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			No one can claim the name of Pedro

			nobody is Rosa or Maria

			all of us are dust or sand

			all of us are rain under rain.

			 

			Pablo Neruda, extract from ‘Too Many Names’ (Selected Poems, Penguin Poetry)
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			CHAPTER ONE

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			I know where I am. Back. This is the last time; it has to be. 

			 

			I land in myself, running across a trim playing field flanked by holographic London plane trees and analogue tower blocks. The grass beneath my feet is well behaved. Here again. Hackney MunicoPark. The weather programmers have calculated this day to always be the start of Spring here. The children in the overlooking tower blocks might not be able to afford the daily entrance fee to the playground, but they still catch the artificial breezes from it for free, gathered in blue plastic bags. I have grown to love them. 

			 

			At the exit, a soft tide of tattoos materialises across each of my arms. Without looking, I know the tattoos have begun to find themselves again across my body, as though called. The anchor, the fly and the cat, the great net across my belly, the soundwave, the mermaid, the word ‘mother’ in a banner, the map of me. Perhaps I look like a gallery rather than a tattooed woman. Perhaps I am a hanged woman, something to be curious about on Sunday afternoons. Maybe each of the tattoos is a still in the film reel of my existence, my skin a cinema screen. 

			 

			Spring is over as soon I hit the concrete conveyor belt that leads along Mare Street, and a carefully programmed Autumn begins. Above me clouds gather like teenagers, considering the ground. 

			 

			Hackney is always the same. The only thing money cannot buy is poverty. It is difficult to gentrify grief, it seems; the Harrods outlets in the abandoned job centres were always going to be a hard sell. And you can sell anything except nothing, though they try that too. While Hackney inherited some of the new technology that the twenty-­third century brought, it did not stick. There are a few overfriendly holographs of West End shows that leap across the conveyor belt, there are a handful of grimy AutoBars, dirt smeared across pink neon, punters smeared across forecourts. Hackney will always find a way to be Hackney. 

			 

			The sky tube snakes back to the shrug of the city, casting its serpentine shadow over me while my tattoos quietly assemble. I am headed toward the Winter streets, the part of town where the stitches are weakest, where the analogue returns like a lost uncle, tanned, impatient and strange. A couple of passers-­by notice me, but they are remembering something that has not happened yet. 

			 

			My clothing changes as fast as the weather. I scroll through decades of wardrobe as I run. Now a barefooted young woman. Now a boot-­encased old thing. Now a pert man, mouth as tight as deadlines. Now the old woman again, whose skin flicks through an exhibition of tattoos, appearing and disappearing, emerging on skin that becomes old as you watch it. I know I smell. I must. It has been a very long four minutes, longer than I hope to experience again. 

			 

			My first tattoo was a wound, but all the rest have been a healing. Did you know that a tattoo is a series of holes threaded together? What does a necklace of holes make? I think of them as my inside dress, my beautiful wounds. Whatever, I am wearing a suit of holes as I hurry toward the end of the belt. Some are tallies, others are totems. All are archives, books lined up across my body. A love letter to war, a child’s handprint. An invented god. A dragon peering between the bars of my ribcage. The threaded outline of a kiss. A caged heartbeat. Angels playing cards in the low light. A ship unzipping the ocean. Each tattoo is a story, a moment pinned to the body. No, not quite: the tattoo is the butterfly unpinned. 

			 

			Nearer to Winter now, I bow my head against insistent November rains, the kind that nag the body and worry the heart. Wolves of wind chase my silhouette up the street. The weather programmers are all notorious sadists. Ahead of me the white sun is a baby’s head retreating into the womb, and who could blame her? The evening is coming and if I am right, as sometimes I am, it may even come on time. It is strange how the past is always slightly ahead of us, standing on a street corner smoking a cigarette, waiting for us to catch up with what has already happened. I know now that when we leave home, it follows us. 

			 

			I step off the belt and cross Mare Street at the junction of Cambridge Heath, and head beneath the old railway bridge. It mutters something but it has been years since I stopped to listen. My breath runs ahead of me and checks the route. Clear. There, to the left of the bridge, between nothing much and what is to come, is the piss prayer of an alleyway that leads to the arches. I pause for a moment to remember myself and allow my clothes to stop scrolling. Finally, they settle into my usual ensemble in this place of ruined jeans, heavy jumper, scuffed work boots, and thick coat. My hair chooses its final length: long, greyed, matted, each thread of hair mated to another in an infinite array of infinity symbols. 

			 

			The sun says do it now, and I do. My shadow waits outside and lights a cigarette. 

			  

			On the other side of the door, it is 1996. The door, warped and peeled, is a hologram. The door is a picture of a door. It opens into a scruffy vintage tattoo parlour, and I am assaulted by discordant colours and clashing smells. The floor is a black and white check lino and is permanent rather than programmed. Niche. Itchy sounds pace the room, a mid-­nineties hard house CD from one of the big gay clubs – Turnmills, I think. The light follows with its head down, a yellow quiet. The walls lean toward each other slightly as though they are passing notes across the heads of the clients, each wall badly dressed in torn posters and band stickers. In tune with the retro vibe there is one reclining chair in the centre of the space, which folds out into an uneven table. It is a deep girl red, ripped on the hand rests. A young woman leans across it washing down the vinyl with disinfectant, her arm annotated in half-­completed designs. The shop is Dettol and boredom disguised as insouciance. It is a late Autumn afternoon, and the sky outside has bruised cheeks. The sun drinks too much and can’t take criticism. At the back of the room another woman stands with her back to me, bent over a 3D laptop. The projection from it, purple and green, dances in the air between us. Her hair is fused into white dreadlocks and tied up with a leather thong. I can hear my heart beginning its parade, but I don’t think she can. Some things are difficult to remember and harder to forget. Ghosts crowd every room. 

			 

			The one washing the chair looks up, someone like my father walking across her face. She has the look of a woman who left for the bar hours ago and is waiting for her body to catch up. The young are full of wild dogs. When she speaks, I’m surprised at the quiet of her voice, as though the words only step halfway out before they stop-­sudden and run back into her mouth. 

			 

			Hi, she says. Hello. 

			 

			The air ages between us. The older woman shuts down her laptop with a finger snap and strides over, hand outstretched. Tribal tattoos creep upward on each side of her neck, the ironic indigenous English. When I take her hand, I can feel the flutter of a pulse and wish I could keep it, right there in my inside pocket where I can take it out and set it free later. Watch it fly across the endless rooftops of this infinite city. She smiles but does not mean it. She will be looking forward to getting back to the squat; maybe there is a party planned for the weekend. I know that a party is more important than anything I have to say. The younger one sighs and disguises it as a yawn. ‘Sorry. Long day.’ We both know that this day was the same length as any other day, and all days are too long, but I nod anyway. The older woman, her grin a shop door opening. ‘What can we do for you?’ I arrange my face into a think. ‘I need a tattoo.’ 

			Yeah? 

			Yes. 

			It seems like you have plenty already, mate. 

			But this one is important. 

			Oh, it’s important, is it? 

			Oooh, an important tattoo, Cass! 

			 

			Cass glances at her wristwatch, and I am transported back to a time before there was time, when all we had to do was draw and talk and dance and sleep. She might act like a street warrior now, but she has inherited her parents’ administrative skills from their years of teaching at the local college. The squats during this period are filled with people who can afford to pay high rent. It is the only way to squat in the twenty-­third century, the golden era of enhanced ironies. 

			 

			In the retro tattoo parlour, I am examined, a small fly in a large glass jar. I can tell that my presence has brought them together somehow. 

			 

			Where do you want this important tattoo then? 

			Everywhere. 

			 

			I gesture toward my body. They study my clothes, which haven’t been washed in a while, and I know what they are thinking. That’s fine. She will offer me a shower soon. They are both as still as summer lakes. 

			 

			What do you want there? Do you have the design with you? 

			It’s the ink that’s important. 

			 

			She looks briefly confused. 

			 

			The ink? We use standard laser ink, a few different colours, but my engine is not so good at mixing pigments. 

			 

			Cass gestures at the computerised tattoo machine that handles most of the skin work these days. It is mounted above the reclining chair, its thirty-­six pigmented lasers automatically rotating to where they are needed. Digitisation brought the digital tattoo, ten times as fast and twice as safe. You know things are bad when even skin is gentrified. The tattooist photographs the area of the body where the tattoo is to be imprinted from several angles, and feeds each shot into a skin art program. From there designs can be uploaded to create a template that is lasered directly onto the skin. The whole process might take an hour, and most of that time is spent on entering data. The actual tattoo itself is instantaneous, and much easier to erase or adapt than the old-­style ink and needle numbers. 

			 

			I don’t want the laser. I want the gun. I heard you still do a few now and again . . .? 

			 

			I pull a small leather pouch from my inside jean pocket. They glance at the bag and each other before Cass reaches out and takes it from me. As her hand touches the bag, a gentle ripple invisible to most passes across the face of the planet. Call it quantum physics. Call it Catholicism. She peers inside, and looks up, her eyebrows conducting a discordant orchestra. 

			 

			What’s in it? 

			She draws out a vial of dark fluid. 

			Blood. I want it mixed into the ink, then tattooed here. Old-school style, rotary needle. 

			 

			She flinches but doesn’t drop the vial, though her lips make the shape of a startled cat. She does not want to look weak in front of the younger one, who has sidled closer to us and peers into the depths of the tiny vitrine. 

			 

			Where, again? 

			Here. 

			Mate, you’re pointing at everywhere . . . 

			I want you to join all my tattoos together. 

			 

			She straightens her smile like the hem of a skirt. 

			 

			OK. OK. So, two things, mate: one, it’s illegal to mix organic material – especially fucking blood – in with the ink. And two, what the actual fuck? I haven’t got time for this, ther . . . 

			 

			I hold my hands up. 

			 

			I know the risks and I’m willing to take them. I need to take them. I’ve got money. 

			No one has that kind of money mate, you— 

			 

			She interrupts herself as I pull old five-­pound notes from my clothing and boots. It’s a magic trick. They keep appearing. They form a stack on the tattooing table, stained, bent-­backed and alluring. They smell of the quiet places. It is rare anyone sees physical currency anymore; we wear our bank accounts on our sleeves, literally, chips embedded in our forearms. Anything involving real money is suspicious, illicit, fabulous. 

			There’s a grand there. For one tattoo. Not exactly a complex one either . . . 

			She stares. The younger one stares. She moves toward me. 

			Hi, my name is Small. And she’s Cass . . . 

			At the sound of her name, Cass pulls herself back into the moment. 

			Explain it to me again. 

			It’s simple. I want you to mix this blood— 

			Whose is it? 

			It’s my mother’s blood. 

			I let a solemn beat walk by us. 

			I need to feel connected to her. 

			 

			I look down as though peering into my mother’s grave. All women feel the need to hear their mother’s heartbeat, to sense that pulse again in our blood. We listen intently to the nothing. Cass sucks the end of one of her dreadlocks, as though it’s attached to an oxygen tank. 

			 

			I see, sorry. OK. And what’s the design again? 

			Just a line. A line that links all these other tattoos together. Like a map— 

			Like a star chart . . .? 

			Yeah, something like that. 

			 

			She holds the vial to the light, trying to see the answer resting in its wide red. I know they need the money. Small may not have guessed, may not even care. The young are so young. But Cass is perfectly aware of how tenuous their grip on the tenancy is. She lightly touches the stack. She thinks I’m a drug dealer. I have the clothes and the lip for it. I have gathered the notes as though they were street deals. Some of them are partially rolled. She turns back to me. 

			 

			You sure? 

			Yes. Yes, I am. 

			What kind of a line? 

			Just a thin one, nothing fancy. 

			 

			They look at one another. A decision is made without conversation, and Small turns to me with a look of wonder and resignation. Cass offers a nod, and in this way the deal is done. 

			Mixing organic material with tattoo ink is a dangerous business. The risk of infection is high, and the quality of the tattoo can be easily compromised. Cass gingerly clutches the vial and carries it as though it were an incendiary device to the back of the room. The steriliser hums a tune I almost remember. 

			 

			This may take me a while . . . Small, why don’t you take our guest through to the shower room? Sorry, I didn’t catch your name . . .? 

			Jones. 

			Jones? 

			Yeah. Jones. I had a weird mother . . . 

			 

			The steriliser purrs and the cassette tape fingers its constant rosary. Cass mutters something, already lost to the idea. She is already more of herself than she was when I walked in. It will take her years to realise this. Small and I settle into an uneasy silence, listening to the wolves outside call our names as I undress for the shower. I watch her through the mirror. Her hair is a confusion, curled on top of her head like an ill-­treated pet. She wears the vintage art-­squat uniform of combat trousers and army jacket with heavy black steel-­toe-­capped boots. Small has the face of someone else, someone she has not met yet. I know she is still only fifteen, though Cass does not. Small did not so much leave home as watch her home leave her. Her father, a shout in a glass, her mother, a white shape in a window. The only person who searched for her when she left was herself. I know how she got the scuff marks on the underside of her boots. I know how her boots wrote the road she walked on. I know where she got them, who wore them before her. I know she wears her skin like an emergency blanket. I know her bones are bird-­thin but strong, and that they sing when she sleeps. She is a sapling in a tornado. A windchime. She catches my eye in the mirror. 

			You can put this gown on when you’re done. 

			She pauses, her eyes travelling my skin. 

			Tea? Coffee? 

			No. Thanks. I could do with somewhere to hang my clothes though. Maybe something more interesting to drink? 

			Now you’re talking . . . 

			 

			This time when she smiles, I can see her white picket fence teeth and imagine what it would be to live in the house they guard. 

			 

			I shrug off my jumper and jeans to reveal intricate technicolour designs wound around each arm and leg, each tattoo unrelated to the other. An anchor, a faded blue map, a heart with angel wings, a murmuration of swallows, a sailing schooner, a pin-­up model with a slow polka-dot wink. There are tattoos from across generations and cultures. 

			Can I see? 

			She stops at the door. I drop my towel to reveal still more tattoos, thick and thin and gaudy and dull, a full symphony of ink in A minor. 

			Fuck. 

			Fuck, she says, and means it. 

			  

			These are the questions they ask in the tattooing chair: is this your first one? When did you get your first? Did it hurt? And this one? And this? Have you had your nipple done? Your eye. Under your tongue. Your teeth. Small asks none of these questions. Instead, she fetches our cans of cider, and we open them together like hissing cats. My gown is one they’ve liberated from a hospital ward, and it hangs over my shoulders, like a falling man. 

			Do you smoke? 

			I nod and scramble in my bag for tobacco. We roll in peaceable quiet, Small assessing me from beneath her eyelashes. Her smoking is so serious it is obvious she has not been doing it for long. It is still something she shows people, rather than just does. There are few smokers in the twenty-­third century, and tobacco is considered a collectible contraband. Something wonderfully wrong, with its own alluring rituals of rolling that bind smokers. I wonder if I will still be addicted to tobacco when I go home. The CD has moved on to mirror my heartbeat but neither of the women notice. A foot taps. A pulse runs into a wall. A roil of smoke uncurls from my mouth and in it I see the faces of my ancestors, indistinct. My little mouth ghosts. Same jawline. Same avoidance of the eye. I wait. Finally, Small leans forward and taps the edge of a tattoo at the side of my finger. It is a pale lemniscate, white against white, more of a feeling than a picture. 

			Go on then. Tell me the story of this one. 

			She laughs and something buried is born. She laughs, and her smile is a starting line. 

		

	
		
			these infinite threads
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			CHAPTER TWO

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			There once was a woman who lived inside another woman. 

			  

			The moment I looked into my mother’s face I recognised her. She was always someone from somewhere else to me, a name I could not quite remember. My father seemed the wrong age too. Younger perhaps. It felt like my whole family were wearing each other’s clothes. My elder brother dreamed of ballet, my younger of falling in a lit airplane. I dreamed tomorrow. Always did, always will. Things have become more complicated, but that’s a simple truth to observe and hold on to. The always. 

			 

			My mother had a face like wet laundry and a laugh that could dig up a field. She raised three children to believe that the ground was exactly where it was supposed to be and the sun a shepherd that would guide us through the days ahead. Pragmatic, practical but with riptides of surreality. She was the kind of woman who named each knuckle, and she taught me to do the same. Women, she would say, are fighters. But quiet, like. Wait until the enemy sleeps. And then that sudden laugh that made all the crockery and pans in the kitchen hold on to each other. At night she would tell us stories. There were few tales of princesses and kingdoms, talking bears and happy penguins for us. My mother favoured Grand Guignol, the chattering decapitated head, the tap at the chamber door, the child who lived in the plumbing. Once she told me that she kept the skin of her teeth in the top drawer of her dressing table. She had hung on to it for years, she said. It was her mother’s before her. One day, she would pass it on to me as her only daughter. 

			 

			She named me Jones, after the milkman she said. Dad said nothing. Fortunately, I had my father’s eyes and his way of walking into a room and knocking everything over. After a while it just seemed like my name. 

			 

			My mother leaked tattoos. They materialised across her body, blank ink to tissue paper, a slowly spreading watercolour. The designs were crude, more secrets than artworks. They were for the most part indecipherable, even more so when asked to give an explanation. My mum could suck the story straight out of a story, and I often wandered off to examine abandoned rooms in my own head before she had finished talking. So it was with the shaky blue biro tiger tail that began to edge out of the rolled-­up sleeve of her jumper. I noted it one morning before school, her arms sunk deep in the washing-up the boys were supposed to have done the night before. Ineptly etched, still raised and reddening, the tail looped and clung to her forearm. 

			 

			I wondered how far up her arm the tail curled, and what was waiting at the other end of it. Whether she was holding the tail, or it was holding her. Years later I would understand that there was no difference. 

			 

			What’s the new tattoo, Mam? I asked, pouring milk that had been out of the fridge too long over my cornflakes. 

			 

			She didn’t turn around. 

			 

			It’s not a tattoo, Jones. It’s a haunting. It’s a bloody haunting. 

			 

			 

			 

			Her tattoos were my baby book. They were how I learned to read. I knew she had other tattoos, but we did not speak of them. They were loud secrets. 

			 

			 

			It was on my twelfth birthday that everything changed. My blood had started, and I was crouched under my duvet hating the gods when my mother backed into the room carrying a cake. Get down! she shouted and threw it at me. As chocolate fondant exploded, I in turn erupted in a distant land. I watched my hand dislocate from my wrist and fly serenely overhead, my legs dissolve beneath me and my heart shoot from my chest. A slow-­motion disassembly. My mouth was dirt and sour, a wet autumn. I thought of Joseph and wondered where he was. Whether he made it through. If he was still telling jokes through his half face. 

			 

			My mother stood at the foot of my bed, cake dripping candle wax, lit and waiting for my breath to enact the next year. My brothers stood beside her, all angles and apologies. For a moment Joseph haunted her face, my brothers beside her, bones. 

			 

			I knew you dead, I said. 

			Right, said my mother, and blew out the candles herself. 

			 

			Later I saw the woman inside my father. I saw him bind his necktie like women weave plaits. Saw him pull up the cuffs of his trouser when stepping over puddles, saw his nails as painted thick red. When he spoke, it was through a girl’s pink lips, though his voice retained its deep timbre. My younger brother pirouetted in his armchair, my elder stared down at things we could not see, before disappearing in a spray of red carnations. Puberty is never easy. 

			 

			I don’t remember much about the rest of the day or even that year. Puberty is a cliff edge we are all pushed off at some point. I landed at the bottom, bruised, with bones nudging through skin, but still somehow alive. 

			 

			I do remember Mrs Sunderland’s class though. She was our English teacher and, while irritated by the way my imagination marauded stories, carrying them off to the hills, she still somehow saw value in me. I was often late to school, and she would sit still at her desk as I edged into the room, a gale of half-­eaten apologies and red with lies, looking quietly down at her register. Without comment, she would tick the box beside my name as though brushing a fly off her food. 

			 

			I sat next to Young Paul, so named because he was younger than Old Paul. He was a skinny boy, thin as a sailor’s whistle, with large brown eyes that looked as though they had been dug into his face. Young Paul was a studious boy, a frown and wrinkle-­head. He hardly spoke in class but that was OK. I could speak for two. I tried not to look at Young Paul too much. He was always in pieces, in the act of falling away from himself. I wondered if he had known Joseph. 

			 

			When I walked into class for the first time back at the beginning of secondary school, I knew all the strangers in front of me. I knew them like you know someone you always share the same bus route with, or regularly pass on your way to see someone whose face you will remember. I am constantly forgetting the names of people I haven’t met yet. 

			 

			There was an odd resignation to the class when I think back on it. Something old about each one of those children, something of the land. Even in thick daylight their faces danced with dust. 

			 

			One afternoon as I reached reluctantly toward my twelfth year, I crouched across my desk writing a response to the latest book we had been set to read. I don’t recall what I wrote, only that as I looked at my pen digging into the page it became the handle of a shovel and the paper blackened. The classroom lights blinked out and the walls edged in toward me. The ceiling rushed down to meet me like a lost relative. I was bent almost double with my shovel held out before me, scraping at a hard, black surface that glittered in the weak light of a Davy lamp balanced on the uneven dirt floor. Behind me I could hear Mrs Sunderland dully repeat her instructions to the class, before a stronger wider voice ‘Shape thissen, Fred!’ drowned her out. I jumped and hit my head on the low ceiling, the clang of my helmet shocking me still more. ‘Come on, lad!’ The shout came again. I dug my shovel into loose coal and backed down the narrow seam toward the voice, my breath as tight as the fissure. The air was damp and warm and pooled silver in my lungs. Strong hands grabbed my boots and pulled me the few remaining feet into a tunnel, as black as the seam I had been investigating, but wild hot. I stood and faced the man who had pulled me. He was older, his face lopsided, his forehead creased into coal seams. 

			 

			‘Well . . .? What does tha think, lad?’ He kicked the contents lightly, searching through them with his foot. The shadows of other men were gathered around, features picked out by the lambent light of the Davy lamps. Every man looked carved from fossil, men of carbon and spittle, men of white streak and whittle face, thin singing bones. 

			‘Well, lad? Is it worth it?’ 

			‘Maybe,’ I answered. ‘It’d be dangerous, like.’ I had no idea where my words were coming from or what they meant. I was a bystander in my own body. 

			 

			‘Thas not frit, is thee?’ The men laughed and the tension eased a little. I uncurled. Let them have my laugh too. One of the men roughed his hand through my hair and I shook him off. ‘You’re the only bloody canary we need, lad.’ I thought I heard birdsong ricochet off the glistening walls, searching for a way out of the deep, but when I leaned into the listening it became Mrs Sunderland, her lips as thin as the tunnels we worked. ‘. . . is there? Are you even listening to me now? Jones! Detention.’ 

			 

			She folded her arms at the front of the class and every child who turned their faces toward me was the face of someone I had met before, as an adult. Beside me, Young Paul exploded quietly. 

			  

			My mother walked backward through life, my dad said. She did the same things as every other mother, but different. She made cakes for our birthdays, but they were often filled with something unexpected: fish paste, bacon. She figured that the best cake was one that involved everything the person liked. I got thick cream inside, rich chocolate sponge, with garlic and chilli icing. She hosted parties she forgot to invite anyone to. She made clothes the wrong size and performed home haircuts that terrified the dogs. And she drank. Not so much that social services wanted to join her at the kitchen table, but enough to set her tongue free, a feral animal that had spent too long caged. And when the whisky had her, she could bite. 

			 

			She knew each of her hands well, had trained them herself. Those hands were birds of prey that could swoop across a gaggle of arguing brothers and peck them both to a sobbing silence in seconds. I was the youngest so she didn’t need to set her hands on me; I had seen what they could do and kept my tongue rolled flat and quiet in my memory box upstairs. I was careful to avoid her hands that night after the detention, though I saw one of them twitch. 

			 

			The days passed much as they had before. There was always music, eclectic and odd at times, discordant industrial sounds adjacent to mellifluent jazz. Dancing, my mother said, is God’s way of teaching humans to believe in the ground. When she danced, she punished the floor. Each step, a defiance, a whip crack. A daughter needs a strong mother, she said. One who is coloured outside the lines. 

			  

			The next time I fell into the mines it was into a different body. I had been getting ready for bed some months after the first incident. Mum was still up, and my brothers lay like rubble in front of the blazing television, skipping between channels and talking through films. As I reached into the dresser to grab my nightdress, I found myself pulling a small pair of poorly repaired boots toward me instead, leaning back to use my full weight. 

			 

			‘. . . on, lad!’ 

			 

			A young boy, maybe thirteen years old, collapsed to his knees on the mine floor, the same mine as before. I felt an upsurge of affection for the boy, not fatherly but something like that. His face was a submerged moon streaked with clouds, far too young to be down there. But how else was he to put food on the table? Who else could fit these snug seams? While it was my job to supervise the shift, I also knew that I was from the same village as the rest of the men, ate the same food bought with the same tokens from the colliery owners, that I knew each of their families as intimately as I understood my own. I examined Fred again. He seemed a little shaken, but he would get used to it. Fear was your friend down here. As young as he was, it was Fred’s job to get to the parts we couldn’t reach and work out whether it was  worth mining. He was the first man in any new dig, and the first man needed to have the kind of nose that could smell gas while it was still a dinosaur. ‘Is it worth it?’ I asked him and felt the men shuffle in around us. 

			 

			He looked at me with that kid-­face. ‘I don’t know, Joseph. Maybe,’ he began, and that was all we really needed to hear. We all needed a little hope to act as our Davy lamp. 

			 

			My dad used to say that the mine is a mistress with crossed legs. You need to work hard to get to the brittle bits of her, the stuff you can burn, the stuff that powers industry and makes one man better than another. A good miner is a charmer. He can speak the right words in the dark. 

			 

			The men were restless and ready to go. We’d already been down there a few hours and the shafts were getting too hot to easily breathe in. Most of the men had their tops off, all except me and the boy. He looked shy around his body. In general, he was much quieter than the other boys his age, but I put it down to his dad dying the summer before he joined us. I’d liked his dad. Hard worker, clean tongue. Had nothing bad to say about anyone. But he was down the pits too long, and the black lung took him. If you dig down to the devil, my dad used to say, don’t be surprised if he digs up to meet you. They pulled him out on the back of a pit pony, all the women at the top waiting by the screens. My dad said his wife was like the colliery siren that day, and many days after. He died hacking his lungs like it was the coal face. 

			 

			‘Right then boys, let’s be having you!’ and I led the way deeper into the tunnel, the shotter following behind with dynamite bundles and fuse. 

			I woke in bed feeling the mattress rumble beneath me. 

			  

			Mum noticed the coal mines where my eyes used to be the next morning at breakfast. I kept my face burrowed in my cereal bowl and tried to focus on the radio instead of her incessant searchlight. She stopped me at the door. ‘Kid. Is there something wrong? You don’t seem youssen.’ She pulled loose hair back into my ponytail. I gave her the wide eye. ‘Gotta go, Mum! See you tonight. I’ve got after-­school club, don’t forget.’ 

			 

			She watched me walk to the bus stop then slowly closed the door. I acted as though she was still watching all the way to school on the bus, just in case. Sometimes I used to think I was starring in films. And then sometimes, I was. I made it to class just before registration, sparing me from Mrs Sunderland’s disappointment. 

			 

			I opened the door onto apocalypse. 

			 

			The classroom was a slow-­motion ballet of dust and body and black stone, desks rising to meet the updraught, papers migrating, ceiling a dark ripple. It was silent at first. I watched, door half open, as Young Paul disintegrated into his composite parts. I saw the atom at the centre of him. Mrs Sunderland blew backward out of the window, the glass smashing into monsoon. Then a terrible groan filled the room and we all looked at the floor. I began to scream just before the floor ate us. 

			 

			‘What is it? Come on, look at me. Look at me, Jones.’ Mrs Sunderland’s face hovered before me, more concerned than irritated for once. ‘I’m going to call your mum, Jones. I think you’d better head home.’ 

			 

			Mum gave me a look that I was too scared to open, and I locked myself in my room for the rest of the day. She knocked a few times, leaving a ham sandwich and Vimto on the step for me, but I needed time to process what I had seen, what might be happening to me. 

			 

			She persuaded me down for dinner, and it was good to watch my brothers goad each other, how normal life was for them. How the small things were so big. My stomach was a Gordian knot that I was to spend a lifetime unpicking. It’s hard to describe how a child deals with anxiety. I guess I was just on sentry. Twelve years of age and the oldest soldier in the room. My mother snapped at the boys a few times, but I could tell it was just another way of spelling love. I ate a little but not much. My stomach was always full of ghost food back then. 

			 

			As the boys bickered and my mother teased, I mused how everything was the same but a different kind of same. It was life as usual but not this life. After dinner, the boys escaped leaving a trail of fizzing energy in their wake. Outside, traffic sniffed the roads and bluebottles sawed the day in half, while my mother sat across from me smoking, her eyes narrow alleyways. I knew that she believed I was haunted; an old house people hurry their step to walk past. It is true that I found school challenging. No one was completely who they were supposed to be. The headteacher was a baby. My form room tutor a neglected street dog. Most of the classmates were older than the teachers and with far more relevant experience. I avoided them and the people inside them, and they took another route across town too. When I looked in the mirror, I saw everyone reflected back. 

			Smoke danced at the end of Mum’s cigarette as she flicked ash off the table between us, her eyes two tunnels with something big approaching. ‘How you doing, our kid?’ 

			‘Yep. Fine, thanks. Think I’m gonna go try some of this homework though, so—’ 

			‘Sit down.’ Her stubbed cigarette, a full stop. When mothers and daughters talk it is sedition. I gripped the edge of my chair. ‘My mam was like you, you know kid. You never knew her. But you’re very like her—’ I cut short the seminar. ‘Yeah, I know, you’ve said, mum. It’s not like she’s dead.’ My eyes must have been stones rolled back from tombs. My grandmother had been catatonic my whole life, tended by a daily district nurse. I was not allowed to visit her in her sick bed. Mum didn’t blink. ‘Shut up and listen.’ She leaned back in her chair to check if anyone had crept downstairs to eavesdrop. She shook another smoke from her pack and lit it. ‘My mam was . . . different. I mean she looked like everyone else, worked hard and dressed well, but there was always something a bit missing about her, you know what I mean, kid?’ I nodded wisely. ‘Maybe . . .’ I didn’t. She continued. ‘I mean, like she had just walked into a room. Like everything was new, all the time. Even us.’ I wasn’t at all sure what she meant. ‘You mean like she was naive or something? Innocent?’ She shook her head firmly. ‘No, not that. Like she was new-­born.’ This was interesting. ‘New-­born?’ She docked the half-­smoked cigarette and reached to take my hands. 

			I see her in you, our kid. I do. Don’t give me that look. Let me tell you a story. You remember my father, your grandad? As you know he was a mining man, worked the colliery out in Brackley. He fell in love with my mam the minute he saw her, he said. Loved her lightness, that quality of innocence, the bluebirds nesting in her hair, etc., etc. . . . But he knew she wasn’t quite tethered to this earth. As we got older, we noticed more how she would forget for a second who we were or walk into the living room like she was exploring an unmapped land. 

			 

			Dad thought early onset dementia, or something worse. The local GP sent her up the hospital for tests, but nothing came of them. My dad was almost mad with it all. Leaving for work at dawn and returning to find his wife still stood in the same place in the kitchen that he’d left her, staring into the face of something invisible, us crawling up her skirts looking for food. So, he made a decision and called your great-­grandmother, Mum’s mum, to come and take care of her daughter. He stood outside on the landing listening to the women murmur in the master bedroom. He heard crying. Then more hum-­low chatter. The door opened a crack to show his mother-­in-­law’s face. Get me a needle and thread, Bill, she whispered. And some coal dust. 

			 

			He did as she asked and took up his sentry out on the landing again. He stood there most of the night, then just as dawn was about to crack the egg of the sun, the door swung wide and his wife, your grandmother, came striding out, as though nothing much was amiss anywhere. Neither his mother-­in-­law nor his wife would tell him what had gone on in that room, but he didn’t much care. Things were much better from that day forward, and he was not a man to question God. 

			 

			I knew, though. My mam took me aside one day when the lads were down the pits, and my gran came round. They showed me what they had done with the needle and thread. And they told me why. It was something that bound her to her body, something to anchor her. Something that would always call her home. Sometimes, you see, your grandmother has not been born yet and needs something to remind her of her real life. 

			 

			Sometimes the truth is far more dishonest than the lie, even long-­held family lies. ‘Mam, are you saying that grandma’s ill? Is she going to die?’ She touched my hair. ‘Sometimes.’ She gave me the mother-­eye and reached down to pluck something from her handbag. It was a small leather roll, well-­used, surface shiny from fingerprints and cracked at the spine, a worn suede inside. She unrolled it to reveal a selection of needles, a thick thread, and a small vial filled with something white. I moved to pick it up. ‘What is it?’ She did the mother voice. ‘Is tha tongue a barn door? Wait and find out.’ She slipped out a long silver needle, the thickest in the roll, and held it up. She looked through its eye at me, eye to eye. 

			 

			‘My grandmother’s grandmother had been the same way, and hers too. She called it “the rememberings”, those strange moments of loss and falling. I was around your age too. When I started falling and remembering. You know. Like you do. I hid it as well, but your gran could spot a diamond in a desert. We’re tangled thread, we are. So now I’m telling you what she told me. What she did. All the women in the family are inkfed at the breast. So here we are, Jones. Think of it as your inheritance, like a pearl necklace passed down the female side of the family.’ 

			 

			I sat staring at her, my jaw an abandoned swing in a playground long deserted, not only because of what I was being told but because of the nagging feeling that I had been told the same story many times before. It was, as she said, a remembering rather than a knowledge. I couldn’t explain it then and I’m not sure I can now. She held my gaze like it was something injured, twitch-­eye and mad with story. Tucked into the side of the leather roll was a piece of greaseproof paper. She flattened it out on the table between us, revealing a simple design etched on it in a black ink. ‘This is it. This is the pattern.’ I traced it with my finger while Mum laid out some implements beside it on the table. ‘What is it?’ The tap dripped like it always did. Always had something to say, that tap. 

			 

			‘It’s a lemniscate curve. The symbol for infinity. I know this because I did some reading. Your gran thought it was loomed wool, the way it folds back on itself, and you can’t tell which is the beginning or the end. And the way all the strands lie on top of each other. Easy for them to get tangled. We are tangled thread, sure enough.’ 

			 

			She coughed; coughing was how I knew she was alive most days. I eyed the instruments lined up beside the pattern. A set of stainless-­steel needles of varying gauges, a reel of strong cotton thread, matches, Vaseline, cotton pads, and a small notebook bound in leather. My blood raced to get away from her. ‘Mum, what are you going to do? Mum?’ She wore sadness like a new dress. ‘Nothing you don’t want me to, Jones. Hush now. It’s OK. It hurts a bit but heals fast.’ 

			 

			She stood and left the room and I listened to the house tick. My arm hairs were sea anemones. Upstairs, my brothers were being boys and that took up all their time. My dad was on night shift and not due back until we were getting ready for school. I hadn’t seen him in a while, two clocks set for different time zones. 

			 

			Mum came back holding a bottle of vodka and three shot glasses. She poured out a measure in each, then pushed one toward me. She dropped the needle into the third glass, then raised hers to me. ‘Mum, I’m twelve!’ She raised her eyebrow, signalling the beginning of the show. ‘It’s part of it. Relax. We’ll have a shot then get on with it. Hold out your hand. No, turn it to the side. That’s it. The finger.’ We nodded at each other, then tipped the shots back. I can’t remember how it tasted but I haven’t drunk it since. 

			 

			She pulled the standard lamp closer to the table and examined the soft flesh of my fingers, stretching the index out beneath the dull lamplight. Pouring a drop of the vodka onto my skin, she rubbed until it evaporated. Upstairs one of the boys dropped something and swore. I looked at myself captive in my mother’s pupils, dancing quiet there. 

			 

			Mum unwound a length of thread from the spool, bit it off and pushed it into the small vial quarter-­filled with a white fluid. She winked. ‘It’s just ink. Nothing scary. We don’t use coal dust so much anymore; the truth is you can use just about anything if it’s mixed in the right proportions . . .’ My eyes must have been small islands. The kind that no one visits. She waited a moment and then fished out the inked thread. Taking the end, she threaded it through the badly sterilised needle and looked
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