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Dedication

To Chloe, for being a wonderful contradiction.
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Epigraph

I call to the watchtowers of the North

To the Goddess of Soil and Earth,

Wielding the pentacle of old.

To the ground beneath our feet,

To the worms and the peat,

To dark hollows of bone,

To bright crystals and stone.

To the minds that won’t rest,

And the strongest of souls,

Delve deep and bring your story home.
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‘Miranda. Are you smiling?’ Miranda’s mother asked, her high, smooth forehead indenting itself with lines, as if she were trying to work out the answer to an impossible question.

The photographer moved beside Miranda’s mother, tilting his head and pulling a similar expression of confusion. ‘I don’t think she is.’

‘I am,’ Miranda retorted through gritted teeth. ‘I’m smiling.’

She held it. Her face felt stiff, like clay that dried as fast as you tried to mould it. Her brother snorted and shifted beside her while her sister stood perfectly still on her other side, Miranda wedged between the two of them as always. 

‘Maybe try widening it a bit?’ The photographer mimicked the action, expanding his fingers across his face, forming an oversized smile which irritated Miranda further.

Her mum nodded along.

Miranda stretched her cheeks back, her mouth pulling beyond what felt natural.

Her mum shook her head with one of her loud tuts. ‘No. That’s not quite it.’

The photographer squinted. ‘It’s gone a bit … odd.’ 

‘This. Is. My. Smile,’ Miranda hissed.

‘Maybe try something more like … Esther’s smile,’ her mum suggested.

Miranda clenched her hands and turned to her sister who displayed her own smile in all its grace and glory, hints of gloating at its edges.

‘A little softer,’ said their mum. ‘More upbeat.’

Miranda did not feel upbeat. She felt more like beating the photographer around the head with his camera, but she gave her smile another stab. 

‘OK. Say cheese for Jesus!’ their mum called out with rallying encouragement.

The camera flashed several times, a baptism of light locking Miranda and her smile in place. 

‘I think it’s the best we’re going to get,’ the photographer concluded with a conciliatory look at Miranda’s mother. 

Well, there it was. The phrase that could summarize Miranda’s existence: the best we’re going to get. Another sibling photograph to remind Miranda of her shortcomings for all eternity.

Her mum arranged the studio photoshoot every summer to add to the fancily framed collection on their staircase wall, capturing her children through the years. They always had to look their best – a tucked shirt for Miranda’s brother, matching dresses for Miranda and her sister; cleaned and polished, hair tied back. Although, Miranda realized, her mouth retreating back into its natural habitat of a frown … this might be their last one. Her sister was leaving for university at the end of the summer, her brother was already there. Surely they couldn’t keep having sibling photoshoots into adulthood? Then again, her mum might try and they’d do what she commanded … still forced here in their forties, my smile still coming up short. 

She realized her brother Sam was looking at her. ‘You’ve got something in your teeth,’ he said. 

‘What?’ Miranda cried, fingers springing to her mouth.

‘Would you kill me if I said I was joking?’

Miranda elbowed him. ‘I hate photographs.’

‘I think the feeling’s mutual,’ her sister Esther inserted chirpily, moving away.

Miranda’s mother and the photographer were in deep discussion, forming a contrasting duo – the photographer small, wiry and pale; her mum tall and striking, with dark skin that gleamed like the camera flash. She always stood like that, with the stature of a cliff face, her back upright, her chin raised, a wide, cheerful, non-negotiable smile on her face, a smile that drew people in while holding them in a chokehold. Miranda could hear the photographer assenting to a discount for customer loyalty.

‘Always good doing business with you, Mark.’ Her mum put out a hand.

He shook it. ‘And you, Joy.’ He turned to the rest of them with a wink. ‘I’ll see you all next year.’

Miranda rolled her eyes to the heavens.

They followed their mum back outside to the car and began the short drive home to Richmond. It was really the outskirts of Richmond but her mum never mentioned that when giving out their address, preferring that people believed they resided in one of London’s most well-to-do suburbs. The car wheels crackled against the gravel as they pulled into the front drive. Her mum was proud of their house too, with its speckled cream walls, faux-Tudor beams and perfectly trimmed front lawn. It wasn’t particularly big but boasted the status of being semi-detached with its own driveway upon which Miranda’s dad’s sparkling BMW was sitting. She was surprised he wasn’t out there cleaning and buffing and generally marvelling at its existence. It was one of his favourite activities. 

Miranda had carefully maintained her sulk the whole way home and, on arrival, huffed her way up the stairs, but when she turned back, no one was taking any notice. Her mum was lining up their shoes in a row beneath the bench, her brother and sister were heading towards the kitchen. Miranda glowered at the photographs framed along the wall instead – all of their previous photoshoots mocking her, Miranda overshadowed by her siblings, her imperfect smile staring back at her. 

She skulked into her bedroom and breathed out with something like relief. Her room was her sanctuary even if her mother had selected its decor years ago: more frill than a bridal suite and so many shades of pink that Miranda had grown immune to the colour. Eyes stared back at her. The eyes of the many dolls that lined her shelves and furniture – the antique, porcelain, Victorian kind. Encouraged by her mum, Miranda had collected them when she was younger, fascinated by their saccharine expressions, their blonde curls and ginger ringlets, their bows and pinafores and pouffy dresses. She used to brush their hair and make them clothes and play with them endlessly – long, complex games with multiple story lines and escalating dramas. Now, they just sat on her shelves looking creepy, but her mum would be upset if she ever removed them and so Miranda lived with the eyes. It wasn’t like she was bringing friends or boyfriends back to her room any time soon.

Miranda snorted disdainfully at the thought. She had no time for such things.

She moved to her desk, her eyes landing on her summer schedule pinned on the wall above. She’d planned out every single day with meticulous, satisfying precision. Looking at its coded colours and tabled lines brought instant calm to her mind. The schedule was divided between school work, school reading, French tutor lessons, assisting at their church, volunteering at a local law firm and writing articles for her law blog or short stories for an online creative platform. A schedule that allowed little room for manoeuvre. Miranda did not like blank spaces. 

Above it was another sheet of paper – a laminated declaration entitled: GOALS BEFORE THIRTY. Miranda muttered its words like a litany:


• Achieve straight As at A level

• Get into one of the top five law schools in the country

• Land corporate law job at prestigious London firm (minimum £75,000 starting salary)

• Win Best Young Lawyer Award

• Become youngest female partner in a law firm

• Buy my own house

• Lead the Women’s Ministry of local church

• Get married

• Get a labradoodle


Perhaps she should add ‘Master art of smiling’ to the bottom. She turned to her mirror, forcing a smile but it faltered, frozen on her face. The best we’re going to get … 

Her GOALS BEFORE THIRTY had always been more than a simple list to her – its words were a beacon of light, a pathway, a focus so that she could push away all the other, less helpful thoughts and anxieties. But this summer it had been getting harder … dissatisfied questions … fleeting feelings niggling their way in, eating their way through the words of the list like a worm through an apple, making them feel, sort of … hollow. As if something were missing. Or, as if somewhere, there was an urge for something more. 

But her list was rigorous, it contained all she could want – success, prestige, security; everything she’d been taught was important. Her family was goal-orientated. Her siblings were at top universities, on course for top jobs. Her mum was a community leader; head of the Women’s Ministry group at their church. Her dad was a local businessman. After moving to London in his twenties, full of entrepreneurial spirit, he’d set up a photo-printing company which, during its heyday, had occupied ten stores across London. Now, admittedly, there was only one Richmond store left but he’d saved carefully and continued to run it to keep up appearances. 

Miranda could not be the one Richardson who let the rest down. 

She smiled harder, trying to make it convincing but they were right. It was too awkward, unnatural – her mouth rigid, her chin dimple too stubborn at the sharp bottom of her heart-shaped face. She let the smile drop, her eyes travelling down her body. She’d never much liked how she looked. Too small and skinny. Her skin lacking the rich integrity of her mother’s, neither here nor there. Her black hair straightened and dragged back into a permanent ponytail. Her hazel eyes too big for her face and her nose upturned at the end so that she always appeared to be looking down on everyone around her which, to be fair, she normally was.

She turned away. She didn’t need to smile to achieve her goals. She just needed to stay focused, to fight this perturbing, restless feeling. Remember what was important. Work until her fingers metaphorically bled and sometimes actually bled from biting her nails to the quick. She bit them now, fretting – she was already five minutes late in beginning her daily schedule. She’d timetabled the next two hours on a bonus summer history assignment, the subject suggested by the teacher – to trace your family history and the impact of environment and industry on each generation.

It had given Miranda reason to pause.

Which history should she trace? Her dad’s family hailed from Shropshire and, according to him, had lived among its hills for centuries. Stubbornly proud Shropshire stock, he liked to say while puffing up his chest, as if he’d never left. Her mum’s parents had come to London from Nigeria when her mum was two and, although her mum showed a similar pride in her Nigerian heritage, it was more of an unknown. They’d never visited. Miranda had met plenty of Nigerian relations and friends at various birthday parties and celebrations, but they’d seen them all less frequently since her grandparents had died several years before. It felt like a thread that had loosened and frayed, a thread she’d been tempted to pull at— 

But, in the end, she’d decided to focus on her father’s side … a deep dive into his family history through Shropshire’s steel industry. 

‘Miranda?’ Her brother’s voice came from the hallway.

‘What is it?’ she responded sharply, aware she’d be another minute behind if she delayed further.

Sam popped his head around the door. ‘I’m going to Richmond Park, wanna come?’

‘I can’t.’

‘It is the summer holidays. You’re allowed to go outside, breathe oxygen, smell a flower—’

‘Flowers are going to smell lovely for the rest of my life but there won’t be a rest of my life if I don’t get into a top university, Sam.’

‘You do know you’re your own Stockholm syndrome, right?’

Miranda pursed her lips through her amusement. ‘Easy for you to say, you’re already there.’

Sam was studying Business and Economics at UCL. The worst part was that getting in hadn’t even been that difficult for him. He’d always been smarter than her which meant she had to work three times as hard to keep up. Four times as hard when it came to her sister. 

‘Yeah, and do you know what?’ Sam grinned. ‘Uni is lots of work so I suggest you have some fun while you can.’

‘I am having fun,’ Miranda retorted as Sam shut the door with a shake of his head.

An hour later, as she sifted through the roll of foundry workers in the nineteenth-century steel industry, she had to admit to herself that she was drowning in boredom, itching to be free of her desk.

She went downstairs. Her mum was on the phone in the kitchen. Miranda could hear her discussing their church’s new outreach programme with great enthusiasm. She wagged a finger at Miranda, indicating that she didn’t have time to talk. Miranda searched for her dad, spotting him outside polishing the BMW with even greater enthusiasm.

‘Dad,’ she called to him from the front door.

‘Yes, Panda?’

‘Where did you say your family history files were stored?’

‘Oh.’ He stopped, scratching his head while the hose sprayed into the air. ‘Where did I put them? My study … no, the attic. Grey boxes, at the back. There are at least three of them – a lot of family history for you to bury yourself in!’

Bury myself under … Miranda thought gloomily as she made her way back up the stairs and stopped beneath the attic hatch. She grabbed the pole and unhooked it, the stairway unfolding automatically and landing with a gentle dent into their plush cream carpet. A rush of hot summer air funnelled down from the darkness above. Miranda put her foot on the first step then paused, feeling suddenly and inexplicably hesitant … 

The attic was dark above her. She’d never liked the dark. The unknowns of it. 

She knew she was being ridiculous. It was hardly some creepy attic from a horror movie. This was a modern house. The room above was spacious and well lit. What did she think was up there? An overactive imagination, that’s what her mum had said about her when she was younger. 

Miranda shook her head and walked up with purpose. Still, at the top she grabbed for the light switch, flicking it on quickly, leaving the string quivering and her heart aflutter. Why do you always have to be such a wimp, Miranda? She sneezed several times in response. She was prone to sneezing.

The attic laid itself out before her – nothing unsettling, no shadowy corners, no ghouls in hiding, just a room stacked with well-organized boxes and old furniture; their artificial Christmas tree lying limply against the wall. 

Miranda sneezed her way to the back, her eyes landing on a tower of grey boxes labelled RICHARDSON FAMILY TREE. She separated them and sat down on the floor, going through them one by one. She had never minded a monumental undertaking but it quickly became apparent that shuffling through pages of Richardsons and Smiths and Evans was a mind-numbing task. 

Through the attic skylight, Miranda could hear the distant sound of people passing by on the street below, someone laughing, and for a moment she wished she’d joined her brother at the park. They’d gone all the time when they were younger, squelching through mud, searching out the deer, attempting to climb trees and scraping their knees.

But that was then and this was now. Miranda had not survived five years of the hellhole – forgive me, God – that was St Olave’s School for Girls to not come out on top. She had nothing else to show for her time there … no friends, only underlings she’d coerced into joining her lunchtime Bible Study. Her thoughts darkened bitterly … Darcey, Corinne and Olivia, the worst of their year, had turned everyone against her, turned her into a walking joke. Not even the teachers seemed to like her much. Apparently, she pestered them too much in class. Plus, she had set up that petition to get one of her English teachers fired because he’d repeatedly marked her essays incorrectly … but if he didn’t know his material he shouldn’t have been working in a school!

Miranda sat back and rolled her neck, easing out the ever-present wires of tension. She moved around to lift the lid off the final box and spotted something behind it – a startle of colour … something yellow peeking through layers of dust. Her brow furrowed. 

A suitcase. 

She’d never noticed it up here before. She supposed it was easy to miss, wedged into the corner, its leather scuffed, its once bright hue bleached by the airless dark it was forced to exist in. She checked her watch – only forty minutes left of history assignment time and very little achieved. Her eyes inched slowly back to the case.

She pushed the grey boxes to one side and shuffled on her knees towards it. She pulled it out of the corner so that some light from the window filtered through from behind her, casting the outline of her shadow onto the top of the case. There was a tag attached to it. She lifted it up to find a name written with a proud flourish, faded but still clear: AYOOLA OBE.

Grandmama?

It must have belonged to her grandmother. 

There were two catches at the front, stiffened with rust. Miranda wrestled with them until the locks pinged free. She loosened the straps, lifted the lid and the trunk opened with a pungent exhalation, a forceful puff of breath that set the dust motes in the air swirling into little coils around her, glinting in the light. Once Miranda had recovered from a fresh sneezing fit, she reached inside, feeling a prickle of excitement break through her summer boredom. This was the investigative work she’d been hoping for. 

Laid out across the top was a length of fabric. She lifted it free, running her fingers over it. It was thick, formed of dense stripes of colour. Miranda recognized what it was – aso-oke fabric from Nigeria, hand-dyed, hand-woven. She remembered an auntie at a family function explaining to her how every part of the fabric told a story – the dyes chosen, the pattern, the clothing it was turned into. Miranda couldn’t remember any specifics but admired the colours before her anyway. Although faded, they still simmered with an old richness – red, gold, navy … although such words fell short … 

Wine spill, sun flare, shades of evening … 

She folded the fabric back up and put it down on the floor beside her, returning to her treasure chest, forgetting that the world beyond existed. The other objects were curious. There was a small metal statue of a snake, its wriggling body pointing up to the sky, its head roughly wrought without features. It smelt like the old, rusty nails in her dad’s shed, like metal that’s begun to sour and crumble, leaving its tang on her fingers. She pulled out a necklace next which rattled as she removed it, a sound that shot quick shivers down her spine. It was heavy, strung with bright beads and little white shells that curled over like tiny waves, tight as bared teeth, as if they had secrets to tell. Cowrie shells. She’d been given a cowrie shell bracelet once as a birthday present but her mum had taken it away. 

At the bottom of the trunk, a few photographs were scattered. Miranda gathered them together, flicking through them. There was a black and white photo of someone she presumed was her grandmother as a little
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