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In memory of my mother: the warmest, kindest grandmother of all.

Also to my husband, children and grandchildren – as well as my funny, naughty network of new granny friends.

Finally, a big hug to Doris, our much-loved grandmother, who lived with us for all those years. My sister and I had to call her by her first name as she thought ‘granny’ made her seem old!





I shouldn’t walk too fast.

But if I go too slow, I will be a moving target.

Every bone in my body is scared in case I feel a hand on my shoulder. A tugging at my arm.

Cars drive past. Some kerb-crawl, as if checking road signs. I’m frozen with terror. What if they want something else?

I move on. Squat on a damp pavement.

‘Please help me,’ I plead. ‘Give me something to eat.’

My belly might be full for a time. But what happens after that?

Will you get me on the street?

Ben Westwood, poet and author of Poems from a Runaway






DAILY TELEGRAPH 
CHILD DIES IN ‘TRAGIC ACCIDENT’


A young boy has died in what police are describing as a ‘tragic accident’. No further details have been released.
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Prologue

Ellie 
Oxfordshire

Saturday 17 August 2019. A date that will forever be engraved on my heart, although I don’t know that at this precise minute in time. Right now, it’s simply a scorching summer day, just as the forecasters predicted. Roger and I have the rest of our lives before us. It’s what the marriage counsellor said when she signed us off. You’ve agreed to give him a new start. It’s a clean slate. Don’t look back.

But although I’m trying to take her advice, I can’t quite ignore the invisible scar that I carry around with me. A constant nagging pain inside.

‘Doing something’ helps. That’s why I’m walking into town in my new turquoise sandals with gold trimming – which I’m rather pleased with – to replace my favourite ‘miracle’ moisturizer. I’d never win a Glamorous Granny competition but I do get a real kick when people say, ‘What? You’ve got a grandson of four? You don’t look old enough.’ At forty-nine, I’ve finally settled into my skin in a way I never did as a gauche teenager. I have my family and my own interests now, as well as my voluntary work at the prison. It keeps me busy. Helps to distract me from the past.

‘Big Issue,’ pipes up the woman squatting on the pavement outside Boots. She speaks in the same hopeful voice, but without the accent of some of the other homeless people I’ve seen around here. I’ve regularly bought magazines from her and she can seem rather abrupt, though she’s pleasant enough.

She arrived on our high street around eighteen months ago in her purple ‘hippy trousers’ (the type that balloon at the sides and then taper to the ankles), along with those silver and gold tattoo stars down her neck, a baggy navy-blue windcheater, plug earrings, shaved head and a weather-worn face that could make her age anything from forty upwards. After seeing her a few times, I started to give her a little extra for something to eat, which she promptly stuffed into one of her voluminous pockets. ‘Ta,’ she always said. Then she’d brush her hands together as if washing off some unseen dirt from the money. Another of her habits, I noticed, was to hum quietly, although it was hard to make out a proper tune.

One day, I found myself asking how long she’d been homeless for. ‘On and off,’ she said vaguely. It was the beginning of a series of short conversations each time I bought a magazine. She even told me her name was Jo (although the way she said it made me suspect it wasn’t the one she was born with), and how she ‘couldn’t be bothered with school’ as a child. (‘Mind you, I used to read a lot in prison,’ she declared.) I wondered what she’d been in for but didn’t like to ask. One time we had a fascinating discussion about whether the new government homelessness guidelines were actually going to help people on the streets.

When the weather got bitter, I was so worried about her that I even tried to find her accommodation – although that didn’t work out. Maybe I got too involved, but it’s my nature to help. It seems so wrong that in this day and age we still have people without homes and food. But a few months ago, when the old suspicions about Roger began to loom again, I saw Jo staggering out of the pub, blind drunk. It wasn’t exactly the waste of my money and everyone else’s that upset me. It was more the thought that I had been taken for a ride. Of course, I don’t care for alcohol myself. Not with my history.

Since then, I confess I’ve tried to avoid her, sometimes crossing the street and pretending I haven’t seen her. But on this particular scorching August morning, for some reason I feel the need to stop.

‘Thanks,’ she says, looking down at the palm of her grimy hand. It’s the correct change for the magazine. Her disappointment makes me feel bad. There’s something about this square-jawed, skinny, shaven-headed woman that gives her both a vulnerable and tough air at the same time. I find myself reaching into my bag for some extra money.

And then I see her. Carole.

For a minute, I stand riveted to the spot as I take in the sight of this woman who so nearly destroyed my family. I’m not the kind of person who swears much, but I could happily curse to hell those shapely twenty-denier sun-kissed legs, flaunted shamelessly in those strappy creamy stilettos. Her nipped-in dress (so much more stylish than my summer jeans) show off that slim waist in such a way that I wonder if the woman ever eats. I can put on four pounds just by looking at a chocolate bar.

Carole’s arms are bare, I notice – she’s younger than me and has no need of sleeves to hide the loose flab that sneaked up on me a few years ago, in my mid-forties. My rival has long brunette hair (not dead straight and mousy like mine), which pretends to nestle naturally below her shoulders, but I know for a fact is blow-dried every Thursday. I’m aware of this because one of my friends goes to the same hairdresser. This is the sort of medium-sized, honey-stoned Oxfordshire town – just twenty minutes from the city itself – where everyone knows everyone else’s business.

I wish to God that we’d never set eyes on this place. Or her.

Carole is now walking along the high street straight towards me with that confident stride, navy handbag swinging from her shoulder. Her tinted sunglasses are artfully perched on top of her head as if to show off the designer brand rather than be of practical use. She is wearing bright coral-orange lipstick. The same shade that I’d found on Roger’s shirt just after Christmas. ‘Mine!’ it had screamed out at me.

I choose safe shades myself. Either translucent lip gloss or – for special occasions – Pale Peach. But where has ‘safe’ ever got me?

The very sight of the woman makes my knees judder. I put out my hands to steady myself but in so doing drop my purse. Coins clatter on the pavement. What is she doing here? The last time I’d driven past Carole’s pretty brick-and-flint cottage with honeysuckle around the door, it had a SOLD sign outside. Roger had sworn she’d moved back to London. Yet here she is, heading straight for me.

‘It’s Carole’s,’ my husband finally admitted at Christmas when I confronted him about the lipstick. ‘I’m sorry, Ellie. This is the real thing. We’ve put down a deposit on a place in Clapham.’ Then he groaned as if he was in pain. ‘The thing is, I love her.’

No. He couldn’t. I wouldn’t allow it. Of course, Roger had had his liaisons before but he’d never mentioned the word ‘love’. That belonged to us. His family.

I had tugged his lapels, pulling him towards me. My husband still wore brown tweed jackets indoors, just as he had during his lecturing days.

‘How can you throw away twenty-eight years of marriage?’ I had sobbed. ‘I thought we’d grow old together. And what about the children?’

‘For pity’s sake, Ellie,’ he said, pushing me away as if he couldn’t bear my touch. ‘The kids are grown up.’

But children need their parents, however old they are. Don’t I know that all too well?

Fear then turned to anger. ‘What about Josh, then?’ I spat. ‘Do you really want us to tell him that his granddad has left us for another woman? What will he think of you when he grows up?’

Roger shrugged. ‘I’ll be there for him. Carole likes kids. She’s always wanted them. She won’t mind if he comes to stay at weekends.’

‘You can’t do this! I won’t let you!’

He took another step away, eyeing me as though I was a stranger. ‘Let’s face it, Ellie. Ever since I found out what you did, I just can’t see you in the same light. We’re not too old to start again. So …’ He seemed to hesitate. ‘I want a divorce.’

There was only one thing to do. Years ago, I’d promised to give it up. But old habits die hard. Luckily, kitchen scissors were at hand.

‘For God’s sake, Ellie!’ he screamed, grabbing a tea towel to press to my bleeding wrist. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

I have a sudden flashback of my stepmother’s voice. ‘What’s wrong with you, Ellie?’

It chills my bones to think of it.

After they had sewed me up at the Radcliffe, Roger told me (with a sad look on his face), that maybe, on reflection, I was right. He couldn’t break up the family. He was going to stay. And yes, he would finally agree to counselling if I absolutely promised not to hurt myself again. He said that he’d told Carole and she’d ‘accepted it’.

‘Here you are, love.’

The Big Issue seller’s voice breaks into my thoughts, bringing me back to the present. At my feet, she is scooping up my scattered coins on the pavement. ‘They’re all here. Honest.’

Embarrassed, I reach down to accept them. As I do so, I glimpse the cream stilettos. Smell an overpowering sickly scent. Then I hear Carole above me. Loud enough so only I can hear. She has one of those little-girl voices that are so irritating in women of a certain age – yet which some men fall for, every time. ‘I thought you should know, we’re still seeing each other,’ she hisses.

I peer up at her, my heart thumping.

‘Roger wants me to be part of the family. Is your grandson enjoying his new playhouse, by the way?’

How did she know about that? Roger had bought it for our garden as a present for Josh. He must have seen Carole without telling me and mentioned it in conversation. My mouth goes dry. Or was it even possible that she had been there when Roger chose it?

I feel sick at the thought. Maybe the shop staff assumed that she was his real flesh-and-blood grandmother …

‘Leave me alone! You’re a liar,’ I say shakily.

She puts her head on one side, as if questioning me. ‘Really? From what I’ve heard, you’re the one who’s been doing that all your life. Some might say that you’re not fit to look after children …’

Had Roger betrayed me? Or had she found out from someone else? Maybe she’d looked up my name. There would be a record somewhere. What would I do if it came out?

‘How dare you,’ I try to say, but the words are strangled in my mouth. Before I can get them out, Carole has disappeared, swallowed up by high-street shoppers with their smart carrier bags.

‘I’m back,’ I call out. I lock the door behind me, hands still shaking, then put my keys carefully in the blue-and-white Wedgwood bowl on the hall table, next to Roger’s set with the ‘Granddad’ fob that our daughter had given to him last Christmas. Over the past year, we’ve become increasingly conscious about security after a spate of burglaries in the area, including a physical assault on a neighbour. But right now, I feel more upset by the shock of seeing Carole.

Somehow I force my voice to sound normal. But my mouth is dry with fear. I head for the fridge to pour myself a glass of elderflower cordial. I make my own every summer from the bushes in the garden. Its rich herbaceous borders and extensive lawns are partly why we bought this house, a lovely Queen Anne on the outskirts of town with a pale-lemon exterior, sash windows and gracious chimneys. There’s also a little copse where I’ve seeded poppies and forget-me-nots in memory of Mummy.

You’re never too old to need a mother.

Even after all these years, I still get flashes of her lovely, caring, kind face, and her soft skin that smelled of roses. I can still feel her cheek against mine. In my distant memory, I kneel next to her in her beloved garden, side by side as she weeds until she is too tired and needs to rest. I walk with her in my head along the country lanes. It was she who had taught me the names of all the wildflowers and hedgerow plants. We would pick and press them between the pages of the Children’s Encyclopaedia Britannica before taking them out, flat, and labelling them with the help of my well-thumbed wildflower book.

She loved forget-me-nots best. My own favourite was cow parsley, also known as Queen Anne’s lace. I used to finger the delicate white flowers and cried when they fell apart in my hands. ‘It’s all right,’ said my mother. ‘There are others you can pick.’ It’s one of the few memories I have of my childhood, so I hang on to it tightly, scared of breaking it. How she would have loved her grandchildren. And how she would have adored Josh …

‘I’ll be with you in a few minutes,’ Roger now calls out from his study.

Radio 4 is blaring out from the kitchen with advice on making the perfect cheese soufflé. I always leave the radio on even when I am out. I find its measured tones soothing, apart from the news, which I turn down. There’s enough to worry about as it is.

I wash my hands with my favourite Neal’s Yard lavender soap at the ceramic double sink and put the kettle onto the Aga. But inside, my head is still whirling. Should I tell Roger I saw Carole in the high street – even though he’d told me she’d moved? I desperately want to. But the counsellor said there should be no accusations. I’m meant to act like I trust him. I even pretended to be pleased when he gave me a silver bracelet last month out of the blue. Did he really think that a guilt present could make everything better again?

‘Dad behaved very badly but he’s sorry,’ my daughter told me when it all came out. ‘Can’t you forgive him? I don’t want to be one of those families where the grandparents don’t talk. My friends are constantly saying how lucky we are. Josh loves you both so much.’

Josh! My real reason for carrying on. At times I can’t believe my only grandson has been with us for four years – nearly five. It’s impossible to imagine life without him. ‘Ganny!’ he calls out excitedly when he comes round to visit, using his baby name for me, which has stuck.

Officially, Monday is my ‘Josh day’, when I look after him while my daughter works. Unofficially, I see my precious grandson every day. Try keeping me away! From the minute they put him in my arms, I felt a melting in my solar plexus and an intense rush of love that took me totally by surprise. It was – dare I say it – even stronger than the love I’d felt for my own children when they’d been born. How could that be?

As Josh has grown older, I’ve become even more besotted. Nothing else in the world is as treasured as his slobbery baby kiss on my cheek: those soft, chubby, warm toddler arms around my neck; the joyous amazement on his face when we blow dandelion clocks and make footprints in the snow; his look of intense concentration as he spells out flashcard words (M … U … M), or bakes chocolate crispy cakes while standing on his special little stool in our kitchen.

But Josh’s ‘best’ treat is the Swiss music box my mother gave me which now sits on my dressing table. After she died, it was such a comfort, making me feel she was still close. It’s a wooden box with a flower carved into the top. You have to turn the key twice and then lift the lid. ‘Close your eyes,’ I often say to him. Instantly he will squeeze them tight with that total trust that only children have. The sound of ‘Edelweiss’ fills the air. Then ‘Open!’ I say, and his eyes will be full of wonder.

‘Magic, Ganny!’

My grandson has made life worth living again. I won’t allow Roger or some prowling divorcee like Carole to ruin his life in the way my stepmother destroyed mine.

‘You’re always welcome to come out here, Mum, if you need time to think,’ offered my son on Skype after I’d told him about Roger’s latest affair. ‘Here’ was Australia – the furthest away he could get from his father, whose ‘philandering’, as he put it, ‘makes me sick’. But the thought of not seeing my only grandchild for weeks, maybe months, was unbearable.

So too is the idea of sharing him with another woman. How can I allow Josh to grow up calling Carole ‘Granny’? She would be the glamorous gran and I would be the small, mousy, dowdy one. She would shower him with gifts to win his affection. I could just see her taking him to the zoo or a show. He might – the very thought made me wince with agony – grow up to love her more than me.

‘Hi.’ My husband emerges from his study, brushing his mouth against mine. I try not to think that this same mouth was on Carole’s not so long ago. Those hands caressed the most secret parts of her body. His voice told her he loved her. Maybe still does. But it doesn’t matter, I decide, providing he stays.

‘Hi.’ I step back, feeling like a minor character in a play. Actually, Roger would make a rather fine lead actor, and not just because his lines are so convincing. He is a good-looking man, my husband. Plenty of hair still, even for his age (sixty-five). The sort of bonhomie that comes from charming flocks of students for years. A need for an audience coupled with a natural gift for making people laugh, though he generally saves it for a crowd rather than wasting it on me. A prepossessing figure of six foot three, which he carries off well in his Home Counties uniform of beige chinos and open-necked shirts. It’s too hot today for the tweed jacket.

‘Did you have a good time in town?’ he asks.

I almost break my self-imposed promise not to mention Carole but stop just in time.

‘Yes, thanks.’ Our clipped politeness feels unnatural, but at least it’s better than the old rows.

‘What have you been doing?’ I ask.

In an ordinary relationship, this might have been a perfectly acceptable question, but after an affair, as I’ve learned all too well, everything you say, watch on television or read about in the papers is stacked with new meaning. So my ‘What have you been doing?’ could easily be translated as ‘Who have you been sleeping with today?’

‘Just some DIY,’ he replies. ‘I’m not happy with that wiring for my stereo in the study so I’ve bought some thinner cabling that won’t look so intrusive.’

Roger has always been a practical man. It was one of the things that appealed to me when we met all those years ago. If he could fix things, my naive eighteen-year-old self had thought, then maybe he could fix me too.

‘And the new neighbours came round to tell us they’re re-landscaping the garden,’ he adds. ‘They wanted to check we weren’t being disturbed. We got chatting and they asked me round for a coffee but then Amy called. There’s some crisis with a deadline and she wondered if we could have Josh for a couple of hours.’

Yes! Suddenly the day has got a whole lot better. When our daughter announced that she and her husband had decided to move out of London to be near us, I’d felt an intense rush of love and gratitude. Apparently, I am part of a growing trend. I do have my own ‘work’, although I see it as more of a hobby, to be honest. Making the odd mosaic table for craft fairs in aid of charity is hardly a full-time occupation. So when the children need an extra pair of hands – like now, during the summer break, just before Josh goes to ‘big school’ – I make sure I am always there.

There’s something about a child who has come from your own child. It feels like a miracle that the daughter I gave birth to has now had a baby of her own, formed partly from my own genes. It has created an invisible umbilical cord between us.

My grandson, Josh, doesn’t just love me. He trusts me. He idolizes me – rather than telling me what I should or shouldn’t be doing in that patronizing manner that adult children are so fond of. He will never betray me like his grandfather did (and might still be doing). But, just as important, he really is a clean start. My chance to get family right this time. I won’t repeat the terrible mistakes I have made before.

Forcing myself to put Carole out of my mind, I begin to plan the day ahead. The three of us will have a jolly lunch together instead of Roger and me attempting to make polite conversation. I’ll get out the sugar-free, everything-free bottle of juice for Josh that my daughter insists on, while my husband will have a glass of dry white. I will stick to my usual sparkling water with a slice of lemon. Afterwards, we’ll play in the garden. Perfect.

Then Roger spoils it.

‘I don’t feel like lunch, if you don’t mind. I’d rather get on with that rewiring job.’

‘OK,’ I say slowly, thinking of the counsellor’s advice. Keep busy. Retirement brings its own stresses if you don’t do enough.

He reaches for my hand and squeezes it as though seeking reassurance. I get a flash of that long hair, those long legs. I squeeze my husband’s hand back, but inside, that invisible wound begins to burn all over again.

There’s the sound of a door slamming outside. Little feet running up the path. Hammering on the door knocker. My daughter’s voice calling out. ‘Josh! Wait for Mum.’

My grandson, in the little red T-shirt I bought him last week, is leaping into my arms. Wow! He’s almost getting too heavy to hold now but I breathe him in. Josh is proof, as if any were needed, that I’ve done the right thing in keeping my little family together.

‘Throw, Ganny! Throw!’

My grandson is going to play cricket for England one day. I just know it! He has the most amazing eye for the ball.

‘Too high!’

I try again.

Smash! Josh whacks it with the plastic cricket bat we brought back from our springtime ‘let’s-make-it-work-again’ mini-break in the Scilly Isles.

‘Brilliant!’

‘Again. Again!’

I glance up at the sky. The sun has gone in. It’s getting muggy now. The air has become close, as if a thunderstorm is imminent.

‘Just one more!’

The ball soars into the air. Over my head and towards the house. ‘Race you, Ganny!’

I hang back, letting him win. And as I do so, I glimpse Roger through the French windows of his study. There is something about him that, even at this distance, doesn’t seem right. He is walking up and down the room, phone to his ear, waving his arms as if arguing. Didn’t he say he needed to fix that cable?

A nasty cold feeling snakes through me. ‘We’re still seeing each other.’

‘I’ve got the ball, Ganny!’

I don’t want to row with my husband in front of my grandson.

‘See how far you can hit it, darling. I’ll be back in a minute.’ I draw closer to the house. Roger’s back is now to me. Then he turns sideways. Tears are streaming down his face. And in that instant, even though I can’t hear the words, I know. My husband is talking to Carole. He still misses her. He’s going to leave us. All my resolutions to turn a blind eye disappear.

Furiously, I rattle the handle. It’s locked. The noise makes him start. Guilt springs to his face. Instantly he tries to cover it but it’s too late.

He mouths something while making signs that this is an urgent call. I bet it is. ‘Open up, you bastard!’ I yell. (I should add here that this is not a word I use frequently.)

He turns his back on me!

I rattle the handle again. This time so hard that it threatens to come off the door. Reluctantly, or so it seems, he puts the phone in his jacket pocket and opens up.

‘It was her, wasn’t it?’ I demand, storming in.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘You know damn well. Give me your mobile.’

His hand covers his pocket protectively.

‘No. Please.’

Too late. I’ve swooped and got it. Feverishly I try to check the last number but he pulls the handset from me. I grab it back. He snatches it again. His face is red, his eyes scared.

‘Carole was with you when you chose the bloody playhouse, wasn’t she?’ I yell. ‘Come on. Admit it!’

He hesitates. Only for a second. But it’s enough. ‘It wasn’t like that …’ he says haltingly.

‘You bastard!’ I scream. ‘You’re not worth it anyway. You’ve blown it, Roger. This is it. Keep your tart. She’s welcome to you. But don’t think you’re having the family too. I’d rather die than let her play granny.’

And then I remember. Josh. Where is he? Oh my God. How could I have taken my eye off him? Damn Roger. But I am also horribly aware with an itchy crawling sensation that sends my arm hairs standing upright that this is my fault too.

The lawn is empty. Panic rises in my throat, blocking my windpipe. I try to reason myself out of it as I race down the garden. It’s child-proof, isn’t it? After Josh’s birth, we reinforced the existing fence between us and the neighbours. He can’t get over the padlocked side gate that leads to the road. It’s too high. He isn’t on the wooden slide set we bought for his fourth birthday. The playhouse, perhaps? I rush over, peering inside. A table and chair with his colouring book, half scribbled in. Nothing else. Nor is he in the summer house.

The church clock chimes.

And then my heart stops. When people say that, they mean it as a turn of phrase. But mine really does feel as though it’s stopped beating at precisely the moment that I look behind the playhouse and see a broken panel in the fence. How did that happen? We checked it only last week. There’s a gap. Big enough for a child to get through …

I tear at the splintered wood, cutting my hands, oblivious of the pain, fighting my way into next door’s garden.

That’s when Roger’s words come back to me. ‘The new neighbours came round to tell us they’re re-landscaping the garden …’

There’s a pond. A large pond with a fancy water feature in the centre.

And there, floating on the surface, is a small red T-shirt.
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Part One



BEFORE THE ACCIDENT
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Forget-me-not (Myosotis sylvatica)

A blue wildflower.

The story goes that, once upon a time, a pair of lovers were having a picnic on a cliff. The girl spotted a beautiful blue flower growing on the edge. ‘How lovely!’ she exclaimed.

The young man immediately jumped up to pick it for her, but he lost his footing and fell. ‘Forget me not!’ he cried as he plunged to his death.

A reminder – as if we need it – that love can be lethal.





1

Ellie 
HMP Longwaite, Oxfordshire 
Four months later

I look round my cell. It’s bare apart from a Formica-covered table, a stiff upright chair, a cardboard box to store my clothes in, a bowl to do my business in after lock-up and two narrow beds. Mine has a pillow that’s as hard as a rock because it’s new. They’re always like that when you start a sentence. ‘Reckon they make them tough so you can’t get a bloody wink of sleep,’ my cellmate told me.

She’s not here at the moment. So I lie on my back and let my mind drift. I’ve spent all my life trying to forget the past. But perhaps now it’s finally time to face facts.

My freedom might depend on it.

When I look back at my childhood – the part before the accident – it is the small things that stand out. Silly, almost trivial incidents. Only later did I realize they were the harbingers of the horrors to come.

Take boiled eggs. When I first showed my grandson, Josh, how to crack one open, I heard my mother’s voice as clearly in my head as if she was standing next to me in our kitchen in our leafy north London suburb. ‘You gently tap its head with a spoon,’ she’d said. ‘Then take your knife and carefully slice it across the top.’

‘But doesn’t it hurt the egg?’ I’d asked.

My mother gave me a lovely warm hug. I can still feel it now. ‘You silly sausage! It’s not a person. You’re so sensitive, Ellie. What am I going to do with you?’

But she’d spoken in a kindly way. I don’t have many memories of my mother but I rarely recall her being cross, apart from one occasion.

My parents had bought me a doll. It must have been a birthday or Christmas because in those days, children only got presents on special occasions. She was very beautiful, with a china face and yellow curly hair. When I turned her over, she said ‘Mama’ in such a heart-rending fashion that I wanted to hold and keep her safe for ever. ‘I wish she was real,’ I said. ‘Can’t you have a baby, like my friends’ mummies?’

‘No,’ my mother said. She glared at me as if I had said something very rude. ‘I can’t.’

Then she picked up a pretty blue bowl which she had always loved, and threw it against the wall. For a second she stood there staring at the pieces on the floor. Then, without saying another word, she left the room.

As I knelt down to gather the pieces of china I began to cry.

‘It’s all right,’ my father reassured me, helping gather up the bits. ‘Your mother just needs to lie down for a bit. She’ll feel better when she’s had a rest. Now let me finish this off or you might cut yourself.’

The lines on my father’s forehead reminded me of something called ‘corrugated cardboard’, which he used to wrap things up.

‘I’m sorry, Ellie,’ my mother said when she finally came out of her room. ‘I was tired. Sometimes it makes me snap.’

Even now I can hear my childish reasoning in my head. ‘Snap’ meant broken. Twigs snapped when you walked on them. Did that mean she was going to be broken too? Just like the pretty blue bowl? Maybe that’s why pavements had lines across them, I thought: because someone had tried to smash them up. My mother had once told me that if you walked on a pavement crack, it could be bad luck. Instead, we had to step over each one in order to stay safe. But we mustn’t tell anyone that or they’d think we were silly.

I began to have nightmares. ‘Shhh,’ my father said when he came in to comfort me because my mother wasn’t feeling well again. ‘It’s all right.’

But I knew he was lying because his forehead had turned into corrugated cardboard again. Before long, my mother couldn’t walk me to school because of the tiredness. So my father took me instead. His legs were too fast for mine but we had to rush because he needed to get back and open the stationery shop. The shop had been in my mother’s family for years, and Dad had taken it on after my grandfather had died. Once, however, we stopped by a tree, which was hollow in the middle. ‘Look down there,’ my father said with a note of wonder in his voice. ‘Can you see the mushrooms growing at the bottom? Don’t touch. They might be poisonous.’

Yet I wanted to. Supposing they were actually magic and could stop Mum being tired?

Sometimes our neighbour Miss Greenway would collect me if my father needed to look after Mummy. She smelled of talcum powder and had pretty yellow hair like the girl on my shampoo bottle. She also asked if I needed the ‘toilet’ instead of the ‘lavatory’, and when she took me home for some tea once, I noticed that she held her knife and fork in a way that my mother called ‘common’, whatever that meant.

‘It’s no trouble at all,’ she would always say to my father when she took me back home. Then I would run up into my mother’s darkened bedroom with the blue striped curtains and tell her about my day. Occasionally she would listen to me talk about my new best friend at school – they always seemed to change. But often she would turn over, moving her pillow to a different position as if it was annoying her, and tell me, ‘Come back later.’

When it was my sixth birthday, I wasn’t allowed a birthday party because ‘your mother isn’t well enough’.

‘Couldn’t you do one for me?’ I asked my father.

He gave a strange little smile. ‘It wouldn’t be right. Not under the circumstances.’

What did that mean?

Later, when new friends asked how long my mother had been ill for, I found it hard to say. Sometimes it felt like it had been months. Sometimes years. I know that one more Christmas came and went because I remember not getting a stocking for the first time in my life. ‘You’re a big girl now,’ my father said.

What did that have to do with it?

One day when Miss Greenway met me from school instead of Daddy, I noticed her eyes were all red, as if someone had coloured in the white bits. She didn’t smell of talcum powder this time, either. ‘Your father said you’re to come to our house for a bit,’ she told me.

‘Why?’ I kept asking as her soft, squashy hand held mine all the way back.

But instead of answering, she just squeezed my hand harder.

I didn’t like Miss Greenway’s house. It was the same size as ours but darker because ‘electricity is expensive’. She lived with her mother, Mrs Greenway, who always shouted, ‘Speak up!’ whenever I said something. In the bathroom, there was a bottle on the window shelf that said ‘Air Freshener’ with a picture of pink-and-white flowers on it. Out of curiosity, I pressed the lid down and this smelly stuff came out that made me sneeze. I rushed out and shut the door behind me in case I got into trouble.

Tea was shepherd’s pie. ‘Your father said it was your favourite,’ said our neighbour when she put the plate in front of me.

The potato on top was lumpy but I ate it because I didn’t like to be rude. ‘Does it taste all right, dear?’ she asked. She had a high-pitched voice that squeaked. It reminded me of the kittens our teacher had brought into school last term in case any of us wanted one. (I wasn’t allowed because we ‘had enough to cope with already’.)

‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like any more? Look – I’ve made you a jelly for afters, although it is a little on the runny side.’ Her face went sad. ‘I’m afraid I’m not used to cooking for children.’

It wasn’t like the jellies with mandarin slices inside that my mother used to make but, like the shepherd’s pie, I ate it all up politely.

Afterwards, we sat in what she called the ‘lounge’. I wondered where the sitting room was. ‘My mother and I usually read after tea,’ I told her.

‘We don’t have any children’s books in the house but you can look at this if you like.’ She handed me a magazine. ‘It’s the latest Woman’s Realm. Look – there’s a picture of Prince Charles on the front. About time he got married, don’t you think?’

Luckily, she didn’t seem to expect me to answer that particular question. Instead, she sat down on the sofa with her feet tucked underneath her while I flicked through the magazine. I’d never seen my mother read one. My father always said she had her ‘nose in a book’.

There was a gold clock on the mantelpiece. It had a steady loud tick. Miss Greenway’s mother, who was knitting on a chair by the fire, kept looking at it. ‘When is the child going home?’ she asked loudly, as if I wasn’t there.

I’d been wondering the same myself.

‘Mother! We have to wait for her father.’ Miss Greenway patted the seat next to her on the sofa. ‘Nearly time to put the telly on now. Would you like to watch the news with us?’

She said the word ‘news’ as though it rhymed with ‘moos’ rather than ‘mews’. In our house, we listened to the radio instead.

A very serious man appeared on the screen, talking about a war which had happened in a place called Vee Et Nam. There were horrible pictures of children who were still hurt.

‘Speak up, will you,’ said old Mrs Greenway, shaking her stick at the television. ‘I can’t understand you.’

‘I keep telling you, Mother.’ Miss Greenway’s voice was different. Sharper. ‘You need to get your hearing checked.’

At last the door knocker sounded. Our neighbour leapt up as if she’d been waiting for this rather than watching the television. I noticed that her mother gave me a look as if she felt sorry for me. My father’s voice was at the door.

It was hushed. Low. Then it came closer.

‘Ellie?’

He was talking to the maroon swirls on the carpet instead of me. ‘Your mother wants to see you.’

I couldn’t put on my coat fast enough. ‘Is she better?’ I asked.

Miss Greenway gave a cough.

‘What did he say?’ roared the old lady. ‘Is she dead yet?’

‘Mother!’ Miss Greenway turned to my father. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Dead?’ I repeated. The word tasted nasty in my mouth. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Your mother wants to say goodbye,’ said my father, as if he had a frog in his throat (I knew this meant that something was stuck in it). His leather-gloved hand held mine tightly as we walked down the drive and then to our house next door.

None of this made sense. ‘Where is she going? Why can’t we go with her? And why did Miss Greenway’s mother ask if she was dead yet?’

His hand only gripped mine harder. It hurt, but I didn’t like to complain.

All the lights in our house were on. It was as though we were going to have a party, except that no one else was there apart from a woman I’d never seen before. She was wearing a nurse’s uniform just like the one in my dressing-up box.

‘Your wife’s been asking for her,’ she said, grabbing my hand and pulling me up the stairs. ‘Quick. Before it’s too late.’

She pushed me into my parents’ bedroom. The furniture was the same. The dressing table in the window overlooking the ash tree outside. The tall wooden wardrobe with faces in the lines of wood (one looked like a lion). My mother’s pink fluffy slippers by the bed.

But this yellow face that was staring up at the ceiling wasn’t my mother’s. Nor was the thin chest that made a strange sound as it went up and down. Whose black eyes were those staring at me? And that thin arm that reached out before falling on the sheet?

‘Come,’ she whispered. ‘Lie next to me.’

When I’d been small, it had been such a treat to climb into bed with my parents on a Sunday morning. The three of us would play counting games and tell stories. But then my father had said I’d got too big and it didn’t happen any more.

For a time I’d missed it. But now, I was terrified by the thought of sliding inside the sheets with this thin yellow shape that was pretending to be my mother. ‘What have you done to Mummy?’ I whimpered.

‘It’s all right, Ellie,’ whispered my father. ‘Your mother looks different but she’s the same inside. Lie down next to her like she says. She only wants to cuddle you.’

Forcing myself, I obeyed. The sheets felt wet. My mother’s hand began to stroke mine. It was hard and bony.

‘Kiss me, Ellie,’ she murmured.

My father nodded at me from the side of the bed. I leaned over the yellow figure and placed my lips on her right cheek. It felt so cold.

‘Again,’ she whispered.

No! Throwing back the sheets, I ran. She let out a cry as if I’d hurt her.

‘Come back,’ called my father.

Running down the stairs, three at a time, I flew past the nurse and out into the garden towards the bent apple tree with the rough skin where I used to read. I was shaking so much that the branch I was sitting on began to shake too. I took great gulps of breath.

‘Ellie?’

My father was coming out of the back door towards me. He walked up to my tree, standing underneath and holding out his arms. I thought he was going to be cross. Instead, his face was smooth now under the moonlight as if he had ironed out the lines in the corrugated cardboard. ‘You can come down. It’s over now.’





He’s standing over me with a belt. ‘You’re a bad girl. What are you?’

‘A bad girl,’ I repeat.

‘Just like your mother.’

I press my lips together.

‘Go on!’ yells my dad. ‘Say it!’

But I won’t.

When the belt hits my skin it feels like it’s on fire.
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Jo 
Bristol

‘Can you hear me?’

I wake with a start. It takes a second or two to shake off my dream. He was lunging towards me, a black look on his face. Hands on my throat. Nails digging into my skin …

‘It’s not real,’ I tell myself. The bloke staring down at me isn’t the man from my nightmare. Though this one doesn’t look too friendly either.

‘I said it’s time to get off. We’re here.’

I rub my eyes, confused with exhaustion and the shock of being woken. Where am I? For a minute, I think this man is a cop but then I realize his uniform belongs to the bus company. Even so, I am scared. And I don’t know why.

‘OK, OK.’ I pull myself up and stumble down the aisle. I still can’t stop shaking.

Outside I can see a sign. WELCOME TO BRISTOL BUS AND COACH STATION. I breathe a sigh of relief. I’ve never been to Bristol but I know it’s bigger than the last place. There’ll be more people, more places to sleep, more places to hide. More police too, but they don’t care about people like me, unless we cause trouble. They’ve got enough on their hands. So with any luck I can go unnoticed.

I ease myself up to standing, picking up my pile of Big Issues as I do so. The bus driver puts his hands to his nose. OK. I know I stink. Maybe he ought to try being homeless himself sometime. He’s probably the type that thinks we want to live like this. Mind you, there is some truth in that.

‘Get a move on, will yer,’ says the driver. ‘Some of us have got homes to go to.’

That must be nice. I wish there was someone waiting for me somewhere. Somewhere I could close my eyes and sleep for days.

A big bloke with a beard grabs my arm as I jump off the bus. I freeze. ‘Get your hands off me,’ I snap.

‘Only trying to help you down the step, love. Look out. You’ve dropped some of your magazines.’

Oh no. Someone’s already trampled on the top one. And the one below. I can’t sell them now.

‘Let me give you a hand.’ I look down at the ground as the bearded man starts to gather them up.

‘Big Issue seller, are you, then?’ he asks nosily.

I start to shake. Leave them, I tell myself. Get a move on before there are more questions.

I dive through the crowds and over a busy road in front of a bus. A horn blasts but I’ve made it. My chest hurting, I race down a road and then another, almost tripping over a jagged glass bottle on the pavement. A siren screams from somewhere, scaring me witless. I glance behind to see if anyone’s following me. There’s a woman glaring; she has a pale face and sunken eyes. My heart is pounding. Then I realize she’s only a mannequin in a shop window.

The bracelet on my arm has dropped down so you can spot it below my sleeve. I push it up so it’s hidden again. I think of the Big Issue magazines I had to leave on the ground. What a waste. I paid good money for that lot. Not everyone realizes you have to pay for them up front.

I’m in another road now with graffiti on the walls and a row of dingy shops, many boarded up. ‘Jewellery bought and sold’ reads one sign. There’s a light on inside.

A youth with a big earring like a giant Polo mint is on his iPad at the counter.

‘How much for this?’ I ask nervously.

He gives me the once-over. ‘I need to see it properly, love.’

I’d pushed the bracelet so high up my arm that it takes ages to get it off.

I feel like I’ve stopped breathing as I watch him turn it round, examining the markings on the inside and then holding it in the palm of his hand as if weighing it.

‘Thirty quid,’ he says finally.

‘Think I was born yesterday?’ I scoff, trying to sound tougher than I feel inside. ‘It’s silver. Worth much more than that.’

His eyes narrow. ‘Where did you get it from?’

‘It was a present.’

‘Sure it was.’

My mouth goes dry. ‘It’s mine to sell. Honest.’

Too late, I wish I hadn’t come here. What if he calls the cops?

‘And you don’t want to keep it for old times’ sake?’ His voice is heavy with sarcasm. His face comes close to mine. There are pockmarks in his rough skin and his breath stinks like a dog’s. ‘Look, love. I get a lot of people coming here all the time with stories like this. I have to be careful. So I’ll give you fifty tops and that’s it. Got it?’

I’ve no choice.

‘Cash,’ I say weakly.

The money is in my hands so quick that I know I should have pushed for more. Then I find myself being bundled out of the door. I turn back to say that I’ve changed my mind. But he’s put up the ‘Closed’ sign and turned off the light. That bastard knew a bargain when he saw one.

I finger the notes in my right-hand pocket as I pass a crowd of kids on the pavement. I walk for some time, not knowing where I am. A wicked wind bites into my bones. Some roads are much posher than others. One is full of boarded-up windows and dustbins. The next has huge houses with flash cars parked outside.

There’s a neon sign for a twenty-four-hour supermarket. Perfect. I buy a packet of Rizlas and some baccy and a couple of other things before going back outside, constantly looking behind me just in case.

It’s getting cold now. Summer seems to have disappeared overnight. I try not to think about winter and how I’ll survive it. I walk past a big Boots store. Reminds me of Oxfordshire and some of those too-good-to-be-true ladies who helped me. There’s one in particular who stands out in my mind. Wonder what she’s doing right now? I can just imagine her having something to eat with her husband. She’ll have cooked something fancy or maybe he’s taken her to some posh restaurant. Later they might watch a bit of telly. Then she’ll have a long bath with smelly stuff and lay her head on a soft pillow. I want to be like that woman. But her and me? We’ve got nothing in common. Never will have.

I go past a newsagent with a placard outside.

HUNT ON FOR OXFORDSHIRE MURDERER

My skin breaks out in goosebumps. For a second the face seems familiar but I can’t quite pinpoint it.

I shake my head and walk on, still wondering about that picture.

Then I see a sign for a hostel. Maybe I’m in luck after all. I push the door open. Looks like a right dump, with dirty white paint peeling off the walls. ‘We’re full,’ says the young kid at the chipped desk. She’s got one of those silver studs on her tongue. ‘Sorry.’

‘How much for a room?’

‘Twenty quid, but like I said, we’re full.’

I put on my old-lady face. ‘Please, love. I’m cold and it’s scary out there. Someone’s just tried to mug me.’

It’s not true but it could be.

The girl hesitates.

I grab my chance. ‘There must be somewhere,’ I plead. ‘A broom cupboard. Anywhere.’ My eyes fill with tears.

‘All right,’ she says grudgingly. ‘You can have our emergency room. There’s a communal toilet at the end of the corridor. Breakfast isn’t included.’

She takes me to a place that’s as small as a prison cell. The bed is narrow and hard and there’s no window but I’m inside.

I should be knackered, but I toss and turn all night, going over everything in my head, trying to decide what to do. When I finally nod off, I have a nightmare about the man again. ‘Stop!’ I try to scream, but the words won’t come out. His hands are squeezing my throat so hard that blood is gushing up through my mouth. My body is rigid with terror.

I wake up to the sound of banging on my door. ‘Shut up,’ says a voice. ‘You’re waking everyone.’

After that I can’t get back to sleep, so I stuff my things in my bag and set off. The busier the place, the better. So I follow a ‘City’ sign, shoving my way through the crowds going to work and keeping my eyes peeled. I’m not alone. It’s not until you’re like me that you realize how many folk spend their lives in hiding.

Just look at that figure under a grey blanket with a dog lying guard on the pavement. What’s his story? The figure sits up. Stretches. Yawns. Then I realize it’s a woman.

I sit myself next to her. She stares at my shaved head. Bloody cheek. It’s not like she’s an oil painting herself with all that spiky hair.

‘Fuck off,’ she snarls. ‘This is my patch.’

Her dog, with its yellow spotted neck scarf, gives a low throaty growl. OK. I get the message.

I walk on quickly, putting my hand in my pocket to check the money from the bracelet is still there.

I pass a market stall. Five pounds for a beanie! It’s a lot, but I need something to cover my head – I feel too exposed, like people are staring. I peel out a note, making sure the bloke on the stall doesn’t see the rest. Then I pull the hat right down over my forehead and glance behind me. Still nothing.

Somehow I’ve got to fill the hours ahead. That’s the weird thing about being on the streets. It’s a mixture of boring and terrifying.

Still, it gives you a chance to see things you’d miss if you were rushing round with the rest of the world. Take that girl over there, sitting next to an older woman at the street café. She’s got to be seventeen or eighteen yet she’s stroking her mother’s hair like she’s a young kid. The other day, I saw a couple sitting on the grass in a park having a picnic but looking really hacked off with each other. Then this little bird landed on the rug. The bloke gave it a crumb and the girl clapped like he’d done some magic trick. They seemed OK after that.

I stop for a minute by a park with a statue. There’s a couple taking a selfie, giggling, cheek to cheek. Young love! Makes me feel all soft and angry at the same time. I want to march up and tell them that they’ll never find this again and to keep it safe. Because if they don’t, someone or something will smash it into a thousand pieces.

I walk past, down a subway into this sort of concrete circle where kids are hanging out on bikes, smoking butt ends. One tells another he’ll see him in ‘Crack Alley’ later on. I don’t have a good feeling about this place. So I keep my eyes down and walk through another subway where there’s a pillow on one side like it’s waiting for its owner to return.

When I come up into a different street, it starts pissing down with rain but – stroke of luck here – I’m right outside a church with a stone cross on the top.

I used to believe in this kind of stuff but not any more. So I just sit on one of the side pews, watching tourists forking out a quid for each candle. Every now and then they drop one without noticing and I scoop it up quick. I have a sense of calm, the first in days. I feel my eyelids slowly drooping.

I’m woken by my belly making ‘empty’ noises. That’s another thing about being on the road. You can tell the difference between needing to eat and eating because you’re bored. Ever seen a fat homeless person? Thought not.

There’s a bloke selling doughnuts on the street. I quite fancy something sweet. I reach down into my right-hand pocket and go all hot and cold. Where’s my money? Someone in the church must’ve taken it while I was asleep. What a bloody idiot I’ve been!

I belt back, shoving my way through the late-afternoon stream of crowds. But the place is empty.

What am I going to do now? I haven’t got any money for a hostel and I can’t go to a crisis centre. So I just keep going until my feet hurt. My stomach is aching with hunger. I walk and walk because I don’t know what else to do. A seagull swoops above me. Lorries screech round giant roundabouts. Posters outside a posh theatre invite me to buy a ticket, though it’s not for the likes of me. A man sits by the side of the road, his hat upturned for coins. Next to him is a mouldy loaf of bread. Past a shop with a notice that says ‘It’s Pie Time!’ In your dreams, I think to myself.

I’m down by a river now. Must be some kind of harbour. There’s this drop below me with boats bobbing around. I gaze at the water. What would it be like to jump in and never come up?

‘Don’t,’ says a soft Irish voice behind me. ‘It’s not worth it.’

I turn round fast. It’s a young man holding a cardboard sign that says ‘Homeless and Hungry’.

Usually I keep myself to myself. But the shock of everything makes me come straight out with it. ‘I don’t have anywhere to go,’ I sniff. ‘I got robbed.’

He looks all sympathetic, like he knows what that’s like. ‘That’s tough.’ He puts out his hand to shake mine. ‘The name’s Paul, by the way.’

A real gentleman! His teeth are surprisingly white and even. Not a smoker or druggie, then. I see that his shirt-sleeve is torn.

‘Where are you heading?’ he asks.

‘I don’t know,’ I say.

‘Not got anywhere to sleep?’

I shake my head.

‘It’s getting dark. You don’t want to be out here on your own. Why don’t you come along with me?’

‘Ha! I’m not that daft.’

‘C’mon!’ He laughs like I’ve said something funny but in a nice way. ‘You’re old enough to be my mum. I’ll help you find a place for the night.’

I hesitate. I’m cold and my stomach’s rolling on empty. This bloke doesn’t seem like the type to be dangerous. So I find myself walking by the river with him and then along more pavements and back alleys. ‘Where are we going to?’

‘A place called Stokes Croft. You’ll be OK there. It’s where we all hang out.’

There are loads of arty shops here with music blaring out and walls covered with graffiti. Neat pictures as well as faded messages like ‘Bugger Brexit’ in red, blue and white. Then we get to this big factory building that’s all boarded up like it’s empty, with loads of ‘Keep Out’ notices. ‘Round the back,’ he says. There’s a smashed window. ‘Just crawl through,’ he tells me. ‘Watch out for the broken glass.’

It’s a bit of a struggle but I make it.

I stand up. He’s next to me. Then he flings his arms out wide like this is some kind of palace.

‘Welcome to our place.’
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Ellie

Death is part of our life here in prison. I’m not just talking about the murderers or, at least, the ones who’ve confessed. It’s the death inside you that comes from not having fresh air or being able to smell the flowers in the garden or feel the arms of someone you love around your neck.

Then again, it’s no more than I deserve.

My father and I had an appointment to see Mummy in a place called a ‘funeral parlour’. That’s where she’d been taken to after ‘passing away’. I wasn’t entirely sure what that meant but I felt as though I should do, so I didn’t like to ask. ‘Why couldn’t you have kept her at home in bed?’ I said instead.

I had to repeat the question twice before my father answered. Maybe he couldn’t talk much because he hadn’t had any dinner for ages, even though people kept ringing the bell with lamb casseroles and apple pies and something called a ‘fon doo’. You have to eat enough to think properly. Mummy always used to say that.

‘The undertaker needed to make her look nice,’ he eventually replied.

‘What’s an undertaker?’

‘Someone who … who looks after people like your mother.’

‘But she looks nice as she is,’ I protested. ‘You’re always telling her that.’ It was true. Mummy had soft dark hair and her skin smelled like roses. Then I remembered the colour of her face the last time I’d seen her and my chest began to get so tight that it was like someone had wrapped a giant elastic band round it and was squeezing hard. ‘I don’t care about the yellow bits. I just want to see her.’

‘Poor lamb,’ murmured Miss Greenway, who had come round to ‘help tidy up a bit’.

But my father was looking out of the window with an expression on his face as if he expected my mother to come walking up the path and open the front door.

Looking back, I wish my father had never taken me to see my mother’s body. Didn’t he realize how much it was going to affect me? In those days, I don’t believe it was as common as it is now for young children to go to funerals, even when it was a parent’s. But despite everything that happened afterwards, I believe my father was a good man. He must have thought it would help me come to terms with her death.

Whatever the reason, the details of that terrible day are still indelibly imprinted on my memory. And I can’t stop my mind playing it over and over, all these years later, as I sit in my cell.

From the outside, the funeral parlour looked like a shop that was closed up. In the books I’d read, a ‘parlour’ was like a sitting room. This one was a
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