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For my grandmother, Edna May Turner, 
who taught me that the prickly cactus plant 
must be nurtured too, for her rose will come 
in the dead of winter.
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And by came an angel who had a bright key, 
And he open’d the coffins and set them all free.

‘The Chimney-Sweeper’, from William Blake, 
Songs of Innocence and Experience with Other Poems (1866)
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HISTORY IS FULL of mothers who lie in bed fretting and forgetting to put out the supper. And so, the Green Lady comes to air the beds, to teach the children to dance and sing. She knows the best bedtime stories and can intuit any kind of folly or danger. She is a kindly ghost, a sensitive visitor, the nanny, the au pair, the home help. You will never see her come; you will never see her go. In Celtic mythology she is a guardian spirit who protects the castle when the family is gone. She is a muse, a spirit of place; she treads delicately and lightly, and never usurps. She is a woman with a heart full of children. When she disappears, the trees whisper – See, the Green Lady has passed over – and so her mound begins to grow. Oh, how we mourn her. She is life and death and everything in between.


PART ONE

The Sketchbook

NOBODY KNOWS much about my grandmother Maze, only that she liked dancing and knew the steps to the Charleston and the foxtrot, and as a girl danced upon Shoreham Sands. On Shoreham Sands the wind whipped up and blew her skirt inside out, while Edna May, who we call Maze, was practising dancing with a man called Cyril. And Gladys was there, and she was a ninny and screamed at any little thing; and the wind blew up their skirts and turned them inside out, and Gladys screamed and giggled, screamed and giggled. Gladys! Gladys! Come back! In the photograph Maze keeps inside her purse, Gladys is grinning. Gladys is always grinning, and when she rushes out towards the waves, her sister calls her back. Gladys, Gladys, come back! And Gladys turns and waves.

My grandmother was born upon saltwater. In the nineteenth century, Shoreham was a picturesque harbour, pretty enough for the famous artist Joseph Mallord William Turner to paint it several times. It’s his painting we had pinned up at school, and the one Miss Braithwaite, who liked fetching landscapes, made us practise drawing because teachers want you to see what they see so you can imitate.

No fuss, no frills. Think of Joseph Mallord William Turner … the Master.

Masters are no fun, we want to draw people, a picture’s no fun without people. HAROLD, NORMAN, CYRIL, EDNA, ELSIE, GLADYS, PHYLLIS, FLORENCE, MAY and MARY. These are the people I see, the old-fashioned people; and they sit on top of the cliff in the painting by Joseph William Turner, having a picnic. And the painter on the seashore looks up and thinks, What a nice shape they make all huddled there together, mouths chattering one to the dozen. But he doesn’t concern himself with that – their mouths, their fingers, their chapped red hands, the flapping hems of their skirts, the flying ties on their bonnets or hats – these are washerwomen and it is their one day off. He isn’t concerned with any of that this fine day, only with outlines: contours, dips and falls, then rises, the sloping of the cliff, the shape of the cloud hovering above looking blankly on, because she is alone – one sole cloud in the sky – the painter wishes for more.

He looks down, towards the cliffs.

There are the small outlines of these women against the cliff face, their bobbing hats, their bonnets, their noses and faces, a tiny happenstance, an hour or two one Sunday afternoon in 1826 or so, a long time ago. A bubble of laughter, a few fretful words, two women who scold and scorn as they sit drying sheets across their legs, picking barnacles from their skirts.

He looks up towards the cliffs.

It is the cliffs he wants; the sun, the sky, the big blue bay stretching out towards the sea. Gigantic things: the sky running out of light – the sea running out of blue, the sun running out of yellow, turning white, everything turning into light.

I shall paint that, he says, as he pulls his hat off his head, while we scratch and scribble over the bay with our chubby pastel crayons, left to right, right to left, left to right, blue on white on yellow – until we have blocked out the painter’s light, and filled the rockpools with brown and scratched over the sand with our scratchy green as we go looking for crabs. But where are the people?

Joseph Mallord William Turner, the famous painter, can make people magically appear behind the clouds; and so, now my grandmother is there, stepping over the sharp rocks. Mind where you put your feet, Edna, Edna May, be careful! The rocks will tear your stockings! Take them off, you ninny! I can see Edna May, but Mr Turner does not, he sees only the light.

And William Turner peers until he sees the something coming through the bouncing light – it is soft and forgiving, it blurs things – the ripple of the sails, the billowing waves. Nothing is still, everything is turning, he murmurs. The light turns through the air, and so I must go there.

So every day the painter comes down from his lodgings near the church which the locals call St Mary de Haura, and he observes the square tower floating above the transept, its crenellations cutting small squares into the blue sky. I shall draw that shape, he says to himself. I shall paint that little church in front of me, which is not so little really; it is quite grand. I will make a sketch and remember the rest. And Mr William Turner takes out his sketchbook and begins to scratch out the outlines of the church: that oblong, that square, those delicate feathery windows letting in the light. Upwards goes his pencil, up up, and down, moving so fast, airborne his hand. Flutter, flutter, feather, land, but never still for more than a moment. It moves so quickly, the hand of a painter, the eye of an artist. Train your eye to see, to see, his teacher said. Follow the lines, Joseph, where are they going? Where can they go? Ask yourself always: where is the light on the wall?

It is behind you.

And the people of the town come to look at the painter standing in the graveyard of their little church with his black tricorne hat on and they peer over his shoulder.

They are behind you.

What is he doing standing and peering so hard? What is he looking at, they ask, staring and staring at their flint tower, craning his neck?

They look at the sky: there are only clouds passing over. They look back at the artist, whose hat is bobbing up and down.

He looks at them; he looks up; he looks down.

Hello, good people of Shoreham! I must go down to the estuary now before the light fades, and Mr Turner tips his hat at the polite mouths and stares.

They watch him go, his mouth still moving.

Mr Joseph Turner is murmuring.

It is the light that I want, yellow turning to white, white turning to sea blue and back to white, across the waves. See how it spreads! It is turning like a Catherine wheel, faster and faster. See how it burns!

The painter murmurs.

Now, let’s move towards the pale blue sea, the light is kinder there; the colour of bluebells floating on water, blanching as they wash over the rocks. And there is a girl stepping gingerly in between, her boots tied around her neck, her stockings wrapped around her waist.

She is faltering.

Her feet are aching.

But Joseph Turner will not paint her because he cannot see her coming through the light – it blinds him – and it will be another nine decades before she reaches those rocks.
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Over the years it will fade and fall; your house of delicate lines will crumble. What you did not structure carefully will slough off and fall into the sea. A granite pencil can only preserve a faint smile. Joseph Mallord William Turner knew to carry three or four on his person. Memory work is treacherous. History is the same. And what you once recalled may now stand against you. So preserve your lines, grip your pencil, and press down hard. Restore those faint lines. Observe the chalk’s gradient, from puckered sky to sandy wrinkles.

How far the cliff line stoops before it needs recovering. Before your hands are turned stiff and cold from trying to catch the contour on the horizon. That is the church, half a mile from here, she has a Saxon tower.

The artist opens his notebook, his hands all a-flurry. Like Patience he sits upon his monument, smiling at grief – see, the sun has been setting for a while, and soon she will fade – but the goddess Mnemosyne is cruel and rarely smiles back. She will only take, never receive, so you had better write it down, all you can remember. Billowing shapes and outlines, the solid matter beneath your feet. What you take to be the present, what you make of the past, can only be known away from here. Mr Joseph Mallord William Turner slips over the rocks and wishes his feet were steadier; the soles of his shoes are wearing through; his attitude is thinning. He is a gruff man.

And memory is a fragile creature. Out at sea she will never save you; her thread is too bare, her petticoats spare. You must tie your own knots, make your own nets, repair, and repair. The painter scrunches his eyes, the light is dimming, he does not have long to know this place. His heart flutters, his hands dance and jig. At sunset, the painter opens his vermilion wings.

If only he had pressed harder, we might have seen more, but Joseph Mallord William Turner is a sensitive man and his wrists tread lightly. Granite on paper. Pieces of flinty rock, the stem of his pencil dislodging, flying over the paper, a gull. Rapid, rapid, the movement of his eyes. An artist is a nonchalant creature who sees only what he wants. So much yawning space in between. That could be you, that could be me, but we are ignored; he does not want us here. Memory work is divination, a hard press down upon the hands of fate. And the artist is a solitary creature, he does not want to paint us. But we are here, we look on, the people.

Here is the church, here is the steeple, here are the raggedy people. The women who sit and do their work. Thread, and thread like Penelope, weaving together their talk. What you can’t see you hear. The writer knows that, and so she listens for the thick dip of his Cockney voice, musty and strong. That strain again, it had a dying fall. Joseph Mallord William Turner, born over a barber’s shop, slips down from the harbour wall. A diminutive man, small and squat, but he can recall a sharp line, the length of the harbour wall, the steady tread of mortar.

‘Ivy white,’ said Miss Braithwaite. ‘He drew on ivy white. His lines were faint, but he was a great master.’

Disappearing, always disappearing, said the painter, ‘into the light’.


Distant Lines

MY GRANDMOTHER, Edna May Turner, a distant relative of the famous painter, was born into a line of men who lived above shops. Small men with grand dreams counting pennies at the end of the day. First came Cyril. I remember that, and the sound of his name, like sweet syrup running through teeth. Cyril, whistling on the wind. I said it again and again. Cyril, who always sounded naughty.

Grand uncle Cyril, who was far away now but had once been lying out in the garden with his sister in Shoreham-by-Sea, a stone’s throw from the church. Cyril, who one day would be an ironmonger and have his own shop with copper pots and pans. That little shop on the corner, opposite the church on West Street – that’s Cyril’s. He liked the sound of clanging pots; he liked the sound of money and no one to shout over him. Uncle Cyril, I only know what your sister said of you and sisters are never reliable. So I will console you, I will tell you stories, because in the end we only have tales to tell, and behind every story is another story, those old ghosts waving their arms. We live among ghosts. Uncle Cyril, I lived with you for years, and your name was as faint as the cumulus clouds I lie under now trying to summon your shape. I know you liked pans, because your sister does too, coppery and shiny and never to be burned. But your pans would be displayed differently, not all in the window, not as your father did. Like father, like son, but not the same, never the same. Cyril says he will display his pans differently. Further up and further in. Who said that? A man before your time, Cyril, long before your time.

Edna May’s folk were tailors sprung from the shops on Savile Row. My great-grandfather was a tailor and sat cross-legged in a row with other tailors sewing and sewing until his joints began to ache and he got the cramp. The cramp, I’ve got the cramp, he said, although there was no time to do anything about it, because soon enough the sky would begin to turn pink and blue, which is the time of tailoring on Savile Row. The early hours of the morning when no one in their right mind is up yet – but the tailors are – sitting cross-legged with a silk garment spread over their knees humming the threading and thumbing their way into dawn.

Their work, their early morning work, such fine stitching and threading, such delicate weaving of soft fabric to fabric and lining to yielding lining. And the tailor knows – only he knows – that the buttonholes are delicate flowers spreading open to greet that stern metal thing that would poke their eyes out. Brass buttons, sometimes silver, occasionally gold; these are gold, because this is royal livery, and these buttons are of the finest quality, gold tipped, gold dipped. Tiny gold spheres glittering in the sun.

They wink and cheer for him soon to be king, the portly man who loves his waistcoats and jackets. Requiring such fine work – those little buttonholes, those tiny stitches darting back and forth – as quick as the sun across the estuary, wink, wink, and it’s gone. They throw the light too, those little discs, flirting with the next lady who comes their way at the Windsor Spring Ball. There is one every year, and Bertie must have a new jacket to swing his way across the ballroom floor. And so, the work must be done to those little buttons – what craftsmanship, so well regarded, from Shoreditch to Somers Town, from Bermondsey to Brompton Market – they all know of Mr Henry Bayley at your service! A little mouse who sat up all night until he lost half his sight, stitching together suit patterns and high shoulders, and two buttons on the waist to draw in that grin.

Men like to look slender, and it helps if you’re tall. How tall was the Prince of Wales when he ordered his dinner jacket: one with pockets and smart enough to turn a prince into a king? Edward VII who turned king for nine years. From 1901 to 1910, three years before my grandmother was born, this plump prince, who everyone called Bertie, was responsible for ordering a special blue silk jacket, short, ending midway down the thighs, with two gold buttons at the front.
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All that beer and wine swilling around on nights out on the town with some silly wench, said the old queen to her son. Victoria, on her last pegs, and furious at Bertie for having it off with a woman called Nellie on the side of a cliff somewhere. Nellie, ripping his new suit from left to right until his belly hung out. The suit had to be made again, it was unsalvageable, and Mr Poole of Savile Row who owned the shop where my great-grandfather worked was not happy with the crown prince when he saw the mess he had made of his beautiful work, and he ordered his set of six tailors to stay up all night to mend the torn silk jacket.

And so, my great-grandfather was called in from his sleepy bed, and the gas lamps were lit, and they stayed lit until a new blue smoking jacket had been drawn up on paper. And stitches run along the breast and shoulders and down the back, allowing a little more room, a bit more width, and across the front too – the breast again, look at those lovely lapels, smooth as silk, no satin, or girls’ sashes – and then the waist, add another two inches there.

‘Where is my tailor?’ said the prince.

‘Henry Bayley at your service!’

A renowned tailor and my ancestor who sat cross-legged all night on a trestle table, and when the morning light came up, he stood to stretch his back and legs and peer out the window. Then went to fetch himself a draught of cold water and set the kettle on the stove. Mr H. Bayley, firm-thumbed and -fingered, calluses on all five, and hard skin across the top of his palms, stares out the window again and closes his eyes. Tiredness running down them like a bank of dry sand, and so Henry Bayley keeps his eyes shut for as long as he can. Not long though, not long. He only has until teatime.

The prince is coming at five o’clock to fetch his new jacket. But how can he expect it to be the same as the last? Princes grow. We never mention it of course; just add an inch or two and pretend everything is the same.

Henry Bayley opened his eyes and poured out his tea.


The Great Storm

MR HENRY BAYLEY peering from his narrow window at dawn scrunches up his eyes. He is tired. Soon his eyes will be failing him. My grandmother’s eyes are tired too from all that watching. Edna May Turner was always watching; from the window two floors above, from her kitchen hovel. So many children to watch over now the wind was getting up; so many falling trees.

Ghost stories often begin with the wind getting up, the wind shrieking through windows. Wind, windows, rattling cords, curtains whipped back like hair. I remember Jane Eyre whose story began with a wintry wind and a child peering through a window. ‘There was no possibility of taking a walk that day,’ Jane said to herself, as my grandmother said to me when she peered from the kitchen window. ‘The wind is getting up. Have next door noticed yet? He’s out with his spade, and she’s supervising. Does he know the wind is picking up? Can he see?’ What can any of us see now the clouds have passed over, now the leaves have begun to spin, the branches to fall?

Only the chestnut tree at the back of the house leaning and stretching, her old roots aching. Tree dragged by the hair between Mrs Sturgess’s wall and ours. She is old, she is tired, she has seen too much. Now she is rotting at the roots; the rats and foxes have eaten her; they have done their worst, hidden dark things. Tree is ready to fall, her time has come. The old witch is falling, but we don’t want her dead – we’ve watched her for years – she was our ayah, our nanny, our nurse. Behind Tree there is another story of a little girl left all alone: an orphan-child, a dead mother. The night of the great storm I had a dream; I dreamed of a girl called Mary.

History is full of unwanted children. There is Mary Lennox in The Secret Garden. Mary’s mother is dead, Mary’s father is dead, and so Mary lies alone in her room pulling the covers up over her head. Her mother’s face floats towards her. Mother wears a lace collar; she sips a pink, frothy drink; she is smiling and laughing. Men in uniform are gathered around her, their mouths wide and hungry. Mary can see their teeth – she leans in – but a loud noise startles her. Glass breaks and shatters, a gust of wind blows in, the bungalow shakes. At the back of the house there are muffled cries.

Mary sleeps, later she wakes. She’s hungry, a fox, a ferret, a wild cat. She creeps out from behind her bedroom door. Everything is still, nothing moves; but no, something stirs in the corner? It is a mouse scampering beneath the chairs. Mary climbs onto a chair and pulls at the tablecloth. She reaches towards the plate: some biscuits, a triangle of cheese, a glass half full, filled with something sweet and red – Mary drinks – it is strong. She carries the plate back to her room, the door creaks. She eats and drinks and falls asleep. When she wakes up, everyone is gone. There’s only an old snake slipping under her door; he has jewelled eyes; she thinks of her mother.
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Her mother was pretty, they said, the people who found her. She was very pretty and wore lace, but she had not been well. She has a high fever, Mary! Something purple got into her veins, they call it cholera. And now the ayah has run away; the dark-haired girl has run back to her family in the hills. ‘It is too late, too late … too late!’ Mary can hear the yells. Someone has left something too late, and her ayah has run away. There are screams in the night, the hurrying sound of feet, I wake. Someone has died, there is panic and confusion, there is wailing in the night, mysterious and frightening sounds. It is the trees, they are screaming, they want to take back the land. To raze the flats opposite, to dismantle the cladding made from such cheap materials. Wilder and wilder the trees wail, wilder and wilder my grandmother’s voice. ‘Everyone cutting corners, the council using flimsy bits of prefabricated this and that’ – it all blew away the night of the great storm – every bit of it.

They said it wasn’t a hurricane because it didn’t start in the tropics, but the winds were stronger than any wind seen for hundreds of years, so they call it the Great Storm. Just along the coast boats were turned over, and somewhere a man in a farmhouse was killed. His name was Cyril, though the weatherman swore blind it wasn’t coming, but she came, and she battered the coast something dreadful. We didn’t go to school that day. The town roads were blocked, nothing could get through, so we sat and peered out the window and wondered how much of it we had heard at night and how much we had missed. My grandmother turned on the radio for the news report.

The flats along Sea Road have taken a terrible battering; the cladding has blown off, curled up and ripped away, torn into the sea, so the man on the radio told my grandmother, who told us – all across the airwaves the sounds of distress. Eighteen people killed that night, that morning, most of them along the coast, but one or two inland: that poor bugger in the farmhouse – the bricks fell in and he suffocated – all that chalk and rubble over his face.

The windows in the arcade were smashed, the nave windows at St Michael’s too; and the old elm tree at the back has fallen right across the churchyard. Think of the fire brigade next door; all sorts of work for them to do now, hauling up those trees.

And the elms
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