
Hi folks,

Someday, (hopefully not that long from now), when the world has
returned to some semblance of normalcy, I’m going to look back
over these newsletters and be able to trace the strange
developments and experiences which characterised this peculiar
period in history. 

Each week it seems as if there’s a new set of guidelines we’re being
asked to readjust to. The new normal won’t necessarily be the same
new normal we’re facing next week or the week after. This past
week, here in Northern Ireland, I was allowed to enter my family
home for the first time since February, though once inside I couldn’t
hug my parents and had to sit on the opposite side of the living
room throughout my visit. It was nice to be inside, especially after
our somewhat soggy attempts at al fresco dining. 

But it also made me realise how unsettling it is to be so close to
normal life and yet not normal at all. There are so many things I find
myself doing at the minute, which are almost mundane, but with an
odd Covid 19 twist. There’s queueing to get into Tesco’s and
talking to my neighbours from the other side of the pavement and
teaching creative writing classes on Zoom. 

It’s making me realise how much I took things for granted in the
past. Most days, I walk past the chained-up play area in the park.
It’s still there. It hasn’t changed. I can look but I can’t go in. In some
sense, it’s a great metaphor for the new normal. I’ve written about
how bizarre I find this in one of this week’s short stories.

This week’s feature story also touches on this theme. The young
person who narrates it is doing his best to keep up with normal
routines and traditions, even though everything feels really strange
right now. 

Other people are looking forward to their first haircut, their first meal in a restaurant or their first time hugging a friend

in almost four months. 

I am also looking forward to these things. But what I can’t wait for more than anything else, is the moment they reopen

the parks and I can swing again. 

Everyday I walk past the play park and check that the chains are still bound firmly around the gates. I look wistfully at

the slides, the climbing frame and roundabout and remember the good times I’ve had playing on them. 

Then, I spend a few precious minutes, staring at the swings, trying to imagine what it will feel like, someday, not too

long from now, to sit on the tiny, plastic seat and scissor my legs backwards and forwards until I am soaring through

the air, hair streaming out behind me, like a bird or a plane or a perfectly fired arrow, more free and ungrounded than I

have been in months.
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My final story of the week touches on Northern Ireland’s
latest Internet star. 

A teenager from Tyrone has been raising thousands of
frogs in her back garden and recording videos to share
with the world. I couldn’t resist the opportunity to write
about Tadpole girl and my young friend Lila, (who’s also
a big fan), was keen to provide an illustration. If you get
a chance you can look up Tadpole Girl for yourself. Her
videos are some of the nicest, most relaxing things I’ve
seen online in weeks.

I hope you all have a great week adjusting to whatever
normal looks like for the next few days. Enjoy these
stories and the conversations they provoke. Until next
week, look after yourselves.  

Until next week, look after yourselves.

Love from Lockdown, Jan 

openbookreading/unbound



Grandpa and I used to meet every Sunday afternoon for an ice cream and a game of chess. 

He taught me how to play when I was only three and we’ve had a game together almost every week since. I am

almost a grown up now. 

I’ve read dozens of books about chess and studied videos of the grandmasters but Grandpa still beats me most

Sundays. He’s nice about it, though I suspect he’ll always be a better player than me. Grandpa’s been shielding

since the start of spring. He hasn’t been able to leave the nursing home and I can’t get inside for a visit. It makes

our Sunday chess game a little more difficult, but I’m determined to keep the tradition going. 

Every Sunday, Mum drives me across town with the chessboard balanced carefully on my knee. At the nursing

home, Grandpa comes up close to the window and I hold the board up so he can see. He takes a while to think,

then shouts which move he’d like to make through the open window. He can’t stand for very long so we only get

to make one move per week. This works well for me. I take the board home. I have ages to think about my next

move. I am playing a slow and tactical game. It has been fourteen weeks since we began it. If I take my time and

I concentrate, I might finally be able to win a game of chess with my grandpa.

I have been following the girl on the Internet who has

filled her paddling pool with frogspawn. I am jealous. 

My parents won’t let me have a pet in the house; not

even a goldfish. They say pets are messy and a lot of

work and they don’t need the extra hassle. 

I’ve always wanted a pet; a dog ideally, or even a cat. I

couldn’t hide a dog or cat from my parents but the girl

on the Internet has got me thinking. Frogspawn doesn’t

seem like a lot of work and I could easily hide a basin full

of tadpoles under my bed. 

I go down to the stream at the bottom of our field and

sneak a jam jar full of frogspawn up to my bedroom. 

Each night, while my parents are sleeping, I pull the

basin out from under my bed and use a torch to monitor

the progress of my tadpoles. I watch them grow back dot

bodies, long, slimy tails and thin spindly legs. When their

tails begin to disappear, I will take them outside and

release them back into the wild. 
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Unfortunately, I got too attached to my tadpoles.

I gave them names and talked to them and left

them under my bed for far too long. 

This morning I woke to find the carpet thick with

dozens of tiny hopping frogs. I won’t be able to

catch them all before my parents wake. They’ll be

raging. 

I’ll never be allowed a real pet now.

"CHE S S "

Why are traditions like the one in the story so important to us?     

Can you think of any small traditions or routines you’ve missed out on since the pandemic began?     

Have you found any creative ways to maintain your traditions or routines during these strange times?

Questions:       

           


