to 
being ignored. 
 
Here for you, Jaquie, is a sonnet 
 
My eyes and heart are at a mortal war 
How to divide the conquest of your sight: 
My eye, my heart your picture’s sight would bar, 
My heart, my eye the freedom of that right. 
My heart does plead that you in him do lie, 
A closet never pieced with crystal eyes 
But the defendant does that plea deny 
And says in him your fair appearance lies. 
To decide this title is impanneled 
A quest of thoughts, all tenants to the heart, 
And by their verdict is determined 
The clear eye’s moiety and the dear heart’s part; 
As thus; my eye’s due is your outward part, 
And my heart’s right your inward love of heart. 
 
Borrowed that from Will Shakespeare. 
 
Life is wonderful isn’t it? 
 
Here you are, living in the country of your choice; a family about you who respect 
you (no mean achievement for a parent), and most important, they like you. 
 
And now, having deliberately stepped back from your collective careers, you 
have given yourselves time. 
 
Probably for the first time in your lives you are completely free. 
 
How wise you are to have created this opportunity. 
 
How lucky I am to have you both. 
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Erin Powell  PAPER STALK 

 
 

Wow Dad… 

I don’t know what to say.   

And you chose to tell me while you were overseas, somewhere by the Great 

Wall?   

Congratulations… I suppose…  

 

I know it’s something you and Michelle had wanted, and of course you wanted it 

with Mum too, but for whatever reason it couldn’t happen… I guess you’re not 

too old… well, Michelle isn’t anyway.   

 

Will you continue to live in New Zealand, or are you planning to move there 

permanently?  Like, so you’re close to their culture and stuff?  Will you learn 

Mandarin?  Can I come visit?   

 

God, are you coming home?   

 

So… I guess they’ll have my old room…  

 

Good job you kept all my toys and stuff, eh?  And you wanted me to get rid of 

them!   

 

Well, I’d better dash… running out of space.   

Look forward to seeing you again soon. 

 


