
1 
 

All This Space 
 

The girl sat in the armchair with her long brown hair pushed 
back from her face. She was taking a wet wipe from her bag and 
had started to remove her makeup when the old man in the bed 
woke up. He woke up slowly, with a flicker of his eyelid, then 
a curling of his fingers, then an upwards shuffle into a sitting 
position. 
 Hello Grandpa, said the girl. The wet wipe was stained 
black with makeup and her face looked new and clean. How are you 
feeling today? 
 He stared hard for a second and then smiled. He reached 
both hands towards her and she reached back. They each squeezed 
one another's fingers. Hello Jessie, he whispered. 
 How are you feeling today? she asked again. She pinched 
the crumpled wipe and dropped it into her bag. 
 Fine, fine, said Grandpa. He was her Grandpa, but 
everybody who knew him called him that as well. Everybody’s 
Grandpa. 
 She leaned forward to hear him better. Feeling any pain? 
 He shrugged his shoulders. 
 Are you still getting the morphine? 
 Aye, he nodded, and mimicked a needle, the injection going 
into the wrinkled skin above his left elbow.     
 But you're doing okay? I like this new room they've put 
you in. It’s some place, isn’t it. Like a hotel room. 
 His eyes turned up and he appraised the room, the standing 
floor lamps, the cushioned sofa, the heavy curtains, the 
television on the wall. 
 I think this place is even bigger than your flat, isn't 
it? 
 He lifted both hands up to the room and nodded. All this 
space, he whispered.  
     
The next time Jessie visited, Grandpa was sitting up in the 
armchair, dressed in trousers and a collared t-shirt. The day's 
Daily Record was folded across his knees. When he saw her he 
smiled and clenched his fist and gave the air a little punch. 
 Hello Grandpa, said Jessie, look at you! She bent over 
towards him and kissed his old cheek and he cupped his hand 
behind her head and pulled her to him for a moment.  
 How are you? he whispered. 
 Good, she said. How are you today? 
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 He held out his hand and wavered it in front of her face 
like a see-saw. 
 You’re feeling okay? she asked again. 
 No bad, he managed. How was school?  
 Jessie blew out her cheeks and took off the blazer. It 
was light grey with yellow and blue trim. Too much homework, she 
said. She threw the blazer across the empty bed. 
 Grandpa scrunched up his face. 
 Can I get you anything? 
 How about a Coca Cola? 
 The girl got up and went to the mini fridge and took out 
a Coca Cola. The fridge was full of cans. She opened it and 
popped in a straw and sat it on the table. 
 The old man slowly clutched it in his hand, raised the 
straw to his lips, and sucked. Jessie wiped a little spill that 
dripped onto his t-shirt. It looked too big for him. He was 
getting skinny now.  
 Grandpa put the can back down and swirled the juice around 
in his mouth, coating his tongue and his teeth with it, then 
picked up a cardboard bowl and spat the Coca Cola out.  
 Are you struggling to swallow today, Grandpa? 
 Aye, he whispered. Can't get it down. 
 You just like the taste of it then? 
 I do, he whispered. Oh, it's marvellous. 
 
The next time Jessie visited it was a dark, rainy night. Her 
school uniform was heavy with rainwater and her long brown hair 
hung in streaks. The lighting in Grandpa's room was turned down 
low and the old man was lying on his side, asleep. His face 
looked thin and unshaven and his hair was messed up.  
 Hello Grandpa, she said, but he did not stir. Jessie 
dropped her schoolbag on the couch and went to the bathroom to 
squeeze the water from her hair. 
 Still Grandpa did not wake up. Jessie sat on the edge of 
his bed and revised for her physics exam, then made herself a 
cup of tea in the communal kitchen, then sat with Grandpa and 
held his hand and scrolled through her phone. After an hour she 
kissed Grandpa's sleeping face and said she would see him again 
soon. 
 
Grandpa woke and it was dark in his room. The blinds were down 
and only a little light filtered through from the lounge. It 
took him some time to understand why he was awake. He needed to 



3 
 

use the toilet. And his dreams had been growing more vivid. 
Dreams about the all the spaces his life had filled until now.  
 The thickness of his waist and his chest in his twenties. 
The way his legs and stomach strained against clothes. The weight 
as he dropped onto a bed. The strength he felt when he held his 
wife there with him. 
 The family home. A big house. All those rooms carpeted 
and wallpapered. All that noise. The long garden where he grew 
leeks and onions. The campervan where they all crushed in for 
summer trips to see mountains and lochs and forests. 
 Things he would never see again. A busy road. The open 
fields where he walked the dogs. A beach. The inside of a post 
office. What you could see from the corner table of a busy pub. 
Simple spaces that were beyond this bed and this room that were 
his for now. 
 He managed to lift up from his pillows and settled his 
bare feet on the carpet. He rose and walked to the bathroom, 
reaching out to the doorframe in case he should need the support. 
 
 You're okay in here, aren't you, Grandpa? Jessie was 
sitting next to his bed drawing in her sketchpad. 
 No complaints, he whispered. Grandpa was sitting up 
sucking on a Coca Cola. 
 This place is amazing, she said. Much better than being 
back in the Queen Elizabeth. 
 Grandpa nodded, then spat the juice out into his bowl. I 
would thoroughly recommend it. 
 Are the staff treating you well? 
 Oh, he whispered, they are marvellous.  
 Are you on any new medication? Or is it still just the 
morphine? 
 Grandpa mimicked the needle injecting the skin just above 
his left elbow, raised his eyebrows, and sucked in a mouthful 
of Coca Cola. 
 
Grandpa's room had double patio doors that opened up onto a 
garden with a lawn, seating areas, and tiered sections with 
plants and flowers. From the bed, he could turn to the side and 
see the sky. One day, it started to know. He lay and watched the 
flakes drifting down. It settled. 
 A fox crawled out low from somewhere near the perimeter 
fence and picked its way across the garden. It moved in sharp, 
skittering steps. A skinny, hungry fox. It sniffed the ground 
and looked up to the sky and when it was just outside Grandpa's 
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windows, it stopped and looked right in. Looked right at him. 
The snow settled white on its fur then melted into nothing.  
 Jessie came into Grandpa’s room, shaking the moisture from 
her school skirt. Hello Grandpa! she said. Have you seen the 
snow? 
 He turned to her and smiled and reached out and they 
hugged and kissed. He gripped her cold hand. 
 Cold? he whispered. 
 Freezing. He rubbed her hand with his. Did you see the 
snow? 
 Grandpa nodded and smiled. 
 Do you fancy getting wrapped up warm and going out to the 
garden? We could take the wheelchair. 
 Grandpa looked outside. The fox was gone, and the snow 
was not lying. 
 Outside? he whispered. Nah. 
 
Jessie sat in the armchair next to Grandpa. Surrounded with 
folders and jotters from school. She had pinned her hair up and 
wiped the makeup from her face and sat with her legs crossed. 
Her blazer was off and she'd thrown her school tie on the floor. 
Preparing for her French speaking exam. 
 Oh, said Grandpa. Oh. 
 Grandpa, said Jessie. Hello. It's me. She leaned over and 
squeezed the man's old hand and they kissed each other's cheeks. 
 Oh, he said again. He opened and closed his mouth and 
Jessie passed him an opened Coca Cola and he took a big drink 
and then spat it out. 
 How are you feeling Grandpa? 
 Okay, he whispered. 
 Tired? 
 Aye, he whispered. Tired. When did you get here? 
 A wee while ago. I'm revising. Got a French exam in the 
morning. 
 French? Grandpa whispered. Oo la la. Grandpa squinted and 
tried to twist the strap on his watch so that he could see the 
face. What time is it? he asked. 
 About 5 o'clock, she said. 
 5 o'clock! he whispered, shaking his head. You should be 
at home in your bed. 
 No, Grandpa. I've just finished school for the day. 
 What time does school start? 
 9 o'clock. 
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 For God's sake! What are you doing here at this time? He 
whispered a little louder. 
 Grandpa, said Jessie. She held his hand. It's 5 o'clock 
in the evening. I've already been at school. It's tea time. 
 Tea time? 
 Aye. 
 Grandpa shook his head, took a mouthful of Coca Cola and 
spat it out. I've been asleep all day. 
 That's okay. You're just tired. 
 Oh aye, he whispered. I do love my sleep. 
 
Another time Jessie went in and brought cappuccinos. She tidied 
up the room. Tissues and old newspapers and half empty cans of 
Coca Cola. She opened the blinds to let in the Sunday afternoon. 
Grandpa sipped his coffee and swirled it around his tongue and 
spat it out. He pressed his emergency button and an alarm sounded 
in the room. 
 What is it, asked Jessie, what's wrong? 
 I need the toilet, he whispered. 
 I can help. 
 No, he whispered. 
 You’ve lost more weight, she told him. 
 Have I? 
 You’re looking skinny. Who knew the Coca Cola diet would 
work so well? 
 He threw his head back and laughed. 
 A nurse came and pulled the curtain around Grandpa's bed 
and Jessie went to the kitchen for a cup of tea. When she came 
back, Grandpa was sitting up in bed. Daily Record folded in his 
lap. His hair had been wetted and combed smoothly back. 
 Grandpa, she said, don't you look handsome! 
 Well, he whispered, and ran his hand carefully through 
the thick white hair. You never know who you might meet. 
 
Jessie visited late one evening. She had sat an assessment in 
English class and her writing hand was still sore. Grandpa slept 
and she sat next to him on the bed. There was a little space. 
He didn’t take up much room any more. She held his hand and 
scrolled through her phone. Maybe the blue light from the screen 
finally woke him a little. Jessie, he whispered. What are we 
going to do if I die in here? 
 
Grandpa did not wake up the last time Jessie went for a visit. 
It was a wet night, and she kicked off her shoes and her heavy 
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school blazer. She sat beside him on the bed and held his hand 
and watched his chest and his mouth. Soon she leaned over and 
kissed his cheek and softly tiptoed away. 
 
When Jessie was a wee girl, Grandpa had told her about an 
adventure he'd gone on as a boy. He'd packed his tent and taken 
his bike and cycled all across Scotland, not returning home to 
his mother’s house for weeks. It was summer time, and he'd slept 
in bothies or camped in farmers’ fields, eating food cooked over 
fires, buying bread and milk and anything else he could find at 
the farms. He cycled east and north, following the Caledonian 
Canal, up to the Highlands. This was before the war, when he was 
still a boy. 
 


