
Playground Attraction

by Frances Gow

The sun is belting down on our skin, bared in a kind of bravado understood only by mad dogs 

and Englishmen.  Raich lets the heavy entry door slam shut before Jude has reached the 

bottom of the stairwell.  There is a piercing shriek, which bounces off the walls and echoes 

around the landing.  I grit my teeth and sigh.

“Rachel… there was no need for that.”  I free her squealing sister from the confines of 

the council block and continue with the determination that we will all benefit from a little 

open space on this suffocating day.  An open window on the second floor shares with the 

entire neighbourhood the throaty twang and deep rumble of a drum & bass track that 

shakes the foundations of the block.

Harry is looking out of his window.  What is his problem?  Ever since we moved in a 

week ago, he has been watching our comings and goings with an unhealthy fascination.  I am 

told, by Marge next door, that it is always the same when someone new moves into the 

block.  We stand there, all three of us, hands on hips looking up at him.  He shakes his head 

and shifts his gaze over the treetops and towards the park where we are heading.  The old 

boy hates to see people having fun.  Perhaps he has lived here all his life.  Never sets foot 

outside that rotten little hole, so Marge says.  Jude does a little dance for him in her 

inimitable toddler fashion and Raich doubles over, snorting with laughter.  I suppose the only 

entertainment he ever gets is watching the neighbours.  His sad eyes and drooping jowls 

remind me of a basset hound as he sits and stares with a blank expression at my youngest 

daughter’s antics.

“Come on, Mum… the old fart doesn’t deserve our attention.”

“Raich.”  I feign shock, though the real horror is to hear my own words repeated from 

the mouth of my innocent child as she grows up and sheds her layers of virtue.

We amble slowly, mainly because Jude doesn’t much like walking and I refuse to 

carry her anywhere except to bed, so she dawdles and lingers, drags her heels.  After quick 

negotiation with a discarded shopping trolley from Tesco’s, we cross the hot tarmac of sun 

scorched pavement into a road, peppered with a shattered windscreen.  The sky is azure.  

The green parkland of spring has been replaced by a dry matting of rain starved grass which 
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is crispy underfoot.  The distant roar of motorway traffic mingles with the tuneless buzz of 

an old biplane.

I breathe a sigh of blessed relief as the girls shoot off in the direction of the 

playground and my pace slows to a reluctant stroll. I am in no hurry to catch up with them.  I 

watch them run.  Their energetic burst is short lived and I am puzzled by their strange 

behaviour as they slow down and stop within a hundred yards or so of the playground.  

Something is wrong.  

Despite the heat of the day, a chill prickles down my spine.  I pick up the pace as 

suddenly as I sense the need to be with my girls.  Raich and Jude look round at me, then back 

at the empty playground.  It does seem unusual that on such a day the place would be 

deserted, especially considering the volume of young families housed in the area.  The girls 

shrug and cautiously walk forward.  My heart flutters as they head towards a helter-skelter 

of tin and tacky painting and I run to catch up.

As I reach the perimeter of the tarmac square that defines the playground, a shadow 

descends upon the area, depriving us of our summer sun.  I look up, but there are no clouds 

in the sky.  A solitary swing rocks gently on its rusty hinges, but there is no breeze.  Raich has 

left the slide and is approaching a coloured roundabout, faded and chipped with age and 

disuse.  The girls seem unperturbed as they laugh and screech with childhood abandon.  

I walk purposefully towards the swing.  This is nonsense.  There is nothing here but a 

rusty old swing.  It is just an old playground that no one cares to use because of its rundown 

state, that is all.  I reach out and touch the swing, stopping its movement with the tips of my 

fingers.  The metal chains are cold, never mind that the sun is baking the land.  I swing 

myself clumsily into the yellow plastic seat and sit to watch the girls.  They rush with delight 

to a roller coaster of red railings that promise the climb of a lifetime.  

I can feel something watching me.  Something rumbles beneath the surface of this 

ground; rumbles its discontent with the happiness reflected in my children’s faces.  I shiver 

and shout to Raich.

“Hurry up, I want to get back into the sun.”

“Aw Mum…”

They ignore me as usual and race over to a web-like structure of woven ropes.  I 

watch a group of boys enter the park and set up some goal posts on the grass area.  They 
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begin to kick the ball around, stopping every now and again to stare in my direction.  What is

it with the people around here, do I have two heads?

A raven swoops to the grass and stops still.  Sinister, satin black.  It tucks its wings 

neatly behind and struts with a staccato stride, unafraid of human presence.  A cluster of 

pigeons scatter as the lone scavenger hammers the ground with its large angular bill.  My 

concentration is so absorbed by this miracle of nature that I hardly register the football that 

is rolling slowly towards me.  

I look up.  

There is a boy standing on the edge of the tarmac square looking at me.  He has seen 

the football reach me and roll on past towards the hedge but he won’t come forward to get 

it.  Instead he puts his hands on his hips and cocks his head to one side.  When I still don’t 

respond, he shuffles his feet and stares at the ground looking embarrassed.

“Can I have my ball, please Missus?”  I look round at the ball that has stopped just 

short of the hedge.

“Why don’t you come and get it?”

The boy shrugs.  I get up, wincing at the pins and needles running up and down my 

legs.  My backside is numb, probably from being squashed into that child-sized swing.  I 

collect the ball and walk over the boy.  He studies me for a moment as I approach holding 

out the ball to him, a mixture of admiration and awe reflected in his eyes.

“Ta!”  He snatches the ball and runs off.  I turn back towards the swing.  It is rocking 

again by itself but I am sure that it must have been me who set it off this time.  The swing 

makes no noise as it swishes and swishes, picking up speed.  

Silence.

I look around.  The girls are nowhere to be seen.  Snap my head around.  The boy 

who moments ago was marching off towards his friends has disappeared.  No friends, no 

boy, no football game.  Just an unearthly stillness.  The twittering of the birds has been cut 

short, the traffic smothered in silence.  Not even a rusty squeak from the swing as it scrapes 

metal on metal to reach a dizzying height. 

Stark panic rips through my chest, but I am paralysed to the spot.  Something tells me 

that I would not find the girls even if I could have run.  They are there, but not there.  No 

black clouds to explain the shadow that haunts this sorry strip of tarmac terror.  Seasons 
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surrender to sinister awakenings in a playground of the past.  I am held in the grip of 

someone else’s nightmare, captive to the last bitter breath of a tortured existence.

In an instant, I see it all.  I am there, witness to the atrocities which haunt this place.  

A solitary figure sits on the swing as it moves higher and higher, her face twisted with fear.  

There is sudden, cruel laughter echoing around the playground and I am at once surrounded 

by a group of older girls and boys.  They push, shove, kick each other and laugh at the little 

girl as she shrieks at an ear splitting pitch.  Higher and higher they push her.  She is almost 

gagging on her own vomit.  It is like she is flying and then suddenly the swing is no longer 

beneath her.  A boy stands holding the empty swing, a look of disbelief on his face.  The 

others scatter and he is alone with a pile of blood and broken bones in a pretty blue dress.

The boy sits on the swing and stares at the mess by his feet.  His face begins to 

flutter, like he is suddenly struck by a G-force and I watch the years peal away like a wax 

work dummy being moulded.  The face is familiar.  I see those sad puppy dog eyes and 

basset hound stare every day now.  I hardly need wonder how, but I know with a profound 

assurance; he was the only one who stayed.

Something is tugging relentlessly at my leg and I look down, snapped suddenly from 

the past.  Jude is staring wide-eyed at me, pulling my trouser leg.

“Mummy… why birds gone?”

“This place is shit,” says Raich striding towards us.  “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing… I… you’re right.  This place is shit.  Let’s go.”

I no longer wonder at Harry’s sad, sorry state.  I can only feel pity that Grief and 

Remorse have followed nipping at his heels, into old age.  I don’t let the kids make fun of him 

anymore and every so often, I knock on his door with a few groceries.  I am hoping that one 

day, he may find the courage to talk to me but he still views me with suspicion.  Sometimes I 

visit the playground on my own and lay some flowers beneath the swing.  Ever so slowly, the 

sunshine is creeping back.

The End
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