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Tessa was about to make her third mistake of the day. A big, steaming, multi-
headed mistake, bristling in anoraks and coats, between the condensation on 
the peeling door and the fake-wood counter. 
 
About two feet from the spot where they should have been greeted, the family 
was waiting for a signal to release them from the confines of the cool, cream 
corridor into the warmth of the restaurant. The man had checked his watch 
several times and taken care to make just enough eye contact with Tessa to elicit 
a response.  But Tessa could not and would not respond, no matter how much 
he stared at her. 
It had been seven minutes since the family had crossed the threshold and 
collectively inhaled the sweet traceries of Louis's Sunday roast.  
Tessa's attention traveled a precise and involved route around the intricacies of 
lace-work on her apron. After a third trip round, the uniform stubbornly refused 
to offer anything that could realistically be considered to be of interest – and she 
realised she would have to look up. If she could just make it through the next 
few minutes, Sarah, the senior waitress, would be back from table 3. She would 
greet them properly. Tessa lacked confidence. 
 
The man coughed.  Eight minutes.  Tessa could almost feel his impatience 
growing under those thick, black fatherly eyebrows. Her face felt hot and dirty. 
She looked at her watch, willing the time on, watching the second hand crawl 
around its circuit. Sarah had told her to wait, but the man was looking at her. 
She was the waitress. She was there in black and white and it didn’t make sense 
for her to ignore them. The boy would get restless soon. Tessa's hand searched 
blindly for the pad that hung at her side and stopped its gentle swinging. She 
could go over to them and confess that she did not know what she was doing, 
but she had already lost two customers that morning by doing that. She tried a 
smile. 
 

* 
 
The waitress was afraid. Something stirred out of his reach. Mr Morris unzipped 
his windcheater and ran a thick hand through his wet, black hair smoothing it 
down where it stood up. He looked to his wife and grinned sheepishly, then 
shrugged. Tessa could smell his Brylcreem. She watched Mrs. Morris accept and 
understand his growing frustration and then turn to look at her little boy on his 
knees staring out, wide-eyed from between the bars made by his grandmother's 
legs. Mrs. Morris and Mrs. Morris Senior exchanged indulgent smiles.  
 

* 
 
‘Excuse me miss,’ said the man. Tessa flinched. Sarah rounded the corner from 
table 3 in time to catch the girl on the point of departing her spot by the counter. 
She put a gentle hand on Tessa's shoulder and spoke softly to her, ‘It's ok. I'll 
deal with this. Can you finish clearing table 3?’ 
The younger girl nodded and was gone. 
 
Sarah tied back the loose strands of her hair and walked over to the counter. 



 

‘Hello. Sorry about the delay. Table for four?’ She leafed through a large red 
leather-bound book and said, ‘Reservation in the name Arthur Morris?’ The 
man nodded. ‘Let me take your coats,’ she said. The man cleared his throat (in 
preparation for a lengthy complaint, if she wasn't mistaken).  She knelt to help 
the little boy out of his anorak. Without looking the child in the face, (to protect 
it from what it might see) she said, ‘So, what's your name then?’ and deftly 
unzipped him. She could feel Mr. Morris' presence behind her. He had waited 
the best part of quarter of an hour for this. She stayed crouched, until (as she 
would have liked to have predicted), Mrs. Morris shook her head at her husband 
in mute cancellation, and Mr. Morris, instantly relieved of his responsibility, 
busied himself with the removal of his jacket. 
The boy did not answer Sarah's question. Instead he craned his neck so that his 
eyes rested on his wrinkly grandma. She pulled a face at him like someone who 
is surprised. It wasn't what he wanted to see. The waitress took his anorak and 
started a pile of coats in the crook of her arm with it. Mummy's fur coat was last 
and top of the pile. 
 

* 
 
Derek Benson: Go on, have the minestrone. I'm having the minestrone. Your 
mum's having the minestrone. 
 
Julie Benson: I don't like minestrone. 
 
Derek Benson: Have you ever had it? 
  
(silence) 
              Well, have you? 
 

* 
 
Tessa stacked the streaked crockery, collected the dirty cutlery together, and 
laid it carefully in a bundle on the top plate. She cleared the glasses by putting 
one glass-stem between her forefinger and her index finger and the other 
between the third and fourth fingers of her right hand. Cradling the wine glasses 
in her palm, she lifted the stack of crockery and cutlery in her left hand and 
walked over to the serving hatch. Taking care not to look at Sarah and the 
Morris family, she unburdened herself of the glasses on the narrow ledge 
beneath the hatch and knocked with her free hand on the small, black doors. 
They opened inwards with a rush of steam, which smelled simultaneously of 
roast beef and bleach, and out came Louis's boiled pink hands.  She passed the 
washing-up through. The doors swung shut. 
Next, she took off the place mats and coasters and put them on a chair, two and 
two. She collected the other debris (a ball of damp napkin tissue, an empty 
cigarette packet, and a coin of cold carrot), and scanned the immediate vicinity 
for a bin. But this was not right - not in front of the customers. What was she 
supposed to do? Why couldn't she remember what Sarah had done with the 
rubbish in her demonstration of a table clearance? Behind the front counter 
there was a wastepaper basket, but surely the food remnants did not go in that. 



 

Why was that common man staring at her? Tessa put the damp handful of 
rubbish back on the bottle-green tablecloth, folded it in from the four corners, 
and carried it into the room marked 'Private', next to the kitchen. 
 
Derek Benson watched her come back carrying a fresh tablecloth and placemats. 
He burped, wiped his mouth with his knuckles and having nodded in the 
direction of the obviously inexperienced waitress, sneered salaciously at his 
wife. Julie Benson, in her exhaustion, did not respond. 
 

* 
 
Thelma Allder stirred the chaos of her minestrone with a silver soupspoon and 
un-furrowed her brow. 
‘The man is a pig.’ 
‘Darling.’ 
‘That's twice he's belched, and look at the way he's staring at that poor girl. He 
shouldn't be allowed in here. He's putting me off my food.’ 
Jack Allder waited for his wife to commence chewing before replying that the 
man's money was as good as anyone else's. 
‘Yes darling, except that it probably isn't his money is it?’ With this Thelma 
could not resist the temptation to point her spoon at Julie Benson's mother. ‘Of 
the three, I think it's safe to say she is the one with the money.’ 
 

* 
 
Mrs. Naylor knew why the spoon had been pointed at her. She knew that the 
neat fifty-year-old woman who had brandished it pitied her, at best. Mrs. 
Naylor's body shifted uncomfortably inside its tweed armour. She would never 
be able to articulate a defense of her actions to her spoon-wielding accuser, or 
anyone else for that matter (though why she had brought them here she did not 
know). A woman like the one opposite would never be able to understand Mrs. 
Naylor's problem, or predicament or whatever it was. 
The problem inhabited six feet of space from its shaggy, brown peak to the floor, 
thirty-six inches around its (arguably) thickest part, about thirteen stone in 
weight, and went by the name of Derek. Mrs. Naylor raised her eyes from the 
sugar bowl, and prepared to re-enter the discussion over Julie's starter. It was 
going to be a long lunch. 
 

* 
 
2.30 - 2.37pm 
 
Jack Allder watched the rain fall silently on the other side of the glass. Thelma 
Allder struggled to pull down her tights in the Ladies. The Bensons and Mrs. 
Naylor ordered soup as a starter. Tessa took the order to the kitchen. The 
Morrises settled themselves at table 1. Sarah sneaked a five-minute cigarette 
break. Tessa sat alone in the storeroom. Louis finished the present round of 
washing-up. The Clarkes arrived and found themselves - not for the first time - 
alone in the entrance to Martin's Restaurant. Out in the car park, Steve Roberts 



 

and Claire Parry argued. 
 

* 
 
The Blue Danube 
 

* 
 
Sarah: One more drag and I'll go back. I wonder what she's doing now. I knew 
the moment I set eyes on her she'd be useless. Martin's got no judgment, not 
where girls are concerned. Well, blondes anyway. It's no good them looking 
nice if they can't remember a thing you tell them. She's a bag of nerves and it's 
no good being nervous - they can tell. One more drag... 
 

* 
 
After carefully burying the dirty tablecloth under a pile of clean linen, Tessa 
opened the door of the storeroom a crack. The family she had so carefully 
avoided was conversing quietly over their menus. The smaller family group on 
table 5 had also become quiet. The old woman looked straight ahead at the 
burgundy wallpaper, while the man, who had stared at her, played absently with 
his fork, and the young woman seemed to read and re-read the menu.  
All three of them looked round when Mrs. Allder came back from the toilet. 
Tessa let the door swing shut and went through to the kitchen. 
Louis said, ‘Soup's ready’, and carried on chopping. When she did not respond 
he said, ‘Well?’ Tessa grabbed the three bowls and, one by one, loaded them 
onto a tray. ‘What the Hell do you think you're doing?’ he said, ‘Put that down 
and go outside and knock. Didn't Sarah tell you anything?’ 
 

* 
 
Is Thelma swaying? She always drinks a little too much on Sundays. Jack 
smiled at the reflection of himself imprinted on his view of the garden. The face 
of a middle-aged man, graying at the temples but otherwise quite well 
preserved, smiled back at him. Hadn't he read somewhere that sex was 
supposed to keep you looking young? Or was it not having kids? The smile 
slipped into shadow. 
‘What are you looking at, darling?’  
‘Nothing really...the garden. You'd think Martin would try and make something 
of it.’ 
 

* 
 
Mr. Morris: Ready to order? 
Mrs. Morris: (smiling) Yes. 
Mrs. Morris Senior: Yes, Arthur. 
Mr. Morris: How about you son? Found yourself a cowboy's dinner? 
 
The boy, with both elbows on the table and his head in his hands, stared down 



 

at the tiny writing. 
‘Here, let me help you,’ said Mr. Morris, took the menu in both hands, and 
commenced carefully reading out the children's selection and making helpful 
comments like, ‘You don't like that, remember,’ and, ‘I don't think you would 
finish that.’ Consensus was reached on baked beans, sausages and chips (that 
being a proper cowboy's dinner) with soup as a starter. 
 

* 
Sarah did not like to keep the Clarkes waiting. For one thing they were regulars 
and for another, Mr. Clarke was dying of cancer. He had told Sarah two Sundays 
ago, while Mrs. Clarke was in the loo. It annoyed her that she had missed their 
arrival again and on top of that had to apologise with smoky breath, (which was 
probably in bad taste) before offering them the usual table for two. She managed 
to say, ‘You've brought the weather with you.’ Mr. Clarke winked at her. Mrs. 
Clarke said, ‘Yes, the usual table please dear. Is Martin in today?’ 
 
Sarah: No, I'm afraid not (no he's off, messing about in his boat, today.). 
 
The colour was draining out of Mr. Clarke's face. Sarah knew from the trembling 
of his trouser hems and the way he clenched and unclenched his old fists, that if 
they stood there chatting for much longer the strength of his will would not be 
enough to hold him up, and his legs would buckle under him. Then she would 
have to call an ambulance. There would be chaos. (She had rehearsed this 
nightmare scenario so many times in her head).  She wasn't going to let it 
happen. Today had been shitty enough, and if things didn't improve she 
wouldn't be back tomorrow. ‘Right, let me take your coats. Do you want to go 
through? I expect you know the way by now.’ Sarah laughed.  ha ha ha. 
 

* 
 
‘Just what the hell did you think you were doing hiding in there, Tessa? The 
customers don't stop coming just because I'm not here. See this? This is the 
Reservations Book. Look, 'Mr. and Mrs. Clarke 2.40pm table 3'. I know you 
don’t want to greet them but if you'd been out here instead of in the storeroom 
you would have seen them and you could have come and reminded me. I'm 
sorry love, but I'm going to have to tell Martin.’ 
Tessa thought: She hates me. I'm stupid and useless and she hates me. 
The young girl looked down at the wrinkles in her tights around the lips of her 
black shoes, and hazarded a glance at Sarah's. They were immaculate, wrinkle 
free and business-like, and Sarah had lovely ankles - like a proper woman's 
ankles. Tessa sighed. 
Sarah said, ‘Look, it wasn't your fault. I should have remembered. But you have 
to pay more attention - you can't go hiding from the customers. You're a 
waitress. You're supposed to serve them, not avoid them. I can't do it all on my 
own.’ 
‘I'm really sorry.’ 
‘It's alright.’ 
‘You know the man on table 5, the scruffy one?’ 
‘Yes,’ said Sarah. 



 

‘He touched my bum when I gave him his soup. I think his wife saw, but she 
didn't say anything.’ 
 

* 
 
The Bensons and Mrs. Naylor finished their soup. The Morrises started theirs. 
The Allders were on to their main course. Mr. and Mrs. Clarke were drinking 
each other's health, and the last reservation, Mr. S Roberts and Miss C Parry, 
had reached some sort of agreement and were now inside the building. The 
restaurant was full. 
 

* 
 
Thelma Allder's hair had become a mess. The loose strands hung like black 
daggers over her pallid brow. She smiled though there wasn't much to smile 
about. She'd drunk too much, again. Jack did not seem to notice, but he was not 
really there - even when he was talking to her he wasn't really there. The pig 
across the room hadn't made her feel any better, sticking his hand up that girl's 
skirt, while sickly Strauss trickled out of the speakers. Why had Jack brought 
her here? This wasn't what they needed. Thelma’s elbow slipped off the edge of 
the table. 
 

* 
 
Derek Benson: Look over there - the snooty buzzard's pissed. 
Mrs. Naylor: Shh, Derek, she's not pissed; she's tipsy. Ladies don't get pissed. 
Derek Benson: Look Julie. 
Julie Benson: Stop showing off, Derek. Mum, don't swear. 
Derek smiled with an open mouth and re-adjusted his rebel's belt-buckle with 
his big thumbs. But the moment soon passed. He didn't like the look in Julie's 
eyes.  
 

* 
 
‘Are you alright Mum?’ 
‘Yes thank you Arthur.’ 
‘That was nice soup wasn't it Richard?’ 
The little boy nodded. Mrs. Morris leaned across to him, squeezed his leg 
through his blue corduroy trousers and smiled into his face. 
 

* 
 
The soup had not been very nice. Unrecognizable little lumps of stuff in a thick, 
brown gravy with long, thin tubes floating in it like yellow liquorice laces, only 
soft and wet and, by the end, cold. If he had been at home he wouldn't have 
eaten it. He would have spent a long time looking at it, waiting for it to congeal 
so that even his mother, who was so concerned about the starving in Africa, 
would not have been able to bring herself to make him eat it. Imagine. On initial 
contact the spoon could not break the wrinkled, milk-spotted surface. But when 



 

it did, the hole was ragged and hellish, like a gaping wound or something rude, 
with the loose skin flapping at its edges, and inside still swimming, the lumps of 
things which were not vegetables, but bits of tiny animals that were still alive, 
writhing in torment. He could get a toy diver down there to investigate. Would 
there be a gap to breath between the skin on the top and the sewerage beneath?  
Eventually, his mother would take the muck away and he would be dismissed 
from the table. But he wasn't at home. He'd eaten his soup, because the rules 
were different outside - and Daddy had the new cowboy in his pocket. 
 

* 
 
Steven Roberts squeezed the flesh between his eyes, cleared his throat the way 
his old man did, and pushed his glasses up to the bridge of his nose. He was 
sweating. He coughed. He ducked under the rim of the table to attend to a 
perfectly tied shoelace. She probably knew. She must have; the way she moved 
her legs for him down there - up and down in a steady rhythm. Down and she 
showed him her perfect knees, made more beautiful by sheer white tights; up 
and the sickly-sweet chance of glimpsing, for a few brief moments, the colour of 
her knickers hidden in the dark cave of her skirt. A lump rose in his throat - cold 
and hard and raw, like the taste of rust. He could reach out now and touch her. 
No one would see: the tablecloth almost reached the floor. She crossed her legs. 
‘Steve, what are you doing?’ 
Careful not to bang his head on the tabletop, he re-emerged, and said, ‘Nothing. 
Just tying my, er, it must have come undone in the car park. Have you decided 
what you want for a starter?’ His voice came out cold and high. 
‘Toast and pate’ 
‘And to drink for Madam?’ he said with a French accent. 
‘Red wine.’ 
 

* 
 
Mr. Clarke: Did you see that, Rose? One of the oldest tricks known to man, that. 
 

* 
 
Claire Parry cast an eye over the restaurant's other customers. At times like this 
(and she'd had a few recently), it was good to have something else to look at. 
With a quick flick of her head she made an assessment of the group to her 
immediate left. Small, graying, tweedy woman – embarrassed and shy. Lank-
haired blonde – probably council estate – drab clothes, dead complexion, hard 
eyes, and no self-respect. And there's the reason: bad boy - tight blue jeans, 
open-necked white shirt, chest hair exposed, gold chain, thick neck, big ham of a 
head, nice sideburns though, good hair - sexy. Sat bolt upright just then, when 
he knew I was looking at him. 
Straight ahead: a family group. Back of a small round-shouldered strawberry-
blonde and in front of her a big man with slicked back hair and a cuddly jumper. 
Little kid. Grandmother. 
Over Steven's shoulder: another cardigan, but male this time, wearing straight-
cut beige trousers. He looks alright for a man of his age. Fifties? Sour-faced 



 

woman with him: must be the wife. 
She could remember there being one more table in the restaurant, or was that 
another place? She leant down to her left, undid her left shoe (it was her turn), 
slipped her foot out of it, made great show of massaging her heel, and fixed her 
attention on the carpet a few feet away. She followed the wild swirls of black and 
red as far as her brow would let her. Then she jerked her head up and grimaced 
weakly as if she was in discomfort and opened her eyes to stare at the last table's 
occupants: old people. Oh well, maybe the food will be better today. 
 

* 
 
Symphony No.6 in F, ‘Pastorale’ 
 

* 
Thelma Allder shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Jack was looking out of the 
window again. He was acting the way he had in 1970. Then it was a young traffic 
warden. Maybe this time it was one of those little tarts in the office. Thelma 
slipped her hand across the tabletop, between the plates, the small vase of 
flowers, and the condiment boat, and gave Jack's hand a squeeze. He flinched as 
if he'd been stung and managed a weak grin.  
 
‘Are you alright, Jack?’ said Thelma. 
 
He nodded managed to relax into a wide, perfect grin –open-faced, honest. 
That's what her mother had liked about him. 
 
‘Do you think we could have some more wine, darling?’ she said. Thelma was 
pale. ‘Yes, of course,’ he said. Jack nodded to Tessa who was bringing something 
to the Bensons & Mrs. Naylor. 
 

* 
 
Tessa thought: If he touches me again I'll scream. It's not right - it's not part of 
the job is it? But Derek Benson kept his big sausage fingers wrapped round his 
knife and fork. When Tessa put the steaming plate down in front of him he did 
not look at her. He sat there, waiting. Food was more important. 
Mrs. Naylor nodded to Tessa and said, ‘thank you dear.’ 
Julie Benson: ...er thanks. Derek? 
Derek Benson: Thank you very kindly, miss, thank you, please.  
Julie Benson pushed her first forkful of food in and chewed. Tessa walked over 
to the Allders' table. Julie smiled with packed cheeks and snorted at Derek 
across the table. When the food was nothing but a meaty wad of pulp in her 
mouth, she said, ‘You'll have to give her a big tip now, Derek.’ 
Derek Benson: I've left me wallet at home. 
 

* 
 
Silence 
 



 

* 
 
Soup was slurped, meat chewed, vegetables poked, glasses lifted...and drained, 
cutlery hit crockery, pate on toast was crunched, egg-mayonnaise studied, wine 
poured, Coke sucked, courses ordered, others taken away, observations made, 
days planned, toilets visited, smoke inhaled...and exhaled, beer was drunk, 
throats were cleared, beans were chased, sausages speared, chips bitten, 
sufficiencies eaten, plates pushed away, knives and forks laid side by side to 
signal the end, gravy mopped, judgments passed, stomachs rubbed, backs 
arched, legs stretched, smiles smiled, plots hatched in a large burgundy room 
with gold ceiling fans, high windows, black gloss woodwork, the latest teak-
veneered stereo speakers mounted high on the back wall, five large circular 
tables - all covered with the finest bottle-green cloths, numerous chairs, glass 
doors, nice views, and a rich wool carpet. Music Maestro, please! 

* 
 
Les Trois Gymnopédies 
 

* 
 
Richard had finished his dinner. He sat back straight in his chair, so that his legs 
no longer hung over the edge of the seat. Grandma was still eating — grinding 
and grinding with her plastic dentures. He watched her saw the brown beef into 
pieces small enough to pop in her mouth. It was a laborious process. She had 
systematically reduced every item on her plate in size by chopping, cutting, and 
sawing. Nothing was bigger than anything else. Richard felt bored. He watched 
the dust particles dancing in the light from the window. The waitress took his 
plate away, and uncovered the picture of the hunting scene. He traced the 
shapes of the riders, with his fingertips. The mat was smooth. None of the riders 
had guns. Their hats were girls' hats and their trousers were funny. 
‘Can we go home now?’ he said. 
‘Shh now, Richard. Your Grandma hasn't finished. And there's pudding. Don't 
you want pudding? They've got your favourite,’ said his mother. 
‘Can I have my cowboy? I have been good.’ 
‘After your apple pie.’ 
 

* 
 
 
Mrs. Morris left the table. Mr. Morris glanced over at his mother, quickly 
reached into his trouser pocket and produced a two-inch high, plastic cowboy. 
Richard's eyes sparkled with delight.  
‘There you are for being such a good boy.’ Mr. Morris handed it over.  
 

* 
 
Tessa slipped with the bottle, just as she was about to start pouring, and 
shattered Thelma Allder's wine glass. The Morris boy looked up, momentarily 
torn from the Wild West, and flicked his thumb absent-mindedly up under the 



 

rim of the cowboy's little hat. Up into the fetid, restaurant air it went. When he 
looked back at the figure in his hand, there was just a hole in the cowboy's head 
where the hat had been. 
 

* 
 
Richard searched the tabletop. There weren't many places for the hat to hide. He 
started quietly checking along the edges of all the placemats.  In the process, he 
stretched rudely over his grandmother reaching for her mat. 
‘Richard, what are you doing?’ asked his mother. 
He sat back down and waited a few minutes before lifting the cutlery closest to 
him piece by piece. He managed to lift each of the pots in the condiment boat 
too, before being told off again. 
‘His hat's gone,’ he said. 
‘What?’ His mother shook her head with its impossibly tight smile. 
‘My cowboy's hat's gone.’ 
Mrs. Morris turned to Mr. Morris and said coldly, ‘I told you we shouldn't have 
given it to him, didn't I?’ 
‘The hat's just come off; that's all. We'll find it, won't we Richard?’  
‘Can I find it now?’ the boy said. 
‘No,’ said his mother. 
‘Eat your dessert first,’ said Mr. Morris. 
Richard measured the reach of his father's arms, and his father's reaction time, 
against his own agility and the slightness of his size. ‘But it's not here yet,’ he 
said. 
 

* 
 
Mr. Morris reached out too late. A soundless movement, like thick snow falling. 
The waitresses watched the boy slip from his seat and onto the floor, deftly 
avoiding his father's quick, manly grasp: Sarah from her place by the serving 
hatch; Tessa from where she was brushing the remains of Thelma Allder's glass 
out of the carpet into a plastic dustpan. 
 

* 
 
Under the table the little boy fiddled. A hush fell over the room. Mr. Clarke 
blanched to see such fun. Arthur Morris tapped his mat with his spoon. 
Overhead, Richard could hear his mother and father volleying thick words back 
and forth. Meanwhile, he waited for each giant foot to lift – nothing under 
Daddy's feet, nor Mummy's. Grandma's feet wouldn't move, so he tickled her 
ankles with his little fingers, until her face appeared below the hem of the 
tablecloth.  
‘Have you found it yet, dear?’ she said. 
‘No. Can you move your feet please, Grandma?’ 
Nothing. It was difficult on this carpet, because there was so much black in it. 
Just looking wasn't going to be enough, so he started to run his palms over small 
areas, feeling for the hat; the way Mummy had shown him the other time this 
had happened. 



 

Mrs. Morris: That's enough now, Richard. Your apple pie's coming. 
 

* 
 
Sarah hovered to the right of Mr. Morris with two plates of chocolate gateau in 
one hand, and a small dish of apple pie and ice cream in the other.  
‘Here we are,’ she said. She distributed the desserts to their designated positions 
around the table, arching an eyebrow as she set down the dish of apple pie in 
front of the little boy's empty seat. Mrs. Morris adjusted and readjusted her 
wedding ring until the girl was gone.  
‘Richard, I won't tell you again,’ she said. 
 

* 
 
The Rites of Spring 
 

* 
 
Richard scrabbled out from under the table and startled himself. Jack Allder 
nearly knocked him down on his way to the gents. They both froze. Shoot out.  
‘'scuse me son.’ 
But the boy did not budge. 
Boy: Draw! 
‘Out of my way, lad.’ 
‘I said draw,’ said the boy. Jack Allder glanced over to the boy's father, and 
raised his eyebrows. 
Mr. Morris: Richard, you’d better let the gentleman past; he’s in a hurry. Your 
apple pie's here look. 
 

* 
 
 
Sarah thought: Oh my God, the old man's on the move.  Mrs. Clarke’s just 
sitting there and smiling. He can barely walk. Where's he going? The toilet? 
No, table one. That's it steady yourself on the edge of the table. I'm not going 
over there. I'm not. 
 

* 
 
Mr. Clarke rested his whole weight on the hand that gripped the table's edge. He 
was trembling. He leaned close to Mr. Morris and whispered something in the 
younger man’s ear, then cleared his throat.  
He held out a liver-spotted fist to the crouching boy and said, ‘is this what you 
were looking for?’ Inside it was a prize - that much the little boy knew. Richard 
did not move. Mr. Morris nodded and smiled. It was ok. Richard moved closer, 
with his eyes fixed on the old white knuckles in front of him. The hand flipped 
open with a magician's flourish. Resting on the bloodshot palm was a fat new 
ten pence piece. 
‘No,’ said the boy, ‘I lost my cowboy's hat,’ and held up the tiny figure to 



 

illustrate. 
‘Well perhaps this could buy you another one.’ 
The boy shook his head. 
The old man looked at the carpet by his feet. 
 

* 
 
The carpet gave silently under Sarah’s marching feet, sending near-invisible 
dust motes spiraling. 
Chairs were shifted, shoes creaked, and methane was emitted. 
Sarah stopped at table one and reached out for Mr. Clarke’s elbow, to steady 
him. She raised her voice to the small woman sitting at the table, the mother. 
What was her child doing running around a busy restaurant? 
Cutlery squeaked. Plates clacked. 
Mr. Morris rose from his seat and responded with a stream of loud complaints 
about the restaurant.     
Mrs. Morris tried to explain about the cowboy’s hat. Her words fell into the 
carpet. The waitress looked at the old man she was supporting and adjusted her 
hairclip. 
Derek Benson strained to hear what was being said. Julie simply stared. Steve 
turned his head, directed by Claire’s sudden interest. 
The lights in the restaurant flickered momentarily.  
The cowboy hat, a quarter-of-an-inch wide piece of black plastic, sat in wait, 
biding its time. 
 

* 
 
Humming to himself, having successfully emptied his bladder, Jack Allder 
walked over to the Morris’ table. Mrs. Morris smiled apologetically at him. 
‘What’s up?’ he said looking from one puce face to another. 
‘Yeah, what’s going on?’ shouted Derek. 
Thelma Allder watched her husband listen to the woman’s side of the story, then 
the waitress, and finally the father. Jack was relishing every word, every 
moment of their discomfort. He was a real bastard at times. He bent down and 
talked to the child. Then he took the act a stage further. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ 
he said, addressing the room, ‘Martin’s Restaurant apologizes for this 
disturbance, and for any inconvenience caused. Normal service will be resumed 
just as soon as the young lad’s cowboy’s,’ (he held up the figure), ‘hat has been 
found’. 
A smattering of laughter. 
Sarah let go of Mr. Clarke and crossed her arms over her chest.  
Mrs. Morris Senior stretched a smart arm across the table and squeezed her 
daughter-in-law’s hand.  
Thelma’s elbow slipped off the laminated placemat, her face lurched forward 
over the remains of her lunch. As soon as they got home, she would go to bed 
and stay there. It wouldn’t matter. The day was over already. There wouldn’t be 
any point trying to talk to Jack, not now. 
 

* 



 

 
After a briefing from Jack about the precise size and colour of the hat, on the 
count of three, the other diners lifted the hems of their tablecloths to see if it 
had rolled their way. Mrs. Morris lowered her head into her hands. With one 
hand on his wife’s shoulder, Arthur Morris said, ‘Er, thank you for your help, 
but it really isn’t that important. Why don’t we forget about it and just finish our 
lunches?’ But Jack was not listening. Mr. Morris rose from his seat again and 
circled the table to face him. Jack registered the man with a smirk, then 
carefully got down on all fours in front of him, and said, ‘Come on; let’s find it.’ 
 

* 
 
The waitress shook her head and went to fetch a dustpan and brush. Derek 
Benson joined the boy and Jack, crouching on the carpet. Arthur Morris let the 
weight of his hands fall to his sides and watched with a pained expression, as 
Steve jumped at Claire’s suggestion, and got down on his knees. Even Mr. Clarke 
offered to help. 
 

* 
 
To the strains of Stravinsky, the male diners hunted. Richard climbed onto a 
chair to direct proceedings, shouting orders and pointing out patches of carpet 
that had been missed. The music was pounding out of the tiny speakers. Mr. 
Clarke, unable to decide on a direction and dragging his feet, weaved 
precariously between the tables.  
Round and round the carpet they crawled, turning up blackened peas, fluff, and 
fragments of glass, but the hat remained hidden. Mr. Morris sat down next to 
his wife and tentatively placed a big hand on her shoulder. Mrs. Morris’ lip went 
into spasm and, seeing no mercy in the eyes of the customers who remained 
seated, she began to sob. 
 
Derek Benson wagged his behind and lumbered up to Tessa like a dog. When his 
tongue appeared, she grinned down at him and took the opportunity to grind 
her heel into the back of his hand.  He let out a yelp. Mrs. Morris continued to 
sob loudly and inconsolably. Thelma Allder got her act together, carefully 
reapplied her lipstick, and left the restaurant. Mr. Clarke finally came to a stop, 
shrugged as if he was trying to loosen his clothes, and dropped like a stone onto 
the waiting carpet.  Steven Roberts was scampering about the floor trying to get 
an eyeful of the female patrons’ nether regions with less and less discretion each 
time, until Sarah kicked him in the face. When Mrs. Morris regained control of 
her breathing, having fought hard against the damp wall of her sobs, the sound 
that left her throat was a scream – ‘Richard, enough!’  
Richard hopped off the chair and walked over to where Jack Allder had frozen, 
head bowed, by his wife’s empty chair, waved his little hands in front of the 
man’s face, and told him the search had been abandoned. 
 

* 
 
The ambulance men lifted Mr. Clarke onto the stretcher and took him out of the 



 

restaurant. Mr. Morris waited until the blue lights had receded into the 
darkening day, before leading his family out to the car. 
 

* 
 
In the car, Richard looked at the cowboy in his hand. Their hats always came off 
and disappeared. The cowboy’s head was cut at an angle so that the hat would 
sit at a jaunty angle. Sawn-off head.  
His mother looked at him. ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ she said. And then she turned 
back round and looked out of the windscreen. 
By the time the car pulled into their drive, Richard had decided to bury the 
figure in the pile of injured plastic men at the bottom of the toy-chest, and forget 
it. He would not ask for any more cowboys, soldiers, any of them. They always 
let him down.  
When he turned round in the seat to collect his comic from the rear window’s 
carpeted sill, he saw Katie standing across the road dressed in her best party 
dress, and decided he wanted to kiss her. 
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