
 
 

 

Lost 

By Robert Steward  

 

I think I was about four at the time. Dressed in a brown duffel coat, a mop of blond hair 

and cobalt blue eyes, holding on to mum’s hand, as she took me shopping in Sidcup. The sky was a 

light-blue colour with cotton wool clouds here and there, the high street quaint, tranquil, provincial 

looking.  

Mum opened the glass entrance door to Woolworths and I followed her in, where we were 

greeted to A Wombling Merry Christmas on the tannoy. Tall, mosaic columns lined the aisles, 

containing everything from detergent to fishing rods. Once inside, mum let go of my hand, which I 

took as permission to wander, and headed straight for the toy section.  

Here, the shelves were full of board games, puzzles, Airfix models, LEGO, Action Man 

figures, even a Hornby train set. I wondered which one I might get for my birthday or Christmas.  

After a while, mum appeared with a bag of shopping. I looked up at her with expectation. 

Maybe she’ll ask me which one I like, I thought.  

“Alright,  ru cellùcce?” she said in Italian dialect, while caressing my face. “I need to get 

something in Boots now. Would you prefer to stay here. I’ll only be five minutes?” 

“OK,” I said, slightly deflated.  

So, she went away and left me all alone in Woolworths. Something a parent probably 

wouldn’t do these days, but you see, this was the seventies. 

 



 
 

However, five minutes can seem a long time to a child, and it was probably more like ten or 

even twenty, so it wasn’t long before I started to feel anxious. I began to look for mum in the shop, 

going up and down the aisles until I felt completely lost and eventually broke into tears.  

The feeling I had in the shop came back to me last Christmas, when I was told on the phone 

mum had passed away. And even though she had been slipping away from us for the last three years 

with dementia, it wasn’t until I put the phone down that I felt the same way again. Lost. 

You could say she had already been taken from us; she couldn’t speak, couldn’t walk and 

maybe didn’t even recognise us. But for me she was still there; I saw it in her watery blue-green eyes, 

in her wrinkled smile, in the touch of her warm hand. She continued to be a mother in her own way.  

But what is a mother? A mother is someone who loves you, guides you, looks after you, 

someone you can rely on. My mother did all of these things and more. She was the backbone of the 

family. A matriarch. But she also had a quick temper. Fiery, my dad might say. I remember her 

chasing my sister and me round the mulberry bush in our garden with a wooden spoon after 

committing some misdemeanour or other.  

Her temper was an Italian thing, a part of her character. A strong character. Testa dura, they 

say in Italian. Brought up on a farm in Campolietto, life must have been hard with no gas, electricity 

or running water, sharing a room with six older brothers and sisters, just a fire for warmth and the 

animals below for amusement. 

And sometimes I wonder what it must have been like coming to England in the fifties with 

just twenty pounds in your pocket looking for a new life, to be a foreign person living in another 

country. Not knowing the language, or your rights, not fitting in, an alien...  

 



 
 

But as a four-year-old in Woolworths, I didn’t know about things like that. Those stories 

would be told another time, around a dinner table, in a café, along a footpath. All I knew was that I 

had lost my mother.  

Just then, a figure appeared from nowhere. Red coat, white fur collar, black boots--it was 

mum. 

“Robert, why are you crying?” she said, bending down. “I told you I’d only be five minutes!”  

I smiled through twisted lips as hot tears ran down my face. It seemed as though she had 

been away for a lifetime.  

And now, as I write this nearly forty-five years later, it looks like I’ll have to wait forever to 

see her again. And until then, I shall always remain... lost.  
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