
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From 'The Sensitive' by Steven Rayner 

 

Extract of Chapter Two 

 

Monday December 25th 1899 

  

 I am exhausted after much eating and singing. Mother 

insisted on singing nearly all the carols in her book. Father 

and I agreed that as it is Christmas we should be charitable 

about Mother's playing but I thought he rather gave the game 

away when he said we should stop as the piano might need 

tuning.  

Mrs Quick appeared this afternoon, rocking from side to 

side in the Dutch Chair, laughing and rubbing her elbows as 

always, but I think I detected the faintest of smiles this 

time. It has been many months since I've seen her and I was 

surprised at how pleased it made me.  When Mother and Father 

were out of the room I wished her a Merry Christmas and I 

swear she almost looked at me. 

 Among my notable presents this year I received this 

journal and an enormous book on Birds. Father said it's time I 



learned something about real birds so that I'll stop pestering 

Cook for scraps to feed 'those infernal pigeons'.  

 Back in my room Irwin was exceedingly grumpy as he was 

unable to eat with us. "It doesn't usually bother you," I 

said.   

"Yes, but you make Christmas dinner sound so wonderful, 

it's hardly fair," he said. "A bear cannot live on cake 

alone." I have tried various means of cheering him up, 

including offering to collect up some leftovers, but he just 

harrumphed at me and talked about it 'not being the same'. 

 Father is going to Africa soon as a War Correspondent. 

This will be his first big assignment and I know Mother is 

very worried. We are used to him being away but at least when 

he is in Manchester or even Edinburgh he is no more than two 

days travel from us. All day she has been trying to keep busy, 

even helping Cook and Mary, much to their consternation. 

I do not intend to write this diary everyday, that would 

be tiresome, but when I feel I have something to say or 

something exciting has happened; that way it will be more like 

a friend to confide in rather than a chore to be endured. 

 

 

# 

Wednesday December 27th 

 



Father came in to see me just now, though I should really 

have been asleep having gone to bed an hour before. He missed 

supper on account of meetings and the various business 

involved in arranging his travels. He smelled greatly of cigar 

smoke and was still buttoned up in his evening dress as he sat 

on the bed beside me and asked if I could pretend to be awake 

so that he might talk with me awhile. 

"Oh, I'm awake," I said. "Irwin and I are making plans 

for when you go away." 

"And these plans, do they involve much mischief making?" 

"Of course," I said. 

"Well don't go too far will you? Keep to what we've 

talked about. Practice control but in here away from others. 

No frightening Mother, or any of the servants." 

"Whatever do you mean?" 

"You know very well, Agnes. On Christmas morning? How you 

set every trinket, every bauble on the tree spinning, as 

though a hurricane had invaded the room." 

"But, no, it wasn't...?" 

"I know it was you, Agnes and so does your mother. Be 

thankful she took it so well. We've talked about this before. 

Your Mother's nerves are fraught at the best of times and she 

has been busy trying to find you a suitable Governess. With me 

gone she'll be prone to fret about anything and everything. 

The last thing she needs is you acting the poltergeist." 



"Don't worry," I assured him. "Irwin will rein me in." He 

reached out and took Irwin's paw and shook it like he would 

that of an esteemed friend. "Thank you, old chap," he said. "I 

know I can count on you. And Agnes? Once I'm home, we will 

investigate together. But until then, please, think of your 

mother." 

"Will she really be so worried? You're always going 

away." 

"Never this far though," he said. "Or for this long. And 

it is a war I'm going to." 

"Yes, but you're not a soldier, so the rules of war don't 

apply to you. You're exempt." 

"The rules of war? Who have you been speaking to?" 

"Irwin, of course." 

"Of course," said Father.  

He hugged me good night and tucked me in again. Before he 

turned the light out he said, "If only there weren't any 

corners to the world, Sparrow. Then I shouldn't be flung 

towards them and could stay here with you." 

 

 

# 

Saturday December 30th 1899 

 

Mother gave us permission to use her room as it is the 

only one with a comfortable view of the garden. Irwin sat with 



me and we took turns with Father's binoculars, trying to spot 

different birds then looking them up in my book. It is not 

much of a garden; a small yard really with a patch of soil for 

Cook's herbs  (though there's nothing there now but hard 

frozen earth) in one corner and in the other a rowan tree, 

sorry looking now its berries are gone. Nothing like Elvaston 

Castle (not a castle at all, really but a grand house) in 

Derbyshire where Father grew up. The grounds there seem to go 

on for ever and there is a wonderful walled garden and 

beautiful shaped hedges like peacocks and doves. I've only 

been once but it is fixed in my memory and I often dream of 

going back. I doubt I ever will though as Father is not on 

good terms with his parents. It's strange but I've never 

really thought of them as my Grandparents, only 'Father's 

parents'. I hope never to fall out with my own. 

We gave up watching for birds after what seemed like 

hours as we kept seeing the same two Blackbirds over and over. 

At least that's what Irwin said.  

 

 

 

<<<<>>>> 


