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For my mother, who gave me the gift of life, 
my sisters, for teaching me how to fight for it, 
my husband, for helping me live in it, 
and my son, for showing me how to love it.




… In search of my mother’s garden, 
           I found my own …

ALICE WALKER, 
IN SEARCH OF OUR MOTHERS’ GARDENS




Author’s Note

When I started writing these words, I did not know they would become a book, just as I did not know that the weeds we planted would one day be a wild apothecary garden. In the broken ground of grief, I wanted to see what could grow. 

We try so hard to cut out the things that do not fit the idealised garden of this life – the loneliness, the loss, the struggle of it all – that sometimes we forget to see the beauty that it holds. And it is so beautiful. 

So, plant the seed. Find the small thing worth the gift of your hope. Whatever else comes, trust that it will grow, even if you do not see it flower.




Note on Safety

All My Wild Mothers is for entertainment purposes only. It is not intended as a guide to self-diagnosis or treatment. Do not take a plant at a medicinal level if you are pregnant, are taking medication or have any medical condition, or give a plant medicine to a child without professional consultation. Always consult an affiliated medical herbalist before taking any plant at a medicinal level or to treat a long-term condition. Neither the author nor the publisher assume any liability for any injury and/or damage to persons or property for any use or operation of any methods, products, instructions or ideas contained in this book. If you are foraging, remember to be sure of the identity of your plant, and always make sure you pick with respect for the wild.




How to Use this eBook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.
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‘Might I,’ quavered Mary, ‘might I have a bit of earth?’

In her eagerness she did not realise how queer the words would sound and that they were not the ones she had meant to say. Mr Craven looked quite startled.

‘Earth!’ he repeated. ‘What do you mean?’

‘To plant seeds in – to make things grow – to see them come alive,’ Mary faltered …

FRANCES HODGSON BURNETT, THE SECRET GARDEN




SEED ONE
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Rosebay Willowherb 
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CHAMERION ANGUSTIFOLIUM

Passion fire, fireweed, bombweed, bloodvine

Use to release stuck energy

[image: A hand-drawn woodblock style illustration of rosebay willowherb]

Rosebay willowherb gained its common name of bombweed after its prolific growth on urban bomb sites during the Blitz. A pioneer species, it is one of the first plants to grow in areas devastated by fire. It is antispasmodic, antimicrobial, antiviral and astringent, and can be used as a tea or wash to treat urinary and gastric complaints, asthma, whooping cough, burns, ulcers and other skin irritations. The stem can be used topically on infected wounds and boils to draw out poison.

Rosebay willowherb grows virulently in disturbed and scorched ground.

The woman under the stairs is not me. I need her to leave. Excavating levels of personal archaeology, I unearth faded love letters tied up with string, a green velvet smoking jacket from pre-parenthood days, a bag of baby outfits saved for the future children I never had, an old leather suitcase filled with family photographs, and thirty-four years’ worth of journals, stained with the ink of six million words. I keep digging, until this stranger expands herself into the room, filling the floor. I am suffocated by her lives. She has to go.

Today is that day. I call on a friend for help. She arrives with chocolate cake, cardboard boxes and heavy-duty refuse sacks. A member of the Wild Women group, we have been friends for thirteen years. When I need help, she is ready with wild wisdom and practical support.

‘Where do we start?’ she asks, perching herself on the arm of an overcrowded sofa. I look around, unsure where to begin. She picks out a magenta feather boa from a box, dust scattering into the air. 

‘Let’s start with this,’ she says.

‘It’s for poetry readings. I might need it,’ I tell her.

‘Yes, but do you need it now?’ she asks, cutting me short.

‘No,’ I say. It is a relic of another life. Truth is, I do not need any of this now. Why hold on to things, when I cannot keep hold of the people I love? 

We divide the artefacts of my life into four piles: keep, recycle, throw away, burn. As I sort, my son watches from the corner of the room. He is four and delights at these new discoveries, salvaging toys and trinkets from the growing mounds. For him, this unveiling offers excitement and the possibility of treasure. For me, it feels like the flaying away of skin, layer after layer, leaving me raw. 

I rip out the pages from my journals, deleting memories that betray me with their blind hope. I tear up the fading snapshots, four sisters smiling back at me from saturated Kodak frames. When I look at them, I see what is to come. I wish I could say something to change the course of what is already written, but I am Cassandra, cursed by the knowledge of a future that they would not believe. My eldest sister, so alive in these photographs, is dead. I file the photographs and the notebooks under ‘Burn’. 

Once we are done, we build a pyre in the garden. 

‘It is as big as a tractor!’ my son declares. He measures most things by tractor-scale. He is puzzled by what is happening, and asks why I am throwing all our things on the fire. I tell him that we can’t take everything with us to the new home; that sometimes, we have to let things go.

‘Even this?’ he asks, reluctantly handing over the one-armed, one-eyed teddy bear I treasured as a child. I hesitate, seeing his small hand wrapped around its paw, an echo of my own. The past tugs at me, asking to be saved. No. I will not listen. I take the bear from his hands, stretch up and put it on the top, an effigy to a person that no longer exists. It tilts its misshapen head in a question, a single eye unblinking.

‘Even this,’ I say.

My friend leads my son back to the house. She knows this is something I must do alone. I light a match to the memory-tinder, and watch it burn. The heat stings but I do not turn away. I will be witness to this furious end. 

In the morning, my son wakes early. He wants to see the big fire. We leave my husband sleeping, and go out into the garden. The night-cloud still clings to the valley, a pale sun cresting the Pennines to the east. There is a lingering trace of smoke, but no fire.

‘All gone now, Mummy. All gone,’ my son tells me, part wistful and part impressed. The early-September breeze blows the ghost pages away, leaving only shadows behind. Only a dark ring remains where I have burned my life. I kneel on the damp ground and touch the ash, feel the echo of flame. In this time of death, so much has been lost. It is time to move on, to see what might live again. 

I pull my son close, and kiss his cheek. He is uncertain of this change, which takes away his future, and his past.

‘Come on, let’s see what seeds we can find for the new house. We can plant a garden there,’ I say. He smiles and takes my hand, and together we walk, gathering calendula, corncockle, columbine and willowherb into our palms. There will be flowers again.




Daisy
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BELLIS PERENNIS

Day’s eye, bairnwort, bruisewort, poor man’s arnica

To ensure your child is not replaced with a changeling, tie a daisy chain around their neck

[image: A hand-drawn woodblock style illustration of Daisies]

The daisy symbolises childbirth, motherhood and new beginnings, and is the sacred flower of the Norse goddess Freya. Linked to the spring equinox, it is a symbol of brighter times to come. Used in the Middle Ages to treat battle wounds, it is now a common remedy for bruising, joint pain, bronchitis and inflammation, as well as to support childbirth. The plant is high in saponins, and can also be applied as a skin tonic to improve collagen.

Daisy is a sign of resilience, due to its ability to survive in disturbed wastelands.

When I imagined our future, it held no grief. In that wished-for life, my husband and I live in a remote farmhouse, with chickens in the doorway, fresh bread rising in the Rayburn and our many children playing barefoot among the cottage flowers. During the day, I write in my whitewashed studio, and my husband paints at his easel, and at night we share food and conversation with our friends.

The reality is not this. What was meant to be our happy-ever-after has turned out to be our barely-hanging-on. It has been four years since my sister died, and my son was born. Since then, I have walked like a ghost-mother, broken by grief that wraps itself around me and will not let go. I am worn down and tired of failing to be the lover, the mother, the woman I thought I was meant to be.

What little energy is left over from loss is exhausted by the constant pressure of debt. We are offered austerity as the cure, but it is harsh-lipped and cruel, cutting the safety nets from those who need them most. As the politicians talk of tightening our national belt, my husband worries about being a good father, about providing for his family. He is frightened that he will not be able to support us. He says that he should get a real job. I tell him that being an artist is a real job, that what we do matters, that we will survive as we always have; but we don’t live in a culture that values what we can give, and it gets harder to do. The work gets less, the pay lower, the distance to travel further. He spends longer away, trading in the days of our son’s early years for the hope of security later on; an echo of my own childhood days.

Meanwhile, I spend my days as a carer for my son. I am frightened for his future, for the lifetime of medical care his body demands. When I see news reports of parents in America, unable to pay for the insulin their children need, I fear what would happen to him if the NHS was privatised. At night, when he sleeps, I fill out forms for Carer’s Allowance and disability support, laying bare our worst days, page after page, just to get the help we need. I try to ignore the headlines that shout about scroungers and benefit cheats.

Mostly we make ends meet, though sometimes the stretch is too far and we fall through. Some months, the bills aren’t met. Some months, we have to rely on the kindness of others to feed ourselves. We fall behind on our rent. As oil prices increase, we can’t afford to pay for fuel. At night, I cook two-pot meals on a camping stove and put sticks onto the fire. The pretty railway cottage, with its sandstone floors and Rayburn stove, grows damp and cold. When I lose the last twenty pounds from my pocket, and cannot pay for the food in our basket, my son offers me his pennies from his purse. 

‘Don’t be sad, Mummy. I can help,’ he says. I try to hide my tears.

This is the future where we live. It is not what I imagined, but then again, none of this is.




Cleavers
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GALIUM APARINE

Sticky-willows, clivers, goose-grass, Robin-run-the-hedge

Use cleavers to help increase tenacity and bind commitment
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Cleavers were traditionally used to treat venomous bites. All parts of the plant except the root are edible. Astringent, tonic, diuretic and anti-inflammatory, it is commonly used as a tincture or infusion to cleanse the lymphatic system and boost immunity, or as a tonic to improve skin radiance and reduce signs of ageing.

Cleavers grow abundantly in hedges and on waste ground.

Where do we call home when home is always shifting? All my life, it has felt as though I am only passing through, even though for ten years I stayed still. For my five older siblings, this changing landscape was true. 

When my two brothers and eldest sister were six, four and nearly two, my father was relocated for the first time, from England to Kuala Lumpur, to set up a new factory. After that, his work as an engineer took him around the world, and where he went, the family followed. Soon after they moved to Malaysia, a second daughter was born. A year after this, they transferred to Australia and then New Zealand, where a third arrived. On they went, to Mexico and Canada. By 1971, the year I was born, my mother had given birth to her sixth child and moved to her seventh country. We packed and left for Switzerland when I was one week old. 

Though they had swapped their peripatetic life for a settled home by the time I turned five, my father did not stay still. He continued to work his way around the world and we remained, watching for his return. While he was gone, my mother took me to visit empty houses, picking them out from the estate agent’s window for us to view. Together, we roamed the overgrown gardens and wandered through the vacant rooms, imagining ourselves into this other life, until I could almost smell the sweet lilac growing by the door, or feel the heat of the fire in the empty grate. Each house would be ‘the place’, promising a future happiness just out of reach, but by morning fault would be found and a familiar sadness would fold itself around her again. The brochures would be rendered rubbish in the bin, and her good mood stoppered up like the pickle jars in the cupboard. I knew better than to ask if we would be moving, but at school I told stories about our new homes. 

Whatever it was that my mother hoped to find, she never found it there. 

When I have been lost, I have anchored myself the same way; browsing brochures of rambling houses, imagining myself into the duck-egg-blue kitchens, cooking home-cooked meals and drinking wine with friends beside the fire. In these houses, there is no grief, no sadness to wade through. One day, I have promised myself, one day. When my son nursed and the world slept on, I plotted ways to make this future happen because there – there – we would be happy. I went as far as making arrangements to view, reassuring the owners that of course we were in a position to buy, even though we could not afford to pay our rent. I kept my plans secret. I didn’t want my husband to ask me how, or why, or tell me the trouble with that is … I wanted to hang on to the version of me that lived in those rooms. I wanted to believe that it could be my life. In doing so, I came to understand something of what was going on, all those years ago, when my mother and I travelled the country looking at empty houses, yet never moved. 

Now, as I reach the same age she was then, I sense the passing days. Even though I try to taste each one, like the summer plums, autumn comes too soon. I watch my son leave behind his baby years, marking off the little griefs that go unnoticed in the forward-push and backward-glance of days. So much has been lost to sorrow. Sometimes, it feels as though I am just catching up. I want to pull him back, press rewind, start again.

It is time to stop hiding in a future I cannot have. This moment is where I need to live, before that too is lost. We need a place to heal but it won’t be the lime-washed cottage with its rambling rose, nor the smallholding with its orchard and perfect view. Those imaginary futures, cut out and collaged from the magazines, are not part of our world. Instead, we put our names down for a house on the new-build social housing estate, near to where my mother and father live. It is affordable, and safe, and the closest we can get to a secure home of our own. We tick the boxes on the form: carer, disabled, elderly parents, low income, school-aged child. These ticks are translated into points, and we move. 

I am thankful for the chance this house gives us to rebuild. It does not have a past. I like this about it. I do not want ghosts. I have enough of those to carry, and their voices are too loud. This house is a silence. It lets me breathe. Built over a brownfield site, each property is identical: grey-render walls, blank magnolia rooms and an empty, scrub-grass patch of lawn. It is different from where I expected to be, but it is what I need.

As I unpack the boxes of our previous life into our new home, I watch my son playing diggers outside the back door, our old cat sleeping by his side.

‘What are you building?’ I call out to him from the kitchen.

‘The new house. Come look, Mummy,’ he says, grumbling construction sounds. I stop what I am doing, and join in his game. Picking up a yellow excavator, I take a scoop of small stones.

‘Where do you want these, boss?’ I ask, in my best yellow-digger voice. As I scoop and shovel, I wonder if I will ever tell him about the years that I worked with a road crew, and the man I once married before his daddy came along. The stories that we hand down are chosen with care. Some do not make it through. Which woman will he grow to know?

He stops mid-dig, and turns to me, tears rising in his eyes.

‘What is it, darling?’ I ask, putting the digger down to hold his hand.

‘I didn’t know it would be like this. I thought moving would be like going to the shops. I really miss the dirty, little house, and I am sad, Mummy, all the way through,’ he pours out, overwhelmed with the sudden awareness that nothing will be the same again. I pull him into my arms and we sit there, in the mud and rubble, both of us crying. His hot tears soak through my dress as I stroke his hair, murmuring the mother-mantra of ‘there, there’, over and over. 

This change is meaningful, not just for him but for me as well. Since his birth, I have been trying to take us forward into a happy-ever-before that did not exist: an amalgamation of memory, my own wished-for days and my mother’s quiet longing. My son is four and I am forty-one, and together we cry for the same loss, the same awakening that hits our hearts like a fist to the stomach, forcing the tears from us: I didn’t know it would be like this.

He stands up, wipes his cheeks with his sleeve and picks up his digger again. 

‘I think it will be okay now, Mummy,’ he says.

I hope he is right.




Common Houseleek
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SEMPERVIVUM TECTORUM

Healing blade, homewort, imbroke, thunderplant

Grow houseleek on your rooftop to protect against storms

[image: A hand-drawn woodblock style illustration of Common Houseleek]

Common houseleek was traditionally grown in the walls of the home to protect against thunderstorms, fire and witchcraft. Its botanical name Sempervivum translates as ‘always alive’. The young shoots and leaves are edible and taste similar to cucumber. With anti-inflammatory properties, it was widely used in herbal medicine as a poultice to treat burns, scalds, ulcers, shingles, conjunctivitis and other skin and eye conditions.

Common houseleek grows well on rocky ground, walls, rooftops and broken buildings.

The estate is a strange enclave of suburban planning in the middle of agricultural land. A cul de sac of matching houses, facing inwards around a communal green. Half the site is given over to social housing, built to provide homes for those who cannot afford to live anywhere else. The other half is earmarked for those who can buy into the dream of building their own home. Set up by the local community trust, it is heralded as a successful example of ‘Big Society’ ideology; David Cameron’s photo hanging proudly above the bar in the local, community-owned pub. It is a curious, and uncomfortable, juxtaposition of aspiration and lack.

Yet, for all its newness, there is a history hidden under its ground. Once an industrial stoneworks, for over a hundred and fifty years it produced the stone for hearths and homes. When it closed in 2004, it left behind the debris of its life: weathered buildings, deep slurry holes, mangled metal, asbestos and rock. This is what lies buried below our home. 

It is here that my son and I decide to create our magical garden. 

I am not a gardener; at least, not in the sense of what I think a gardener should be. I do not plant at the right time, or dig where I am meant to dig. I do not know what should or should not be planted. My gardening is haphazard, born from curiosity and chance, but here, in this disturbed and broken ground, I need to believe that new life can grow. 

The idylls of my mother’s magazines are beyond our means. The Bloomsbury Group gardens of Sackville-West, Woolf and Bell remain in the books on my shelf. This will be no Sissinghurst, Monk’s House or Charleston, though I love them all. This garden will be wild, but it must also be cheap, and thrive in poor and rocky soil.

From our old house, we have carried seeds, a blackcurrant bush and a potted horse chestnut, given to me by the Wild Women when I was pregnant and afraid of losing another child. They told me to plant the conker and, like the chestnut tree, my child would grow strong. Since that day, I have tended it, taking it with us through each move, planning to plant it out when we have a place of our own. Meanwhile, the tree still grows. Now the sapling is two foot tall and sits outside the door of our new home, swaddled in a large terracotta pot. 

For the rest of the garden, we look to the ruderal weeds that grow beneath our feet. Their name coming from the Latin word rudus, meaning ‘rubble’, these are the pioneer plants that take root where all else is waste. The overlooked weed that grows feral at the edge of things, between the pavement cracks and borderlines of otherwise respectable lands; it will not be contained. 

The dictionary defines a weed as a ‘wild plant growing where it is not wanted’, and yet, who decides its fate? Unlike other wildflowers, the common weed has a codependent history of human interference, cultivated and cast out in equal measure over the years. This history is hinted at in the names, whispering of magic and medicine, food and folklore, the botanist’s herbarium and the wise woman’s spells. These tenacious seeds were once prized and harvested for their ability to feed, heal, clothe and colour. 

From the earliest documented medicinal garden at the Abbey of St Gall in Switzerland, established during the reign of Emperor Charlemagne, to the world-renowned Chelsea Physic Garden, founded in 1673 by the Worshipful Society of Apothecaries, the power of weeds and wildflowers has been a part of medicine, sanctioned by physicians of both state and church. At the same time, those who practised herbal medicine outside the confines of these sanctioned walls were deemed witches, and were tortured, hanged or burned. Nearly two hundred thousand people were murdered this way during the witch hunts in Western Europe, the majority women. I can’t help but wonder what medicine might have been had the wise women been respected, instead of persecuted, burned and drowned.

For each thing, a rise and fall. The apothecary garden put what was known behind walls, but it could not be contained, and the monasteries would come to ruin. When they did, the plants that once were prized pushed beyond the boundary line and found their way back to the wild. Its value forgotten, the weed, like the wise woman, became something to be eradicated and reviled. 

Now, as nature is homogenised, the garden becomes a tidy lawn, becomes a parking space, becomes plastic grass, and the fields that once held a pharmacy are claimed by industrial agriculture and the privatisation of land. Over the last century, we have lost ninety-seven per cent of our native wildflower meadows to the machinery of supply and demand. The little weed moves ever outwards, rooting itself into spaces nobody wants to claim. 

I think about this unloved plant; how furious its will to hold on, how resolute the life it seeds. Yet, the weed is only a weed if it is unwanted. Like the monks, my son and I will seek them out, and grow an apothecary in our garden. Maybe, in time, its medicine will heal.

My mother-in-law gives us her yellowing copy of the Collins Wild Flowers of Britain and Northern Europe. With it to hand, my son and I head out onto the building site to see what we can find. Between the rubble, we discover plantago, dandelion, speedwell, mullein. I find an old copy of Culpeper’s Complete Herbal in a second-hand bookshop, and begin to teach my son about the signature of plants; that if we look closely, they will show us what we need. 

Together, we learn about permaculture techniques and the principles of sustainable gardening. We research Hügelkultur beds and find out that, by using common biomass – from fallen wood to kitchen compost – we can make a self-sustaining, nutrient-rich bed that will hold moisture and heat and build fertile soil for a decade to come. We decide to use this method for our vegetable beds.

As we learn about weeds, we find out about the importance of backyard biodiversity. The RSPB State of Nature Report (2012) tells us that the UK has lost seventy-two per cent of butterfly species over the last ten years, and forty-four million breeding birds. My son worries about this. I tell him we can be the change we want to see. We add in plans for ponds and bog gardens to provide a habitat for amphibians and thirsty bats; woodpiles, bug hotels and dead hedges for insects and hedgehogs to hide in; wildflowers and long grasses for the butterflies and bees; berry bushes and wild strawberry patches for hungry birds and boys. Each day, my son draws these treasure maps through wondrous lands, conjuring our garden into being, while I rip up old gardening magazines, adding hollyhocks and lavender to his dreams. 

When I tell the Wild Women of our plans, they gift us books on tree medicine, flower wisdom and hedge-witchery; their knowledge, deeply sown, now passed on to me. Over the years, these friends have become kin, quietly nurturing the small seeds of my life. I have seen their children grow, and they have helped mark the losing, and birthing, of mine. It is right that they should be part of this garden we grow.

As the year turns its final quarter, our imagined garden begins to take shape. But first, we must dig out what lies beneath.




Blackthorn
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PRUNUS SPINOSA

Dark-mother-of-the-woods, draighean, wishing thorn, spiny plum, sloe-berry

Bring a flower from the blackthorn into the home and death will follow

[image: A hand-drawn woodblock style illustration of blackthorn]

Blackthorn is associated with dark witchcraft, warfare, wounding and death. Associated with the crone of death, it is known as ‘the keeper of dark secrets’ and represents the cycle of life and death. Astringent, diuretic and high in vitamin C, the flowers, leaves, berries and bark can all be used as a tonic or infusion to treat skin complaints, urinary issues, throat infections, rheumatism and insomnia, and the ripe fruit is commonly used to make syrup, wine or sloe gin.

Blackthorn is a native hedging tree, and grows widely in woodland and scrub.

It is three in the morning … 

I write the words over and over, just to see the ink take shape, but still it does not fit. Twelve hours. That is all it takes to change a life.

Here I am, before: sitting beside my husband as we drive the slow road home, a low light flickering through the October trees. We have just celebrated our wedding anniversary. Blue sky gives way to the bruising of clouds. Rain falls against the window. We are singing. What are we singing? Does it matter now?

Forward on the day to late afternoon, and we are sharing home-cooked stew with a good friend in front of the fire. It is dark outside, and the room smells of dumplings, coal smoke and rosemary. In this moment, we are falling in love; with life, with each other, with our baby that kicks and rolls inside my womb. It has taken a long time to reach here. We have been cautious of trust, not daring to window-shop the future again, afraid to hope this time, this time. And then, the blue line, the expectant hush, the fragile hope that this pregnancy will last. We have celebrated each moment, each growing ball of nerves, each small increment of life: this day our baby is growing fingernails; this day, our baby is six centimetres small; this day our baby can recognise our sounds. It has taken seven months, but recently, we have started to believe. We have been making plans. 

The telephone rings. 

‘Leave it. If it’s important, they can call back,’ I say, not wanting to disturb our meal. October pivots on its axis. Like winter hovering, I sense some shadows, but this day gives itself to light. These are the moments we almost miss; the purity of joy. We think we can hold it forever, that we have arrived at some state of being but, as all things, this too shall pass. 

The third time the telephone rings, my husband answers it. Something in his voice is strange. He hangs up and turns to me, and I can see he is trying to find the words to speak what comes next. 

My eldest sister has been in a canoeing accident. She has been airlifted to the hospital. They are trying to revive her. My mouth is full of powdery potato. I retch, unable to swallow it down. No one mentions drowning. No one explains. I want to go to the hospital, but my husband tells me to wait. I hold on to his hand, chanting the same prayer over and over.

She will be okay.

She will be okay.

She will be okay.

The telephone rings again. My husband answers. There is a pause. 

She is not okay. 

A scream leaves my belly, rips out whatever was there before, and hurls it across the room. I rock, back and forth, back and forth, repeating the only word I can say.

No.

Hands try to comfort. I am told not to cry. I must think about the baby. I must think about the baby. 

And that is that. She is gone, and will never come home.


The night slips away and I must rest, but I cannot. The sight of my husband’s sleeping face makes me furious. How can he find that peace? I get up and go to another room, sit in bed and try to write. 

It is three in the morning, and my sister is dead … 

I write the words on the page, but still they will not make sense. Exhaustion takes hold. I sleep, but only briefly. When I wake again, for a moment the world is reset, and my sister is not dead. Then, it hurts even more. The baby is agitated. It kicks against my ribs. I want to escape this body, knock myself out until the light comes but I don’t, because I am carrying life inside of me and I must think about the baby. This baby, who will be born into loss and will never know that, once upon a time, life was different to this. 

They will never know my big sister, the one who took me swimming at midnight under a city moon; who sang the ‘Reefer Blues’ as we rowed out across a lake in France, her firstborn baby sleeping on a blanket by her side; who taught me ‘not-to-let-the-bastards-get-you-down’ and stuck my life together with hope and love and lentils more than once; whose hair was the colour of honey and fairy tales; who danced barefoot in long grass and played the penny whistle around the fire; who arrived late to my wedding in a rainbow of ribbons, her three children singing by her side, apologising her way into my day; who painted the ceiling with stars and grew wildflowers by her door; who placed her hand on my growing belly, and chattered to my unborn child. My sister, whom I loved, is gone. It makes no sense. It will never make sense. 

Against the hugeness of this incomprehensible loss, it is suddenly very important to anchor myself with the smallness of facts. Was she alone? Was the water cold? What made her canoe capsize? Where exactly did she drown? To know the how she died seems urgent when knowing the why is impossible and yet, it is not important at all, because she is dead. My sister, always late for everything, is early for death, and her death leaves behind a shape I do not know. 

I touch my pregnant belly in the dark. I am scared. How much can I bend in the storm? My body vibrates in pain. Everything aches, throbs, stings. Sleep runs faster away. The future disappears, and so does the past. I do not know how to breathe in this new world.

A swift kick to the ribs tells me that life continues, even in the fog of this pain. I must rest, eat, nest, prepare, be strong, give birth, release. How am I supposed to do this? The words are too small, the loss too big. The poets and the mystics tell me life is transient, that as one life ends another waits to be born, but right now, the metaphor brings no comfort. 

The monster under the bed turns out to be real, after all. It has come out from the dark and eaten my sister, and what do I do with that? 




Laburnum
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CYTISUS LABURNUM

Anagyris, bean trefoil, golden chain

To dream of laburnum is to foresee that your heart will be broken

[image: A hand-drawn woodblock style illustration of laburnum]

Laburnum was once a popular substitute for rosewood and used in cabinet-making, musical instruments and archery bows. Traditionally used to treat hypotension and asthma, laburnum contains cytisine, found in modern smoking-cessation and antidepressant drugs. However, the plant is not commonly used in modern herbal medicine. All parts of the laburnum are potentially fatal if ingested, and improper consumption can result in vomiting, diarrhoea, convulsions, coma and death.

Laburnum is an important food source during larval stage for many species of butterfly and moth.

The sudden rupture of my sister’s death rips the past apart. Like a film out of synch, it unspools, each scene surfacing without warning, demanding witness, dragging me through time.

Here I am, at six years old, sitting under the laburnum tree. It is yellow and in flower. I want to pick the pea-pod seeds that hang down so deliciously, but I know that it is poison. 

‘Whatever you do, don’t eat the laburnum seeds, they will kill you,’ my mother tells me, but I like to play here, underneath the laburnum with its pretty flowers and deadly seed. 

I am looking at the yellow leaves, and the blue sky, and somewhere I can smell plums but no, that can’t be right. The fruit and the flower don’t meet.

I am looking at my hands, whittling a piece of ash. Or is it sycamore? Does it make a difference? My hands are sharpening the end to a point, the way my father has shown. 

‘This is how you do it,’ he tells me. My hands are smaller than his. His are rough like steel wool, and his fingernails are broken. Or is that just how I see them now? 

I am looking at the laburnum and my hands, and the green bark curling away onto the dark soil, rolling under my chubby, childish knuckles, white against the knife.

I am thinking about knives, and the shape of my mother’s shoulders as she peels potatoes, the skin falling away onto the blue carpet tiles beneath the pine butcher’s table. 

I am thinking about the table, and the smell of beeswax and garlic. What else can I smell? Lamb fat, and rosemary, and the sting of bitter lemon.

I am thinking about lemons, and the taste of yellow sweets as they roll around my mouth, all sugar and sour. 

I am thinking about sweets, and the colour of yellow, and my father going away to work. 

‘Look after Mummy for me,’ he says, and my eyes are going tingly but I must not cry, because I must be a big girl now. 

I am thinking about lemons and leaving, and how I was always watching the window, counting cars and crossing fingers, expecting him not to return.

I am thinking about waiting, and all the things that are said and never spoken, and how these memories hold no sound. 

I am thinking about silence, and the Mr Magoo cartoons we watched on the Bell and Howell projector, all scratchy-jumpy-jumpy; the words in my head but not in their mouths. 

I am thinking about the words that are silent, and how I had this house and garden, and brothers and sisters and then, the film runs out.

Don’t go.




SEED TWO
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SEED THREE
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SEED FOUR
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SEED FIVE
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SEED SIX
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SEED SEVEN
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SEED EIGHT
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