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            Chapter One

            Mother, Mother, I had a dream

         

         
            
               Mother, mother, I had a dream:

            

            
               That encompassed the world.

            

            
               More than the youthful dream of childhood,

               Or blind ambition,

               But the pursuit of real happiness,

               A deep realisation,

               Of Self.

            

            
               A dream within a dream,

               A deep yearning for life;

               For its fulfilment.

            

            
               I danced beneath a star filled sky.

               The ballerina steps of a little girl,

               Who dreams that she is really a princess,

               Waiting to be discovered.2

               I sailed upon a yawning blue ocean,

               My lover lost and languid in adoration beside me.

            

            
               And it was at that moment

               That I saw into the eyes of my own daughter;

               One who shares the same dream.

               I saw it clearly

               In eyes deep, and innocent

               And filled with the wonder of life.

            

         

         I sleep fitfully, the knowledge that he no longer possesses a key offering little comfort. I can almost feel him. His brooding nearness; a spectral presence that paces the vicinity of our house like a predatory beast. His anger, by now tangible, permeates the walls of this building. Our home; our safe place.

         My imagination lies frozen in fear.

         Lost in a forest of foreboding in the dead of night. Listening to ominous and intimidating whisperings promising terror and dread. These whisperings are deafening. I cannot escape them. They are tumultuous; as swift and as wild as the wind in a storm. Their voices moving so quickly that I cannot fully make out their words. With terrifying undertones they penetrate my flesh, rippling through my body, as I lay unable to move. The sounds created by them mirror the sounds made by the wings of a giant moth. Trapped and battering itself to death as it tries to escape to the light. Occasionally I imagine that I hear his name, carried upon eerie echo’s, and now redolent of suffering and laced with menace.

         Darkness intimidates me so that I crave the dim glow of the bedside lamp. But even that seems to cast leering and suggestive shadows as I lay awake, alert, watchful. Worrying about the space between the top of the house where my children sleep and the space inhabited by my exhausted body on the ground floor. Vulnerable, penetrable, if my vigilance should wane, even for a second.

         Lurching in and out of restless sleep the inevitable, when it comes, throws me off balance. There is someone in the house, and without knowing how 3I got there I am dressed and standing at the door of my room. It is three o’clock in the morning and all that exists is this one moment suspended in time. For what seems like an eternity I deliberate, rooted to the spot. Yet I am acutely aware that should I choose not to step into the moment, it threatens to creep stealthily toward my sleeping, innocent children.

         Taking a deep breath, I throw open the door and am presented with a figure, features shrunken and contorted by alcohol and anger. He has kicked in the back door. A shaft of frozen air hits me like a knife in the chest, causing me to gasp, and bringing me back to the reality of the moment.

         As I step towards the narrow shelf housing the telephone I feel a sharp pain as I am struck in the waist by the base of the kitchen lamp which, hurtling towards me, grinds to a halt on contact with my body, and slides to the floor. Somewhere in the half light, I am aware of the sound of shattered glass cascading around my feet.

         With vampiric speed he has crossed the kitchen and with one manic sweep of his arm, cleared the shelf of its contents.

         It feels as though fantasy has penetrated reality. As though some Gothic creature has somehow passed through the silken veil of the imagination into my world; tearing huge chunks from buildings, bursting through walls. It feels like this is happening to someone else; happening somewhere far away. But this is real, and I can only stand bathed in horror as my stunned mind attempts to decide what to do about it.

         With the receiver in my hand, the body of the telephone swings precariously until he tears it from me. His other hand simultaneously coiling the hair on my left side so tightly that I become imprisoned, his grasp inescapable. Dragging me by my hair through broken glass and damaged household goods, he slams me against the back wall. Everything goes into slow motion. Even the sounds I hear, each vowel, each consonant, drag menacingly through the air.

         By now semi-conscious and in the grip of terror, the room spinning and out of control, his psychotic voice distant, my only option is to sink helplessly to the ground. Feeling the contact of his rough hand on my face 4I experience a sharp pain behind my eyes as he thrusts a finger and his thumb, one up each of my nostrils. The pain all but tips me over the edge, and I submit, almost willingly. The palm of his hand crushes flat my lips and the area around my mouth. I pass out.

         As everything becomes silent, still, the pain subsides and I slip into oblivion. I no longer notice the pain in my side where the glass has ripped at my flesh. My head, where the hair was so tightly wound, is numb.

         I am floating now; peaceful; at peace.

         Unable to see or feel him as, on account of his drunkenness, he almost passes out himself. Losing his balance and falling backwards, his fingers exit my body almost as forcibly as they entered. Free from the interminable hurt of loving and being so unloved in return, I lay slumped on the floor by the door of the pantry. I do not hear his voice as he curses me, shrieking, “Bitch, I’ll go down for this”.

         My senses fail to register the shock as he presses a cold, wet cloth against my swollen and bruised face, and shakes my limp body in an attempt to wake me.

         Panic infiltrates his anger, and I lay like a smoking gun in the corner.

         I appear to have gained access to another realm.

         I can no longer feel my body. Nor can I see it. I have passed into another dimension. I still feel like me. Only now I seem capable of remaining both deeply within and deeply without of myself.

         I should be glad. I have tried so many times to gain access to this almost imaginary place. Meditated a thousand times to get a little closer. How I longed to be able to leave my body. Explore the Heavens and then return; discovering previously “uncharted” territory; and experiencing an almost mythical awakening; a quickening.

         How many of us could honestly say that we wouldn’t like to know. Find out what lays beyond this bodily life. Even those who pretend that they 5don’t care must possess a certain unnamable curiosity. Surely it cannot be enough to simply accept the eventual passage into nothingness.

         I have to know.

         I am always in search of the answers. Which is probably why I now find myself in this position – floating in the ether, unsure of how to get back.

         
             

         

         I bask in a dreamscape of beautiful colour.

         It is a place of light, not unlike the mysterious and temporary margins that spread silently along the fluid outlines of blurry horizons, at sunrise or sunset. The light cradles me gently and I remain languid and undisturbed in its warmth. Untroubled by the processes of the mind; no longer lost in thought.

         Deeply rooted in an altered state of being I simply “am”.

         The advancing tide of despair that had threatened for so long to engulf me has ceased to exist, and in its place lies a virgin stretch of golden sand, bordered by an ocean of opalescent light. This ocean – capable of expressing every human emotion without uttering a word, resembles the oceans of childhood. Undulating with benign heaving’s and swellings, encouraging thoughts to rise gently to the surface and laying them carefully out upon the sand.

         On and on it urges; conducting an eternal discussion upon life.

         Highlighting the potential for new beginnings when life may do its best or worst, until its luminescent waves roll in once more, to ponder upon and cleanse, leaving life untainted by the day’s events.

         Bubbling undercurrents, crashing and breaking; rising to the surface; dissipating in a haze of golden light and white foam.

         Constant and universal, silent but knowing, it asks questions and offers answers; soothes, heals and inspires.

         6I lose all sense of time, and again, only half believe that this is real, and not some strange twist of my battered imagination.

         He, on the other hand, paces anxiously back and forth. Scouring the fridge for alcohol he pulls out a bottle three quarters full, and pours himself a glass

         “Shit,” – he spits out the word.

         Shouting at my lifeless form, “Got what you wanted have you?’’

         Knocking back a good half glass and re-filling it to the top, he runs frantic fingers through perspiration -drenched hair.

         Another great gulp and the second glass is quickly emptied.

         He kicks the table aggressively, his boots causing a fresh shower of glass to scatter across the kitchen.

         He paces up and down. What to do now? Leave and deny everything?

         Another drink and, the bottle empty, he hurls it across the room in rage.

         Somewhere in the distance I hear the laughter of a child. Though only a faint echo carried upon sea breezes it stirs something within. A deeply held memory of some other time, some other life. A sense of responsibility for which I must take ownership.

         I am reluctant to be drawn away from this golden place. I feel safe here and for the first time in years, happy and whole. But something niggles inside. Something pulls at me. A physical tugging which I rail against at first but which refuses to let go, and I am swept away.

         Away from my ocean of golden light, a loud sound filling my ears. The rush of a great wind.

         7Until I awaken slowly, nullified, with a shadowy sense of detachment and displacement; only half accepting of the physical reality of being within my body.

         
             

         

         “Mummy.”

         Again; I hear her.

         The voice holds a sense of urgency.

         I try to move but my body feels too heavy. Even my eyelids refuse to co-operate. It takes a supreme effort to heave them open after which they bang shut immediately. A great wave of sickness rolls over and through me, until at last, my eyelids flicker open, only for me to close them again in terror at the sight of his hunched form, rocking manically as he sits, perched at the edge of a kitchen chair.

         I attempt to clench my fists, testing my body for mobility, and experience a sharp sense of panic. The feeling is beginning to return to my stiff limbs, but I am paralysed by fear. I remain motionless, silent, my eyes tightly shut; the lids lifting from time to time to check his position. My heart races uncontrollably.

         I hear the legs of his chair scrape against the kitchen tiles.

         Oh God! No more; please no more; and I almost pass out again, only this time it is with relief when I hear the latch on the bedroom door open. He has gone to the bathroom. Eyes wide open, I catch sight of the telephone, its receiver sprawled across the floor. Swift action is to be my only chance. I heave my aching limbs up from beneath the heavy weight of my body, and half stagger, half shuffle the distance to the phone. Grasping the receiver I almost lose my grip as I dial 999, my heart pounding so loudly I feel sure that the deafening sound of my heartbeat will alert him.

         I anticipate the voice on the end of the line. Hurry; for God’s sake hurry.

         When the voice eventually comes I find that my own has deserted me. I open my mouth but nothing happens. I hear the toilet flush and panic rises in my throat. The sound of his footsteps moves closer as a noise 8unrecognizable to me rises from deep within my stupefied form. A hollow cry, almost inhuman. A primitive wail of despair.

         One small word stretched out until it becomes little more than a desperate echo – half screamed, half pleading,

         “Pl…ea…se.”

         He wrenches the receiver from my hand and I experience a dull thud in my forehead as his fist makes contact with my flesh once again. My head aches. Everything begins to spin out of control, and then there is nothing; only darkness.

         
            *

         

         There are those who believe that our lives are mapped out.

         Planned for by some loving and conscientious God.

         This God then hands us over to loving and conscientious parents, who duly become joint custodians of our developing souls. Allocating blessings; planning for the future…

         But I am not one of them.

         To my mind, leaving it all to God doesn’t account for the loneliness, fear and misery that have become the everyday predators of the human soul.

         But then that is just me. And I never did fit in.

         Loneliness, misery; violence at the hands of those desperate to win the battle for power. How can this be Gods fault?

         Seems to me that we just need somebody to blame.

         I don’t know a single person who can say they have had a perfect life. One without even the smallest moment of panic or despair.

         Which brings me to the conclusion that the notion of perfection in human existence must be a pretense. A myth of catastrophic proportions, as those 9subscribing to it succeed only in deceiving themselves and betraying their own hearts. Cutting themselves off from the essential relief of confession. Not, I must stress, a confession of religious nature, but a sharing; an unburdening of the human insecurities filling our minds day and night. The relief of discovering that a multitude of beings share the same feelings, the same fears.

         Those intent upon putting on an act must be permanently exhausted.

         We pass through life in a trance. A collective, attempting to climb the ladder. Those in power practicing mass hypnosis. Telling us what we need, how we must live. Strive for this, strive for that, STAY IN LINE! FOLLOW THE RULES.

         To get to the light, we sometimes need to push through the longest dark. For beyond danger, it is said, lies opportunity.

         I am quite happy to confess, that my own misfortunes are without doubt, down to the failings of my own, very human spirit. I made this mess. I married a man I did not love. Married him, though I knew I did not love him, and after one mistake I then made another, and instead of being brave enough to admit my mistakes I bowed to the expectations of those around me.

         Even as I write this down my mouth feels dry. Like bare wood. My tongue grazing my teeth causing the same sensation as nails down a blackboard. Teeth on edge.

         A flutter of anxiety; a feeling of dread. Rising in a single wave. Rearing high above me, until I silence it with my wall of steely determination. Squash it down. Back where it came from.

         I must not allow this drowning.

         Survival is imperative. I must survive. I have to; for them; for later.

         From one tiny point of light begins a starburst, like a firework. A waterfall of thoughts, cascading from my mind.

         Right now, I am busy channeling the deception and conflict of the past into the building of a new path. A path to be walked, when it is ready, with those who 10will recognize the heart in me. A heart in which has burnt, the raging fire of forging.

         I am done.

         Done with overthinking the past, and done with listening to anything outside of my own instincts. Done with absorbing the energy of those with whom I know I will never align.

         My heart is busy renewing itself. A transformation is happening.

         For when one world collapses another is born.

         I am about to step over a threshold of sorts.

         And though I sometimes feel victimised by my environment. Kept busy, no time to think, rendered perpetually off balance by the news, the daily paper, the opinions of those sharing my space. I am aware of the need to wise up, reach out for life, and snatch at the moment before it is too late.

         Adversity can reveal to us, strengths we never knew we had.

         I have travelled a long way; thousands of miles from the blue skies of childhood. We are born wild, elemental. And are tamed, moulded, bound. Bound in fear.

         Fear.

         A small word. Too small really to be of any threat. But fear, dread, dismay. They are not words for the fainthearted.

         Today as I sit and watch the people pass, I see a species consumed by fear. I see dissolution and dissatisfaction painted across every face. I see much bravado but only a scattering of true happiness. The flattened out shades of what were once vibrant souls yearning for life. Suppressed in order to facilitate the fitting of the mould created by aeons of dutiful conformance.

         Searching souls scorched white with tears.

         These souls have almost become my muse.
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            Chapter Two

            The Treacherous Nature of Fairy Tales

         

         It is the vast open skies that speak to me the most. Skies that look down upon our little village and are filled with promise.

         A daytime gown of China blue, arctic white and aquamarine. And at sunset; silver, azure and gold.

         Like the sky in a fairytale.

         Airborne mysteries. Our skies are filled with them.

         Translucent whisperings.

         Secrets.

         They captivate me. Wrap my mind up in all kinds of thoughts.

         They speak of life, multi-faceted and ever changing.

         Shifting, subtle,

         Dangerous and delicate.

         12Spelling out words which run into feelings. Their colours bleeding into one another. Feelings which, in turn, give birth to more words.

         Aerial kisses that reach deep; right into the heart of things.

         Emotional cloudbursts of such intensity that their colours can seem almost too bright.

         And then there are times when it feels as though the sky might literally drop down upon my head. A big overbearing sky, its weight pressing heavy, until I can barely breathe. Clouds dark and foreboding and brimful with tears which I may cry and cry and cry. I suppose everyone has moments like this. All families have their secrets. Dark secrets haunting the crevices of every room. In our house you could hear them whispering day and night. They pursue me still.

         In many respects this village is no different from any other. The earth groans with churches, public houses and places of work, each resonating with rumour both recent and historical. Rumour woven from a fabric invisible to the human eye, designed to make bearable the empty lives of those within. Passersby may hear these whisperings carried upon fairy wings riding unseen breezes, from shop to home, church to public house and back again, gathering imaginings and growing in length until they become fairy tales of the highest order. Sensationally satisfying to relate.

         The hills and valleys listen intently to these whisperings before gathering them to their earthy bosom, where they will rest forever in an atmosphere already heavy with mystery and implication. Wherever we choose to reside, intrigue sits upon the horizon, and the wind echoes the laments of inhabitants past and present.

         It is in our blood.

         It is who we are.

         Our family has had its fair share of ups and downs, though my mother was always too busy to worry about secrets and their consequences. She didn’t even notice their passage. They could have marched past in full big band style and she wouldn’t have batted an eye. She was too busy living life and enjoying the promise delivered by each new day.

         13My father was usually too busy earning a living to notice her lack of regard for them. Busy protecting her from the full impact of a world of which she seemed not to have any part. Making sure that she never had to meet life head on. She was and always would be his beautiful angel.

         My mother loved beauty above all else. Her dressing table, a source of endless fascination, spoke volumes about her lust for life. Strands of pearls and honeyed amber, perfume bottles and crystal trays, spilling over with golden compacts, palettes, lipstick cases, sapphires, diamonds; and an entanglement of gold and silver chains. A world ten times more exciting than Narnia, or any Arabian palace lived inside of her wardrobe. A wonderland of gowns and kitten heels and pearl studded evening bags. Boxes stashed with scarves and old photographs. Pictures of other worlds so breathtakingly beautiful that they grabbed you by the heart and dragged you in. I spent hours as a child, crouched upon the wardrobe floor, rifling through the photographs, snapping open and closed the metal clasps on the evening bags, draped in silk, a pair of my mother’s high heels on my too small feet.

         
             

         

         The dwellings forming the village resting beneath our vast open skies, which crouches at the foot of this faintly forested crevice of heathland, are constructed from the soot blackened stone common to mill towns, and their outlying villages and hamlets. Little black buildings dotted along steep hillsides and clustered in their dips and valleys. I hate the colour of the stone here. It turns an otherwise picturesque scene into a brooding frown upon the face of the landscape. Moving here came as something of a shock to my mother. There are even those moments when I hold it responsible for her decline. So lacking in warmth and elegance; so different to what she was used to. It was as if the darkness prowling the streets of this village night after night, season to season, gradually snuffed out the light that burned so brightly within her. Caused her to be only half there, a distant almost fantasy figure, often inaccessible to a child desperate for the close daily contact necessary for the full and steady unfolding of a young soul. Dark stone and harsh winds carrying the whisperings of harsh voices.

         For this is a village which is perpetually riven by the actions of its 14gossipmongers, who exist in quantities disproportionate to the size of this small community. Their voices are loud, exiting their bodies via an epic struggle along the labyrinths of the throat and a laborious clamber from cavernous mouths.

         Words, failing to soar upon the airwaves, fall instead as if from the edge of some steep cliff, grating on the senses. I hear them daily. Voices infiltrating the garden fence as their owners stand at the bus stop or at the corners of the streets making up this small cluster of dwellings. Exercising their vocal chords to an extent demanding Olympic standard status. They are a species of tittle-tattler who were born equipped to sniff out a scandal from a distance of a hundred yards or more, and with minds capable of constructing fantasies greater than all the myths spawned by humanity since time immemorial.

         Here my mother stood out. Her silk dresses and natural sense of style causing a feeling of disquiet among the locals.

         But when I think of the wild open spaces. Horizons which rest upon infinity and the sensation of liberty afforded by them, I remember why it is that we chose to stay. This landscape is built of a wildness which speaks to the wildness within. A fierceness that unravels civilized conditioning and strikes at the primal drum resting at the heart of our origins. It speaks of heartbreak and yearning; dreams and possibilities.

         For some time then, this wild little corner of earth has been my home. It would be fair to say that I have had my own share of heartbreak here, in the wildly unpredictable climate of this deeply heathered valley. Heartbreak that the more sensitive have learned to skirt around politely; a heartbreak not to be mentioned.

         I hide this heartbreak behind a shiny facade as together both myself and those populating the spaces around me, share highs and lows, and are exposed to the gossip surrounding scandal after scandal. Playing out between the hazy dawn rubbing sleep from its eyes, and the arrival of sunset after Turner-esque sunset.

         It is only now, that I begin to understand. Resting here, high upon the hills surrounding my home where there is nothing to block the view. No structures, natural or man-made, just an endless sky and the rolling heath 15beneath it. Here I can distinguish the shape of the earth beneath my feet; naked, undressed. Both liberated and liberating. Its undulating forms visible. Exposed to the wildly dancing breezes and bright spring sunshine. As the sky continues its endless passage, the lines of the brooding hills become softened by clouds, who drape their billowing garments over the earthy shoulders beneath them.

         This endlessly inspiring landscape cries “Freedom” and calls for the onlooker to follow each curve, to take flight. For the soul to soar high up into the clouds. To stand in wonderment and cry out with joy. To look towards the heavens, which are visible from here, and thank God for each moment. My mind traces the outline of the hills forming the horizon upon which lay all the mysteries of human existence. The far horizons are where you will always find me; my imagination striding ahead; leading me on.

         Here, the wind is never still, never silent. I see it now, rippling through the coarse grass, tangling itself in my hair. It smells of new life. Fresh and clean.

         Life presents many faces; a patchwork of problems and solutions. Of potential joys, of time running away, of what ifs and if only; of waiting for wisdom. Lessons learned, and those waiting quietly ahead. A minefield of lessons, some easier than others. Words spilt and then regretted. They can never be unsaid or unheard. Time that seems to become less and problems that seem to become more.

         My gloved fingers clasp at the worn leather cover of my notebook. Over time, the blank page has become my most trusted friend. I can tell it anything and it will not breathe a word.

         Only now, after years of containment, do my words burn upon the page until my thoughts almost turn to ash. The desire to be heard rages fiercer inside me so that my pen strikes the paper like a match which threatens to ignite.

         Above my head, the sun breaks through cloud in a starburst of bright light, its points illuminating the hilltops and reaching out into a sky layered with soft colour. A sky wafting its robes carelessly, like chiffon scarves cast off 16and carried through the air by the ever bustling winds. Their movements reveal glimpses of blue and gold, and strips of silver light.

         If I were to open the door to my heart, just a little, what would you see? What sound would you hear? A tortured creaking? Heavy and laboured? A shaft of sunlight in which the first flurry of the dust that has lain behind it for years becomes suspended? Gold dust with rainbow facets, revolving, floating higher and higher into space.

         This glimmer of light, the ray of a small torch, the flare of a match even, reveals droplets of blood like rubies and garnets, which are the first to fall from this newly sprung chamber. Each droplet being a painful oozing of life, drips momentously to the ground, its echoes resounding throughout the chamber’s lonely halls.

         You might even find tears turning to multi-faceted diamonds as the great waters of human existence become the jewels most hungered for; a gut churning necessity. An awareness that one cannot turn back, but must continue on through the melting process.

         Then, and only then, may the many and varied stages of the process known as soul scorching, be viewed in an entirely different light.
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            Chapter Three

            The Unlikely Untangling Of A Truth

         

         
            
               The moor.

               Nature stripped back,

               Pared down.

               Like me.

               Left with just what we need to survive.

               No frills,

               But Free.

               A burning core,

               Of elemental nature

               Exposed to winter sunlight,

               Cauterised,

               Made clean,

               The cobwebs blown away.

            

            
               Fires burn on this moor.

               Built to create new life.

               Room to grow.

               The old life smokes up into cloud,

               Merging with the winds,

               Blown into a new dimension,

               Dragging my own spirit behind

               Like a kite, its tail brightly ribboned.

            

            
               Timeless rocks and stones,

               Great slabs

               Like gravestones, scattered,

               Stand silent, steeped in wisdom,18

               Twisted branches lean in,

               Whispering to the ancient land.

            

            
               I walk through the now blonde grasses,

               From whom the life has all but drained,

               Trailing them through my fingertips as we speak,

               They do not know their own beauty,

               Fragile heads bowed to the bright winds.

            

            
               And alone on the wild moor,

               I feel free.

               Alive and,

               Full of possibility.

               As though God speaks to me.

               Through this wild earth.

               This silver striped sky.

            

         

         Who am I? What form do I take as you read these lines? Have you made your decision yet?

         I wonder.

         You will create a character of your own as you read. You will make decisions about my situation, my personality, my validity; of that I am sure. It is human nature to speculate. It happens every day all over the world.

         Today at least, I am a woman who longs for the sea. The oceans of childhood. The wind tangling my hair, a clear mind and inspiration. The untamed flow of creativity.

         In reality, all I have is a cold, grey March morning in a village constructed of black stone and grey slate. A world that is a million miles away from the one currently haunting my imagination. A world constructed of sunshine and seaside softness.

         It is a strange day, both weather wise and in the energy brought by this still, grey day. A heavy sense of drabness hangs in the crisp air. 19

         And there is always the pressure to work. No time to think. I have books queuing to be read, and embryonic sketches attempting to come into being.

         Glancing across the room, its walls festooned with the work of local artists washed in the colours of the pale morning light, I wonder who shall come along today and whether their presence will lift my mood. There are times when no matter what, I cannot create the space I need for life; the space for breathing. Cannot shake off the darkness that haunts me. I feel stifled by it. Almost as if its slippery hands grip my throat; pressing hard. Sabotaging the means to live.

         This little gallery attracts both locals and tourists – those calling to browse the artwork, and those calling to gossip under the pretense of browsing the artwork. There are days when my already exhausted senses are assaulted by the meaningless conversations of those pre-occupied with the minutiae of daily existence. But my time here is largely marked by bright conversation, and hearts which shine out from the black stone and wild hillsides like beacons of hope. For the warmth sometimes lacking in the external presentation of this area is somewhat compensated by the warmth of its inhabitants.

         The transient togetherness of a community which soon becomes lost again in the urgent calls of duty, commerce and responsibility. All of which pull at our time and pull us apart.

         Standing at the back window immersed in thought I glance out across the garden. It resembles the country lanes haunting my childhood. Moss-covered logs and stumps, mildewed by the slimy remnants of rotting winter vegetation. Various hardy ferns, and despite the temperature, the honeysuckle is just coming into bud – a sign of spring.

         A blackbird, its dark coat gleaming, bathes in the little waterfall, pecking at the emerald green moss growing upon the stones giving it form. Just beyond stands a large glass lantern bought in the south of France and stowed, carefully wrapped in tissue and towels, in the middle of our large suitcase. The weather and the odd knock or two have rendered it slightly cracked, despite the original care taken over its protection. Like all of us, it too has become care worn. Damaged at the back. Nevertheless, it adds a touch of magic to my little garden, and has also become a keeper of memories.

         20There is a harsh wind. The wind chimes outside the back door sing to its movements. Today’s sky – a flat grey cloth spread above a wintry landscape.

         Thoughts of my father begin to creep into my mind; he would have loved to have been part of this. His paintings would have hung amongst the others. He would have remained gently encouraging, patient.

         My father would have known what to do.

         But I am glad, in a way that he is not here. It would also have quietly broken his heart.

         I reflect on this statement almost as soon as my pen leaves the paper.

         Broken hearts; fragile as the glass lantern standing in the back garden? Hearts of glass; the property of the hardhearted?

         In actuality rendering a human heart broken would take serious surgery or a life-threatening illness. Which is why, perhaps, the more squeamish choose to use words and actions, cruel actions, as their tools. Working away at an emotional level until the mind instructing the heart no longer cares for, or can cope with the gift of life. Bullies. Gossip, and gaslighting tactics. The poisoned jibes of the underdeveloped mind.

         Pouring myself a coffee I wander over to the main door and prepare to open. Hauling the A-board out into the road I notice that a large queue is already forming in Lawson’s. This queue, alerted by the sounds created by my movements, turns towards me in unison. My own smile – an attempt at an enthusiasm I don’t feel – is met by a series of waves and smiles in return.

         
             

         

         I know about beauty, nature, a melody, haunting and ethereal. The innocence radiating out from the eyes of a child.

         That each new day is a gift.

         Each ray of sun.

         Each bright star shining in the night sky.

         Each kind word and gentle touch. 21

         And I feel the rush, of joy and wonder; the anticipation of each new day; always hoping for better, being ready…

         
             

         

         I speak happy words, and watch them travel outwards. Watch them wrap themselves around others. Painting bright smiles, flying kites of hope on gold and silver strings. Higher and higher into blue skies. Emanating hope and inspiration like bright light.

         Whilst my own heart, beating deep within my own chest; treasure chest. For the present moment, locked and bolted tight; sees their faint outlines and waves a sad farewell to these words of hope. They are for others and I am happy to offer them. I have little use for them myself.

         I use them to offer comfort after a sad or pensive look has moved me almost to tears. They are attached to a desire to help. To embrace the sadness of others. Sweep away the pain.

         But they are not words that I may keep.

         They are borrowed.

         Temporary.

         Stolen, for the briefest of moments,

         That is all.

         
             

         

         The world cultivated by the Lawsons, like a prolific and beautiful garden, is one which parallels those depicted in stories of the past. It’s museum like qualities are the values of old. Family unity, hard work, and craftsmanship. Technology has no place there. A technocratic society ruled by a technocratic government? Simply a wild suggestion belonging to the realms of science fiction.

         People like the Lawsons have become an endangered species, their place of work, a kind of zoo, visited daily by those wishing to snatch at the nostalgia of a lost and golden age and its ethos. For a glimpse, a small fragment of this, their customers are willing to pay over the odds for daily supplies, preferring to frequent this neat little village store rather than travel the four miles to the local supermarket. 22

         This is a village in which the past straddles the present. It possesses a strange mix of the old and the new. My aunt and her ladies being in the winter of their lives, will eventually leave the Lawsons as the last bastions of values all but extinct in our brave new world.

         Both owned and managed by Earnest Lawson himself, the font of all knowledge when it comes to the life of this little village and its inhabitants, Lawson’s stands proud in the center, its exterior furnished in highly polished oak with large, immaculate windows and a sign stating:-

         “Earnest Lawson; Greengrocer and Purveyor of Fine Goods.”

         The background painted in British Racing Green, the lettering in gold. Not for Earnest the lurid green of the Off Licence in the next town; his sign flashes across the front of his building like a beautifully restored and highly polished Morgan.

         Inside the same hardwood finish prevails along shelving and beneath counters of gleaming marble, where Earnest stands daily, at the helm of this most tightly run of ships, flanked by rows of neatly stacked boxes containing biscuits, both sweet and savoury, coffees and teas from producers the world over, bottled apricots, cherries and a vast range of jams, jellies and chutneys, all produced by his talented and equally industrious wife, and labelled:-

         “Hand-Produced by Lawson’s”,

         in the same smart green and gold of the shop exterior.

         As smart and sturdy as the building housing himself, his family and his business, Earnest is always to found aproned and in collar and tie. His eyes are searchlights, seeking out not only the daily requirements of his customers, but subtle nuances of mood or temperament. Should any of them exhibit signs indicating the need for careful handling, Earnest will pick up on them immediately and react accordingly.

         A man of vision and considerable integrity he is one of the areas high achievers; his sense of ambition being fully backed by the skill to realise 23its best potential, and the attitude required to profit both personally and professionally from his efforts. During the quieter moments Earnest likes to survey the fruits of his labour whilst quietly congratulating himself on his achievement, and on proving those who thought that he would amount to nothing, wrong.

         Having bought his premises in a state of absolute dereliction some years ago, he single handedly restored it to become the shining little empire it is today, earning in the process, the respect of this little community. Needing no official title, he is to the local populace as much a facilitator of life as the local councillor, vicar or head-teacher, probably more. A provider not only of their daily bread, Earnest is to the people in this village, a mainstay of information, capable of keeping all who patronise his establishment in the loop of village life.

         Lawson’s is also a building from which the wonderfully tempting aroma of home cooking perpetually drifts. Those forming the queue, being ravenous by the time they leave, exit the shop weighed down by their purchases – a tactic cunningly applied to good use. This aroma, as much a part of village life as Earnest himself, can be traced back to the kitchen at the rear of the shop and its life force, Mrs. Lawson, whose days are spent roasting chickens, baking bread and making custard tarts, as well as the multifarious comfitures and condiments festooning the walls front of house.

         Soft and rounded, a halo of auburn curls enfolding her ample head, Mrs. Lawson prefers to remain largely out of the limelight, whilst quietly getting on with the task of facilitating the smooth running of the shop. Enveloped in the aromatic mists produced by her army of steaming saucepans, her gentle presence is felt subliminally through the fragrances permeating her world, and the sense of anticipation they create within her customers.

         Like a pair of hedgerow creatures taken straight from a children’s picture book, the Lawsons, through their store cupboard of wonders, nurture this village and its people, and have become as intrinsic to this community as the bricks and mortar housing it and the earth upon which it sits. Without them, its whole aspect would seem somewhat diminished.

         24Today’s queue stretches the length of the shop, from cheese counter to front entrance. At its head stands Marla, worn down, almost rubbed out to nothing by sadness. Marla has a twenty year old daughter who is terminally ill and a husband who, being emotionally bereft as a result of his own childhood, is unable to offer the support needed by a woman whose only ambition was to become a mother, and whose only child is soon to be taken from her.

         Next is Celia Edmondson. Alert, greedy for gossip, and scanning the counters for the most expensive items, which she will purchase whether she needs them or not, by way of further establishing her position in the pecking order of this small community. She turns towards Sasha who turns pink, forces her best smile, and begins delivering the barest measure of small talk, just enough to save her from rudeness, a look of impatience and resignation spread across her face.

         Gordon, the local postman, is next. Looking like an overgrown school boy in shorts, the length of which hint at an almost criminal lack of style. He is supposed to be on his rounds, but the aromas floating down the street have got the better of him, causing him to succumb to surreptitious snacking.

         He taps away at his mobile phone, shifting impatiently from foot to foot, hoping that he won’t be caught out.

         Bella Watson is the last to lurch in, her huge bulk filling the remaining space. She coughs uncontrollably, and rests her forearms upon her knees for a while as she tries to regain the breath lost through the exertion of travelling the short distance across the road from her home.

         I can see the knowing and impatient glances cast by the others. Imagine the collective sigh as it travels out across the room. Celia rolling her eyes heavenwards. Marla, angry and frustrated. She has no time for Bella, whose illness she believes to be self-inflicted.

         I notice that Sasha keeps her eyes firmly fixed upon her own feet, avoiding any involvement, and catch Earnest, who has witnessed this scenario more times than he cares to remember, casting the full ray of his searching eyes in her direction; his investigative glance combined with a look of fatherly concern. Fortunately, too preoccupied by her own thoughts, she appears 25not to notice. She would be horrified to know that she too has fallen under the scrutiny of the gossips. It is a complication she can do without.

         She has lost a considerable amount of weight, and looks tired and unhappy, her feigned brightness failing to conceal the dreadful desperation lurking beneath. My stomach lurches. I tried talking to her yesterday, but she looked flustered and hurried off with the excuse that she was late.

         Aunt Lizzie, her home positioned on a corner opposite both the gallery and Lawson’s, waves to me brightly…

         “Still all right for teatime, Eve. Four o’clock?”

         My heart sinks. My face smiles. It is automatic. As a species it is one of our greatest failings; this almost habitual dishonesty; as we are falling apart on the inside we beam brightly on the outside. How can we expect anyone to understand us when we continually hide our true feelings.

         
             

         

         “Yes Aunt Lizzie,” I reply. “See you soon.”

         And I pray that my day will improve.
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            Chapter Four

            A Veil of Tears

         

         
            
               Tears.

               That first silent swell.

               Liquid pressure at my throat.

               Cascading.

               Seeping from corners.

               Spilling over rims.

               Hot, wet, tears,

               Blaze a burning trail over my skin.

               Tears.

               Warm and sticky.

               Salty sweet.

               They bring me to my knees.

            

         

         Sasha lets herself into the house, leans heavily against the inside of the closed door and brushes at the tears spilling from her eyes. She can still feel the knife-like stares of those forming the queue in Lawson’s.

         27He is out. The relief is immense.

         There are times when she almost wished he had succeeded in snuffing out her small pointless life. If it wasn’t for the children she could…

         She pauses in front of the hallway mirror but doesn’t really register the reflection. She has stopped worrying about her appearance. She now occupies the void that lies somewhere in between and around the edges of nothingness. She has become invisible and inaudible and can float unseen like an inoffensive spectre through one day after another. She craves neither food nor drink, entertainment or amusement, company nor solitude. She has lost all appetite for life.

         She stopped craving love some time ago.

         Love, she has learned, brings such pain that the hurt eats away, tearing through skin and sinew slowly, painfully. Smacking its lips with an evil grin displaying the remnants of a heart hanging in tatters from its bulging, purple lips.

         Love. Romance. The fluttering hearts of teenage girls who know nothing.

         Life has become a long and lonely journey. An eternal stretch of white hot sand over which she must walk the entire distance, whilst waves of molten lava break agony over her feet.

         She is aware that she has fallen under the scrutiny of the people of this village. She has withdrawn from their social niceties and fake concern.

         “Thinks she’s a cut above them she does”

         If only they knew, though God forbid they should ever find out. Let them feed their cravings with her misery if they must. She cares nothing for their opinions.

         They wouldn’t understand and she knew for a fact that they wouldn’t stand by her. If called upon for help they would scatter like leaves blown by the scurrying autumn winds.

         28She suffers constantly. Suffers from a loneliness indescribable to those who have never experienced it. She is stalked day and night by a desperate need which is continually thwarted, and which is the offspring born of the pain which has usurped what she used to be. She is without within. She has already left so what does it matter?

         But it does matter. She has her children to consider.

         She shrugs off the shapeless cardigan put on to go out, and again catches sight of herself in the mirror. This time she not only registers but is critical of the image staring back at her.

         “My body must differ from those inhabited by the muses of the great poets.”

         She almost speaks the words aloud.

         Her own voice mocks her. Her broken mind taunts her.

         “No bright translucent light shines from beneath your skin. No verses of poetry will ever flow from his lips into the pale pink shells of your ears, only vile utterances.”

         Shipwrecked on a sea of emotion she has lost herself completely. Her body, home to the infinite, lays battered and broken. Her mind is shattered.

         Hopelessly and helplessly in love, her unquenchable thirst for his unforthcoming approval leads her to hate herself and the body housing that self.

         He tells her that he loves her.

         And then he hurts her.

         He loves her.

         He loves her not.

         He loves her.

         He loves her not.

         She is caught in his net and in it she flounders and gasps for air. 29

         Before him, her body had only ever known love. The tender kisses of childhood, and the adolescent caresses of youth.

         It has since learned to absorb the blows of bitterness and anger.

         He takes pleasure in marking her skin with purple bruises, whilst knowingly scarring the soul beneath. All the time telling her how beautiful she is until she almost stops believing in beauty. The sun has ceased to shine. Not only in the outer world; but both upon and within her degraded form. Until she begins to retreat like a root in the dark. Or a small pebble drifting uncontrollably to the bottom of a turbid pool. Lost in a labyrinth of confusion and self-loathing with what little confidence she still possesses resting irretrievably upon an ever darkening horizon.

         In her own thoughts, this body of hers has become ever more distorted. Twisted as the hawthorn tree on the moor. Shaped by the harsh and violent winds that haunt this landscape, roots clinging desperately to barren hillsides. She feels she could tear at her skin. Tear it away piece by piece.

         Destroy the human exterior housing and carrying a mind that is becoming too broken to continue.

         Pain has engulfed her body and eaten it alive. She longs for it to do the same for her mind but it doesn’t. Instead it tortures her, rendering her aware enough to bear the daily horror of existence, whilst leaving her unable to escape its continual pursuit. It is a mind which sits atop this unwanted body, its eternally bright searchlight scanning the world around her and taunting her with broken thoughts.

         How a mind can crumble when the pressure becomes too great.

         And how we hurt and maim willingly and knowingly the minds of those around us.

         On top of all this she feels guilty. Marla is soon to face the loss of a daughter who has begged for life and been refused. A bright young girl longing for a life which is soon to be cut short. Switched off like a bright lamp denied the power required to glow.

         She would almost give hers up gladly.

         30Peter Hinchcliffe preaches that life is a gift to be cherished. But try as she might, she cannot see it that way.

         She has constructed a cocoon around herself that extends far beyond her physical body.

         The deep knowledge of the ancients teaches that the cocoon is a sacred space, a place of protection.

         But her cocoon was woven from silence.

         She was tempted yesterday. Eve’s face glowed with concern and something which signalled a kind of knowing.

         But Sasha has withdrawn from those who could have overseen a safe emergence. And her cocoon, instead of providing an opportunity for wholeness and safety, has left her excluded and isolated.

         Within it she harbours feelings of self-loathing and helplessness which she allows to fester behind the gates of a tightly shut heart.
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            Chapter Five

            The Bitter Taste of Hopelessness

         

         
            
               “Already our bodies are fallen, bruised,

               Badly bruised.

               Already our souls are oozing through

               The exit of the cruel bruise.”

                                                              D H Lawrence.

            

         

         Marla takes the bedding from the tumble dryer and folds it lovingly. She is collecting her daughter from hospital today. Each homecoming feels like a new and hopeful start but, deep down, Marla is aware that in reality these feelings are little more than a human safety mechanism. Without them she would go mad.

         Once upstairs and with the bed made, she positions the lamp, bought yesterday, on the bedside table and switches it on. It casts a soft opaque ray out across the room. She smiles. Just enough light. A gentle encouragement to cling on to life.

         Or a soft light to sleep by.

         But at the age of twenty, Tilly Sheldon shouldn’t be lying in bed. She should be out in the world. Attending university, honing the skills needed to facilitate a life filled with promise. A lump forms in Marla’s throat, so large that she feels it may choke her. Her eyes ache from lack of sleep and too many nights spent crying. Pleading to God, to the universe, to anybody that would listen, that her daughter might be spared. But her only revelation is, that it is a waste of her breath. Whoever is in charge has decreed that Tilly will die, which means that she, in turn, will die too. For 32what would life be without her darling
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