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WELCOME TO BRUNSTANE

[image: Front page of The Brunstane Gazette, with an article about the forthcoming art fair, and a picture of a large building.]
When the train rolls into the station,

it carries with it

all of my thoughts and feelings.

Until now, it hadn’t been real.

Mum’s voice, pleading on the phone with my school:

‘Are you sure expulsion is the only option?

It seems a lot for a first-time offence.’

I didn’t need to hear the teachers’ words

to know their answer was ‘Yes’.

‘It’s not like they say it is,’ I said to Mum

that day, when we got home from school.

She threw her handbag down,

tiny scraps flying out of it –

notepaper she had pressed down on hard

in our meeting with the school’s head.

‘I’m not who they say I am—’

‘Expelled?’ she interrupted,

pacing up and down.

‘What are we going to do?

The child they spoke about …

Estie, I didn’t recognise you.’

I just wanted her to hear my voice:

the story I was trying to tell.

But she couldn’t see me

through the words of everyone else.

She didn’t even stop to listen

to what I had to say.

It shut something up in me,

and my story burrowed down

so far inside that now

I don’t know

if I can reach it.

WORDS

There’s a word I’ve been carrying,

that I don’t know how to say.

It’s been with me since before

I got on this train.

Since before Mum’s sad eyes

as she waved goodbye to me

at the station in Hillworth.

It’s been there since before

her phone call to Aunt Ru,

her sister who we never see,

and rarely talk to:

‘My leave doesn’t start

for another month,

and now Estie’s off school …’

I overheard Aunt Ru’s speakerphone reply

from behind the living-room door:

‘Send her here.

It’s the school holidays in Scotland.

It would be good for Estie

to see where you grew up.’

[image: a thistle plant.]
It’s been with me since before

the headteacher’s office,

expelled expelled expelled

ringing louder than the school bell

telling me for the last time to go.

And so I did:

walking out

in the middle of the meeting.

If they were going to expel me,

then I was leaving now.

It was there in the classroom,

the other kids around me silent,

looking at me and Mr Morton,

their eyes burning my back,

his face

an angry snarl.

I think it’s even been there

before my clenched hands.

Before my fingernails left

a night sky of half-moons

across my palms.

I don’t know how to tell it,

the word Mr Morton tried to take

from me:

Truth.

OLD / NEW

Instead, my voice has changed.

When I get on the train,

where Old Estie would have smiled

at the ticket inspector,

and said:

‘Have a nice day!’

New Estie says:

nothing.

When I change trains in Edinburgh,

the screens a jumble of bright-yellow letters,

a woman asks if I need help.

Old Estie would have said: ‘Yes, please!’

I say:

‘I’m fine. I know what I’m doing.’

I find my way, in the end.

When a girl and her dad

pose together on the train,

shimmering water and the high curves of mountains

visible through the window behind them,

I don’t offer to take their picture.

I turn my face the other way,

see my reflection in the window,

and wonder how Mum couldn’t see it.

‘The child they spoke about …

I didn’t recognise you.’

Old Estie. New.

When I get off the train finally,

I see a woman stood behind the barriers,

a hand-painted cardboard sign held high

in her rich-brown arms.

In bright colours and swirly letters it says:

[image: Sign with the words: ‘Welcome to Brunstane, Estie!’ in assorted lettering]
I’ve never spent more than a day

with Aunt Ru:

sender of birthday cards,

and sing-song voice of twice-a-year phone calls.

She waves so enthusiastically

that she drops the banner,

her bobbed curls dancing around her face,

a mass of silver and steel.

I remember asking Mum about Aunt Ru’s hair:

how come it was grey and curly,

while Mum’s is dark and straight

when Aunt Ru is only two years older.

Mum had shrugged.

‘It’s been a long time since Rumana and I

were the people we were growing up.’

Aunt Ru is a stranger, and yet

she’s also the one who said

she wanted me to come,

welcoming me to a town I’ve never visited,

that was once all my mum ever knew.

I see the expression on Aunt Ru’s face.

I can tell she’s trying to figure it out too:

who this person is, standing in front of her.

And what she’s going to do.

[image: A string of bunting with pennants in different shapes and patterns]
THE LAST TIME I SAW YOU

‘Estie,’ Aunt Ru rushes forward and,

still holding the sign in her hands,

wraps me in a hug.

‘You’ve grown so much! The last time

I saw you, you were teeny tiny.’

‘Well, a lot’s happened since then,’ I say.

‘Oooh, you’ve got the Noor fire, I see,’

Aunt Ru says with a wink. ‘Excellent.’

She strings an arm through mine

and steers me out of the station,

stone arches rising in semi-circles above us.

‘Your mum’s been calling every five minutes,’

she says, and I hear the sound of a phone ringing,

an upbeat, zappy, jingling sound.

‘That’ll be her now!’

Aunt Ru juggles the combination of things

in her hands before pressing her phone to her ear.

I can hear Mum’s muffled voice as

she passes the phone to me.

‘Estie?’ Mum says.

‘Did you arrive safe?’

‘Do you really care?’

I thought my words

would make me feel better,

but they don’t.

‘Estie,’ is all Mum says,

and I can hear the hurt in her tone:

the one that proves my words wrong.

I don’t know what to do with it –

my words, or her hurt – so I say:

‘Aunt Ru wants to talk to you,’

and hand the phone back to Aunt Ru,

who is trying to discreetly tuck

the worry of a frown

into the corner of a smile.

‘We’ll call you properly later –

double parked, you know how it is.’

Aunt Ru’s voice is soft as she ends the call.

We step out of the station

walking towards a beaten-up yellow car,

in the corner of the (actually empty) car park.

I slide into the back seat,

the front stacked with boxes

of overflowing paper and fabric scraps

as Aunt Ru chucks my bags in the boot

and climbs into the front.

She pauses, car keys in her lap,

turning to face me.

‘I’m glad you came, Est,’

she says. I realise she has already

changed my name, as if she too

is making her own Estie,

her own version that is perhaps neither

Old

nor

New.

I shrug,

reaching for my seatbelt

as Aunt Ru goes on.

‘I know what it is

to feel like everything’s a mess,

and you don’t know how

to make it good again.

But I hope,

here in Brunstane,

you can have a fresh start.

I’ve wanted to get to know you

for a very long time.’

She pauses, and I look up

to meet her eyes – grey irises,

surrounded by indigo.

Eyes just like mine.

‘We’re each other’s only family, you know,’

she says, as if she sees it too.

‘You, your mum and I.’

And though my own bite scares me,

I reach for New Estie, for her driest tone.

‘Thanks for coming to the rescue

of your estranged niece.

I promise not to get expelled

from your house or whatever.’

If I mention it first then she knows

that I’m not hiding.

‘You could never get expelled from my house,’

she says, holding my gaze in her indigo and grey.

‘That’s what family is for.’

Tell that to Mum,

I think, my seatbelt clicking

into place.

MY FAMILY’S EYES

If Aunt Ru’s eyes are like mine

then Mum’s are like the sea:

a hazel-brown that occasionally looks green.

They’re eyes that sometimes feel close,

close enough to touch and hold,

like when we laugh together at the cinema,

or make crafts on a rainy day,

but that sometimes can feel so far away,

   like a tide has pulled them far out

    and keeps pulling.

      I never know

       what they’re looking for,

        what they’re seeing,

       like when she talks about Brunstane,

    or at school when I insisted:

   ‘That’s not what happened.’

It was that pull

that made me give up

and not want to fight any more.

Her mouth was closed,

but her eyes were already

with the tide.

My dad’s eyes are unseeing blips

on a map that I don’t need –

he’s a visit once-in-a-blue-eyes blue moon:

a card on my birthday, or a present on Christmas Eve.

But Mum’s eyes have always made up

for what he didn’t see.

And my grandparents

– Mum’s mum and dad –

their eyes smile out, static, from the photograph,

on our living-room mantelpiece.

Mum’s mum, pale skin and auburn curls,

her eyes are smiling crinkles.

I can’t tell what colour they were.

Mum’s dad was from South Africa,

his heritage from different parts of the world,

and from right there.

His hazel eyes are the ones I used to look at most

in that picture, when I was a little kid,

wondering if people would get that my pale hands,

and his browns ones,

fit.

AN UNEXPECTED PASSENGER

Aunt Ru fiddles with the ignition,

muttering under her breath,

‘Come on, Beetle-Bug, work.’

The car thrums to life:

[image: image]

I feel a sudden rush of warm fur

running across my feet,

and a shadow jumps up

out of the dark beneath the seats,

landing next to me.

[image: image]

‘Er, Aunt Ru?’ I say,

jumping in my seat

and trying to hide the alarm in my voice.

‘Do you know there’s a cat

in your car?’

‘Hmm?’ she says,

hands on the steering wheel.

‘As in a literal cat,

in your literal car.’

I look to it again:

a black cat,

fur dark and shiny,

green eyes bright.

It looks back at me

with a questioning expression,

as if asking me what I’m doing here.

‘Oh, yes, so there is.’

Aunt Ru chuckles

before turning back to face the road.

‘Estie, meet Bean.

Bean, meet Estie.

Estie, Bean is the town cat.

Bean, Estie is my niece.

She’s going to be staying with me a while.’

The cat looks at Aunt Ru as if listening,

before turning her bright-green gaze to me.

‘Uh … hi,’ I say.

Bean sniffs the air once,

before curling into a ball.

[image: Bean the cat, sitting on his haunches, lifting his head curiously.]
‘I find her in here all the time.

She’s getting on a bit now, though:

I have memories of her

from when I was not much older than you.

Your mum and I loved her.’

Aunt Ru laughs, everything in her

full of warmth.

‘We’d sit together on the swing

in the back garden,

and sing her silly made-up songs.’

I look back down at Bean,

who lifts her head slightly,

opening one emerald eye.

As if she knows how I’m feeling,

she reaches out a lone black paw,

resting it against my leg.

Welcome to Brunstane,

Estie.

[image: A cat’s paw print.]
NOOR MANOR

We spend the rest of the long drive

from the train station to Brunstane

with Aunt Ru telling me bits and pieces

about her house –

‘I’ve popped you in your mum’s old room,

I thought you’d like to stay where she did!’

And the town –

‘You’re in time for the annual Brunstane Art Fair,

organised by yours truly.

Did your mum tell you about it?’

She asked that last one a couple of times,

in a couple of different ways,

perhaps trying to find out more

about Mum, who she is now.

‘Nope,’ I say for the final time,

as I climb out of the car

in front of a huge grey stone house.

A dark shadow slinks past me:

Bean, disappearing into the woods.

‘Mum doesn’t talk about Brunstane,

never mind an art fair,’

I say, as I take in the house in front of me.

Grey stone framed by dark mountains

and the shadows of trees.

Next to the roof are white-painted railings

and a thin balcony at one end;

purple flowers, trailing like ivy,

over the other.

Something in the air smells sweet,

like honeysuckle,

and in the distance I hear

the low call of a bird.

Mum certainly never mentioned

that she grew up in a fairy-tale mansion.

Aunt Ru hums, considering.

‘Well, you’re definitely going to learn

all about it while you’re here,

starting tomorrow!’

I look up at her, bracing myself,

as I grab my bag and we walk towards the house.

‘What’s tomorrow?’

I’d hoped tomorrow would be Hide In My Room time.

Maybe a hint of Listen To An Audiobook

on My Library App time.

Or Sulk In Bed and Plot My Fantasy Revenge

on Mr Morton time,

though that’s something I haven’t been able

to bring myself

to ponder much,

yet.

Aunt Ru beams.

‘I’m dropping off arts and craft supplies

for the window walk,

so that as many people

as want to take part in the art fair,

can.’

‘The window walk?’

‘Each year, the shops on the high street

fill their windows with displays for the art fair.

On the opening night, the whole town comes out

to walk along and view them. The festival

couldn’t run without the town and

the people who volunteer to make it happen.’

Aunt Ru grins at me, saying with a wink:

‘Maybe you might even be persuaded into

getting involved.’

‘The last time I got involved

in something, it didn’t end so well …’

I mutter to myself

as Aunt Ru pushes open the front door,

and strides into a long hallway.

‘Welcome home, Est, love!’

she says with a smiling spin.

And despite the nerves at my back,

and the desire to protest that this

isn’t my home,

I follow her inside,

shutting the door behind me.
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Right now, I'm sat on a train.
It's speeding a million mles away from howme,
from all F've ever really known.

The town | grew up i is a Memory now:
every stone on the street,

every shine in a shop window.

Who | used to be is a memory tov.

Do you ever find other people’s voices so Loud?
Do they ever shout over yours,

ever try and take away your story —

the story you want to

have to

tell?

I do.

| know My voice is squurrelled somewhere
wside me. Swirled and curled and nesting.
Wishing it could come out.

| know what happened to me.

| have a story to tell.
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Brunstane Art
Fair Returns
for its 21Ist
Anniversary

Year

After its humble beginnings, over the years the festival
has grown, with local businesses and families getting
involved. Highlights include the ever popular pie portrait
competition, with local residents depicted in each pie; a
‘Draw Your Pet’ class at Mackay’s and MacCats Veterinary
Practice; and the high street’s celebratory window walk.
To get involved, contact Rumana Noor.
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