

White Paper

On white paper my mother has written,

Last night I walked where he had. My legs took me there. Through the bracken, and I sat on the gate again. What makes freckles? I shall ask him. The bats were out, and I watched them for nearly two hours.

I don’t know his surname, I don’t even know his age. But this is the start of something. I stand on the edge. I write it and know it.

She was right, of course.




BOOK ONE




Departure

Three things happened when I was seven years old.

In the spring I learnt how to spell my full name. It took weeks, but when I’d finally grasped all fifteen letters I wrote them wherever I could – in books, on furniture, on my plate in ketchup, on my arms in biro, in spit on windowpanes. Once I etched my name above the skirting board in the downstairs loo. My mother never found it, but I knew it was there. I’d sit, swing my legs, and eye my handiwork under the sink. It shone out in blue wax crayon.

Then in the summer I burned. I’d spent the day in the garden, digging for worms. The paving slabs were too hot to walk on and the shed roof softened. By evening I was scarlet. She lowered me into a cool bath and dabbed on calamine lotion, but still I wailed. For three days I couldn’t sleep. I was feverish, grizzly, and the bed sheets stuck to my blisters. Two weeks later more freckles appeared.

And ten days before Christmas I lost her.

What do I remember? Every little thing. From my frayed pyjama bottoms to the eerie blue light that city rain brought with it. You don’t forget. For twenty-one years I’ve picked away at my memory of it, lifting up moments, testing myself. Believing I might have finally healed to a neat, white scar.

I know it was a Friday. That I woke to a quiet house. That when I crept downstairs the mail was still on the doormat and the milk in the fridge was yellow. The kitchen curtains hadn’t been opened yet.

My mother was curled up on the sofa under the patchwork rug. I shifted from foot to foot, saw the tissue in her hand, the full ashtray. She smelt of jasmine. She always did. In my mind it was her scent, as if somehow she made it.

And I thought it strange that the dustmen hadn’t been yet. They always came on Fridays. I liked the rattle and roar they brought with them, how they slung our rubbish with one hand, how their dustcart munched up bin bags and burped out a vegetable stench. I’d wanted to be a dustman. I’d wanted to wear a green jacket and matching cap, to hang off the side of the van as it shuddered through the streets. They would whistle and wave when they saw me. Dustmen made things better. That morning I’d wanted them there.

Perhaps I felt it. Perhaps some secret part of me knew what was to come. Can this happen? Can death be sensed, like a shift in the weather? I’ve wondered. In my quieter moments, when half drunk or ill or tired, I’ve succumbed to the notion that I could have somehow stopped the deaths – both of them. For my mother’s was only the first. Another death was yet to come – a swift, snatched death. It made ditches seem darker and sleep harder to find. It meant that if the wind picked up quickly enough, and without enough warning, I’d run.

I’ve been looking back too much of late. New frown lines and bitten nails prove it. I’ve been distracted, lost, having strange dreams; I find myself gazing out of windows, listening to silence. But I have reason to now.

I have to remember everything that my mother’s death led me to, as I felt it, as it took place. I have to write down every glance, each whisper in my ear. How hot that summer was. How moths bumped against the windowpanes at night. How easy it was to hide in bracken. The purplish bloom of damaged skin. Nettle-rash. How a man’s hand felt on me. The lies I told. The fire.

There’s no doubt that there was a strange hush to the day she died; that our cold terraced house seemed to hold its breath. Later, as a teenager, I would imagine loss to act like a stone flung in a pond, sending dark waves into every distant corner. Maybe some reached me as I rested my chin on my knees in the window.

Maybe not.

At any rate, the dustmen never came.

My mother stirred at lunch time. She raked her fingers through her hair, and when I heard the front door close I scrambled up onto the windowsill so that I could see all the way to the shop. This was forbidden – I’d been told I could fall through the glass that way. But I knew she wouldn’t look back to see it. She gazed up past the telegraph wires. The wind was picking up. The sky over the city was steely and low.

When she came home she carried a plastic bag, and for a while our house felt lived in again. There were noises in the kitchen. I heard the loo flush and the scuff of her slippers in the hall. In the fridge I found a bottle of milk that didn’t smell sour or have lumps in, and it had a lovely bluish tinge when she slopped it into a glass for me. I held it with both hands. She seemed well again, happier. So I went back up to my room and began digging my name into the paintwork with a penny. I felt better. The trains trundled past the end of the garden in the rain.

Four o’ clock came. The clock in the hall whispered it. As I lay on the floor, fitting whole biscuits into my mouth and flicking through my comic books, the banister creaked. She trudged past my room. Twisting a strand of hair between her fingers she said, ‘Are you all right in there?’

Then she ran a bath.

I loved the sound. It made me sleepy, and when I closed my eyes I’d think of magic waterfalls and little dipping boats. She always took long baths. She loved thick body creams and scented talc. She loved washing the city out of her hair and combing it as she drifted through the house, switching on lights, and she loved fluffy white towels, candles on the windowsill, water so hot there’d be a red line round her waist afterwards, and that afternoon I smelt her jasmine scent and cigarettes, heard her clothes drop to the floor, and my mother shut the bathroom door at four sixteen, as the Snow Hill to Marylebone train rolled past the house, sounding its horn into the damp air.

I know I was humming, reading my comics with my chin cupped in my hands, when she died.

Mrs Willis next door made the phone call. I stood on the back step in my dressing gown and slippers watching the frost, not wanting to go back inside. She wore a dark-red knitted cardigan with buttons that looked like boiled sweets, and she smelt of washing machines. She came out to me with the patchwork rug, knelt down and arranged it over my shoulders. It felt heavy. She rubbed warmth into my hands, tried to smooth my hair back. She covered my ears as the sirens came, pressed me into her chest, but I still heard them.

When she went to let them in, I pattered down to the shed, tugged at the lock and crept in. My bicycle was kept in there. There were old pot plants, bricks, and a watering can. The place smelt of petrol, soil, damp wood, and I wedged myself between the wall and an old deckchair, nestled into the rug, stared at the darkness and crouched there until they’d gone.

I stayed with Mr and Mrs Willis for the next two nights – who else would have had me? I slept in their spare bedroom at the front of the house which had a fringed pink lampshade and cracks across the ceiling. At night headlights scooted over the walls, and I’d listen to the click-click of high heels on the pavement. These things were new to me, because I’d only known the back of the house before. But I could still hear tomcats yowling on fence tops. Freight trains still rumbled like thunder through the dark.

Mrs Willis didn’t stray far. She turned up radiators, told me Bible stories, brought me boiled egg and soldiers, sat on the end of my bed and patted my feet, and one night, when she thought I was sleeping, she whispered about me on the telephone. I hugged my shins at the top of the stairs and picked at the leafy wallpaper. I was being taken away. I didn’t know where to, or how long for, but I knew I’d never sit at the top of Mrs Willis’s stairs again. ‘It’s a four-hour journey!’ she hissed into the phone. ‘Can’t I drive her there? The child’s seven years old, for pity’s sake!’

Next morning it was explained. Mrs Willis said she was too old to keep me, and Mr Willis was older still. He was poorly, she told me, and needed rest. I knew this anyway, because he never seemed to leave the faded armchair that faced the back garden, and he watched the bird table with watery eyes, coughing into a wad of cotton wool. I only ever used to see him when I went round to get my ball back – a waxy, thin man with striped pyjamas, half-moon glasses and big jowls that trembled when he spoke. But for those two nights, I got to know what he smelt like, how his fingernails had a strange rind underneath them that he peeled out with toothpicks. At night, as the headlights wheeled over my head, I’d hear his breath rattle through the bedroom wall, and wonder if he’d die soon too, and who would find him.

So one slippery white-sky morning in December I was put into a car. Mrs Willis helped me. I felt like a parcel in my duffle coat and scarf, clutching Dog by the ears. My eczema itched beneath my red woollen tights. It was quiet in our street. Before shutting the car door Mrs Willis gave me a satsuma and a slice of soggy fruitcake for the journey.

‘God be with you,’ – she smiled – ‘and try to be good.’

As the car pulled away, Mrs Willis tried to keep up. She began blowing kisses, mouthing something at me I couldn’t make out. I thought maybe she’d changed her mind, that she was trying to catch me, to pop me back into the front bedroom with the frilly lampshade. I put my hand up against the glass. I willed her to run faster but she grew smaller and smaller. Through the rear window I saw her standing by the letterbox at the bottom of our street, her left arm raised with a balled-up hanky in her hand. That was the last I ever saw of her. As the car turned the corner, her white apron shone out through the gloom.

Strictly, I’m a Midlands girl. I’ve never been back there, and no longer see it as home, but I’ve not lost the accent completely. I can still describe the smell of canals in August. I like to think I still have atoms of coal dust in me, that M6 traffic fumes still inch through my veins. That if I ever walked down New Street again I’d feel like I’d never been away.

Until she died, I knew nowhere else. I’d been brought to Birmingham before I was born, before my mother knew if I was going to be a boy or a girl. She said she’d sit in the bath and watch my elbows poke up under her belly like chicken wings. We didn’t live near the chocolate factory, but sometimes I was sure I could smell the cocoa beans and cream. I’d lean out of my bedroom window, close my eyes and breathe.

My weekends, when I was old enough, had been spent crawling under market stalls in the Bull Ring, chasing grimy pigeons, being pushed on the rickety swings in the park. I picked up the accent at school. I learnt football chants from the playground and bellowed them out in the bath. When I was six I sat myself down at the edge of Gas Street Basin and dipped my feet in the water, and my mother tugged me out because of the greenish scum and the floating things. She scrubbed my feet till they tingled. I wasn’t allowed there again.

And the Indian takeaway from three streets away made our house smell spicy when the wind was right. And we could hear the noise from St Andrew’s when there was a home game. Mr Hardy from the corner shop always gave me a free penny chew. In queues and over washing lines people still talked about the Irish bombs, and I’d listen, even though I was only four when it happened, and couldn’t really remember the bangs. There were toads in the wet leaves on the embankment. If I stood on my tiptoes, I could see the Rotunda from our bathroom window.

They took me away from there. As we turned out of our road I saw our postman on his bicycle. Outside the chemist I saw old Mr Soames with his missing thumb and bloated dog. Then my redbrick school flashed by. The mosque with the turquoise roof sped past, and the bingo hall, and the indoor market that smelt stuffy, and I squashed my face against the glass when I saw the signs for Moor Street station, because she’d taken me on the train once, just so that we could see what our house looked like from the tracks. I’d left Dog in my window, and glimpsed him as we rolled past. When my mother wasn’t looking, I’d stuck two fingers up at the track workers for no reason, and they’d straightened their backs and wiped their brows. That was two summers before, when she was having a good spell. The pink plant on the shed roof had been in flower.

I didn’t want to go. I grappled with my seat belt, tugged at the door handle, banged my fists against the glass so that people on the pavement looked up and stared. I wanted Mrs Willis. I wanted my beanbag and a glass of milk and the warm smell of my mother’s hair. I wanted the silver bell on a chain that swung round her neck, but when I called out the woman next to me took hold of my wrists. She fought me. She used a voice with warning in it, and I wrenched away from her and buried my face in Dog. He smelt of home – jasmine, laundry, cigarette smells. I quietened. I stroked his nose with the pad of my thumb.

The rain came with the motorway. Birmingham thinned out to a few grey factories, car parks and graffiti. Then to nothing at all.

As children can at the strangest of times, I slept.

The car was hot; the rain drummed on the roof.

I woke with a sore head. Things looked different. The light in the car was stranger, sharper. I twisted in my seat. The woman beside me was reading. I looked from her to the driver to Dog, and waited. Something had changed. The wheels crunched on gravel.

I knew I’d seen the countryside before. There had been a school trip to the Lickey Hills once, and I’d eaten my packed lunch under an oak tree, amongst its dropped little acorns that looked like busy eggcups. My birthday present when I was six had been a blue and yellow kite, and we’d flown it on Cannock Chase amongst the badger sets. Mrs Willis used to promise to take me to Stratford. She said we would go boating and have cream teas. She never took me there, but I could picture it. I knew there’d be willow trees and ducks to feed, and in my head it never rained in Stratford. My River Avon was always sparkly blue.

But Wales was nothing like that.

It was empty and wet. It had stiff grey grasses and a big dark sky. Rain was like flung grit. The car lurched up the hillside, throwing me from side to side. I banged my head. I dropped Dog by my feet and was too padded and strapped up to reach him.

Outside there were rocks and mud and trees with no leaves on. I saw no other houses. No homes, no lights in the distance, no hidden gateways or drives. There were no other cars, no passers-by. The car plunged into a pothole.

‘That’s home for you now,’ the woman said.

I couldn’t see anything but stones at the top of the lane with a feeble light and a chimneypot. When I turned back to her, I saw the crumbs of Mrs Willis’s fruitcake scattered in her lap.

Wales. Five letters, four hours and a whole world away. Nothing like Birmingham. Nothing at all like any city life. To a seven-year-old with no mother any more, the differences would seem huge at first, and fearful. But, given time, some would prove so subtle they could be missed altogether – tap water tastes cleaner in Wales; wet earth has a real, incredible smell to it; clouds are bigger; birds come closer. Flowers seem much brighter out here. I don’t know why, but they do.

And it would take months for me to get used to Welsh nights.

In the summer months, Birmingham nights were pinkish. Streetlights fuzzed on one by one. The birds never seemed to rest, and I’d lie awake with one leg dangling, listening to them through my open window. Stars were hard to see there. My mother said that stars were the souls of babies that hadn’t been made yet. They were up there, hovering quietly, waiting to be picked out by mothers, brought down and turned into children. I didn’t really believe her, but I wanted to. When I asked about my father, she always went back to her theory on stars. I’d sit by the window with Dog, gaze up at the few lights bright enough to be seen, and wonder whose babies they’d be, what sort of life they’d have down on the ground with the rest of us.

Welsh evening wasn’t like that. It rolled down the valley like a fog. It was a proper darkness – as black as car oil or the inside of a letterbox. I looked for stars but there were none. As we pulled into the yard I saw someone standing there. I stared at my feet, at my holey red and grey trainers. I knocked my ankles together.

I knew my grandparents had come to visit me when I was born, that they bought me a cow mobile that hung in my bedroom for years and twirled when the radiator was on. They sent me pop-up birthday cards and pressed flowers, and my mother posted them photographs back. I knew she’d sent them my first school photograph – me, aged five, with unbrushable hair and no order to my freckles. I hadn’t wanted to smile for the camera. The teachers had coaxed me, pulled faces, and at the last minute, when everyone had grown tired of my pouting, I’d flashed my very best smile. My mother liked the picture. It made her laugh, and she used to keep it on the mantel-piece, next to the crispy dried rosebud and the well-thumbed postcard of Limerick Bay.

My grandmother opened the car door. She looked down at me with dark, thick-lashed eyes, and she lifted her hand to her mouth. I knew then that I looked terrible – swollen, sweaty, wretched and struggling in my woolly tights and heavy coat. I could smell the farmyard – straw, dung, petrol, the stench of dead water, the tang of wood smoke. I whimpered. I held out my hands and flexed my fingers at her, and she knelt down to unfasten me then. She worked quickly, with rough pink hands. I could see the down on the lobes of her ears, and the little grey strands in her hair. I felt her hands on my waist, and she lifted me and Dog and my duffel coat up, out of the car and into her arms. The skin on her neck was soft and warm. ‘Hello, Evangeline,’ she said, kissing my hair. ‘Hello.’ She wore a cream flowery blouse underneath a pale-blue jumper, and I grasped the collar with my fist, would not let it go. I breathed in the smell of her, and she said, ‘It’s OK, my love, it’s OK.’

She held me tightly, and I could feel her shaking.

Over her shoulder I saw the wind in the trees, heard the trees creaking, and my grandmother kept saying my name.




The Shoebox

Evangeline. Five consonants, five vowels. A hard name to be saddled with when learning to write joined-up. A hard name still, even at twenty-nine, since it takes me an age to spell it out over the phone, and I’ve been accused of making it up altogether before now. Men, in particular, pronounce it wrong. They rush into the word, tangle themselves up in it as if it were wire. Slowness, as with most things, is the key.

I used to hate it, of course. I wanted a name that didn’t pinch eyebrows together or have to be repeated. I longed for a name that could fit down the side of my lunchbox. Still, my mother liked it.

‘It’s good news, Miss Jones,’ they told her, as I was first handed over, gluey with cradle cap and pedalling the air. ‘A healthy girl. All her fingers and toes.’ The midwife smiled and whispered, ‘I take it the father’s a redhead?’

I was born in the Birmingham Maternity Hospital at three in the morning on New Year’s Day. Not the first Birmingham baby of the year, because a boy had been squeezed out in the next ward not long after midnight. But I was the first girl. ‘Special from the word go,’ my mother would say, knowing it soothed me when my skin hurt. ‘Number one, you were. And we sat together by the window watching the very first morning of the year.’

I felt she made the story prettier than it was, but that was fine by me. I liked picturing me, just a baby, all wrapped up and cosy, with my mother’s blue-black hair dropping round me.

Twenty-nine feels an important age. It has a seriousness to it, as though certain things will be lost to me once I’ve swung my leg over the stile into thirty. But like what? The few nightclubs I’ve been to I hated; fashion has always meant nothing; my only piercing has long since healed over into a small skin ball. Still, I know I’ve been viewed as wayward. I can see how I must have appeared during that first summer – solemn eyes beneath a thatch of hair, stubborn, solitary, ever my father’s daughter without even knowing it. Ever ready to break rules whilst flashing an innocent smile.

All the same, this age is a landmark. Last night, unable to sleep, I decided that if twenty-nine were a colour it would have to be red – the colour of the dragon, of Mr Phipps’s broken veins, of sour hawthorn berries: something to skirt round and respect. And I do respect it. How could I not, when so much will happen this year?

I’ve taken to hauling the worn brown armchair out of the back bedroom, across the landing, and next to the window above the porch. This is one of the few comfortable places left for me – my feet up on the windowsill, cushions in the small of my back, a mug of black tea, a notepad, a pen. Sometimes the cat joins me. She kneads my thighs as I write this story down.

And there’s plenty to see from here – our yard, our blue barn roof with the fields behind it, Tor-y-gwynt in the distance, our sheep, Welsh sky.

But this is not the best view. That comes from the old shepherd’s hut on the ridge. My castle. My mossy, windy outpost. I’d charge up there on clear days hoping to spy a distant, hazy Cardigan Bay. I’d lie in wait behind the stones for hikers or bird-watchers or deer, or a glimpse of Billy Macklin before he became my friend. And I had breezy picnics in that tussock grass, secret teenage cigarettes, long daydreams, and I hid there in rainstorms or when I just didn’t want to be found. The stars have always been amazing there. I’ve spent hours watching satellites glide. When Halley’s Comet blazed her ghostly way over our fields, she made my grandmother cry.

My strange first kiss. That, too, took place against those stones – a quick, dry, tasteless thing, barely a kiss at all. I remember not expecting it, how his teeth clinked against mine. I remember feeling cheated, even angry. I had no idea that there were far better kisses, from far better people, yet to come.

And my shepherd’s hut was one of the first places the policemen looked that summer, once they believed there was a body to be found.

That was a fierce July. It changed lives. It brought shadows into the village. Worry hung in lanes with the last of the foxgloves. The men grew dark half-moons under their arms, and we slept with our windows half open. But there was nothing to find on the ridge, of course – nothing except bog grass, snagged wool and my footprints. And that view. Even the police paused, shielded their eyes and gazed for a moment or two. From our wild rhubarb patch I saw them do it.

The hut is too much of a journey for me now. I walk like an old lady, and doze like one. Reverend Bickley found me napping two afternoons ago, and he looked anxious at having woken me. He knows all about back pain. Eighty-four and arthritic, almost doubled over, and yet he still preaches once a month at St Tysul’s, still exorcises when he has to, and he still makes the trip up here to check on me, although he always pretends he was just passing. He brings groceries I never asked for – leeks, dried apricots for iron, speckled pears from his own sagging tree. Those pears, though, are as lovely as they’ve ever been – juicy and yellow, with the warmth of summer still in them. I’ve learnt how to poach them in brandy, how to caramelise them and add them to cream, how to slice them, sugar them, and bake them in a pie. Or we just eat those pears as they are, Daniel and I – scooping out their flesh with our teeth, letting the juice run over our hands. I know the Reverend’s knock on the window – it’s soft, apologetic. And I know he misses my grandmother. I think he comes here to check that what’s left of her is still coping. Plus I suspect he gets lonely – no wife any more, no children, and a three-bedroomed house out on the road to Tregaron that was flooded not long ago when the Teifi and the Brych burst their banks and the rain just kept on coming.

I worry for him sometimes. When I can’t sleep I worry about his tired heart, and our tired farm, about fox kills and flystrike, sheep keds, nightshade, whether I can manage, whether I even want to any more, if it might not make more sense for Daniel and me to sell this place to someone else and move on, if it might not be better to turn from Wales, to leave everything that’s gone before – the ghosts, the mistakes, the trouble – to start a new life and a new millennium in a brand-new place, with a whole new, serious purpose.

Just six weeks. That’s all I have left of me, as I am. Not long. I count the minutes. I think of my grandparents, of the moss creeping onto their graves. I think of my mother. Of Billy. And I think of one man’s hands, his mouth on mine in a market in the rain, his smooth appendix scar.

Rosie. In Cae Tresaint her name still whispers under doors, waves through the bracken. How can she ever be laid to rest? Whenever I walk under our lime trees, for a moment I think I see her, with her gold hoops in her ears and her roller skates on. She’d be thirty-three now.

And as if that story is not enough, there’s one more that troubles me. It came back to me three nights ago – of how my mother, aged four, went missing on a day trip to the coast. My grandmother turned from a shop window to find her gone, and she darted down the seafront, screaming out, grabbing people, searching frantically for a girl in a lemon-yellow sundress with a lace trim. She called the police, wept and got sunburnt. She fell on the promenade and sliced open her knee. In the end, my mother was found in the penny arcade with jammy fingers and a missing shoe.

There are worse stories. For years this one meant nothing. But now it seems to tread after me. It makes me climb out of bed and snap on the light. I hear my grandmother’s warning in it – that there exists a violent, flame-hot, blade-sharp kind of fear. Nothing else can match it, she promised. It shakes you breathless. It turns you into a thing with teeth and claws. Just you wait, she said. You’ll see.

We all wait.

Someone pinned up a bead curtain in the porch yesterday to keep out the flies, and the Land Rover is clean for once, fuelled and ready. I can see it from the brown armchair. Daniel has painted the front bedroom a soft, eggshell yellow, and only this morning I came upstairs to find him running his thumb down the side of the doorframe, checking for splinters.

That’s something my mother would have done. Even on her quiet days, she watched out for the little dangers  – the rose thorns, the drawing pins, the things that might hurt me silently, without my even knowing it.

Fear is the price we pay for love. That’s the deal. Despite everything that’s happened, only now, with six weeks to go, can I see that.

In some ways I was an unobservant child. I failed to hear doorbells, ran in front of cars, and I caught a bad cold once from playing outside in wet weather. When my mother towelled me down, flashing her black eyes and demanding explanations, my answer was simple: I just hadn’t noticed the rain.

But there were times, too, when my mind was as hungry as blotting paper. Odd things left their mark. This troubled my mother. One afternoon, as she walked me back from school, I asked her where Mrs Everett got her rings from.

‘Mrs Everett?’

‘Uh-huh. The lady with the white dog. The one who used to push me in my pram when you had to go to work.’ I hopscotched over cracks in the pavement. ‘Where did she get her rings from?’

My mother slowed, curled a strand of hair behind her ear and stared at me. ‘You remember her? How could you remember her?’

‘All those glittery rings. Were they real, do you think?’

Only when we got home, when my mother had made a pot of tea and curled around me in front of the telly, did she say, ‘Mrs Everett was married three times. All her husbands died, you know. Those were her engagement rings.’

‘All of them died?’

‘All of them.’

I felt sorry for Mrs Everett, and told my mother so.

She blew over the top of her tea. ‘Perhaps she was lucky. Three men wanted to marry her. Some people don’t even find one.’

These were the things I stored away like humbugs in a jar. Nothing obvious – not faces, not stories they told, but the little bits of people that made no sense and left me wondering after lights out. When I thought of Mrs Barrett, my old teacher, all that came to me was her hat like a pancake and how she swept the puddles at break time. That bothered me – where did the puddles go? Terry Mulligan was my best friend for a week because he was double-jointed. Mrs Sima Singh at the end of our road made no noise when she sneezed; she just put the back of her hand up to her nose and shuddered.

My first partner, too, is a good example of how my brain works. I was fifteen; he was blond. I can’t remember his surname, but I know he had a broken rib – a legacy from years in a rugby scrum. Under his shirt I found it – a jagged bone that was cool to touch, and smooth. It gently bumped against me. It fitted the palm of my hand.

As for my mother, her name was Bronwen, and she died when her heart stopped for no reason – it can happen, I’ve since been told. Her birthday was in April, and she was always happiest when the blossom in the road was out for it – she’d fill old coffee jars with their blooms. She danced dreamily in the kitchen to radio songs; she sang with a Welsh accent. She used to ride horses, and missed doing so. She had a birthmark at the base of her spine that she hated. When she was upset, I sometimes saw her hit herself there, as if it was all the birthmark’s fault. I didn’t understand that. I’d trip after her, anxious, hoping she’d stop. The mark was the colour of toffee and the shape of a boat and I liked it. I looked for it whenever she bent down.

She wore mascara sometimes. I clapped when she peeled apples in one go, and I was always impressed that a grown-up could still do backbends, even though there were solemn cracking noises every time she tried. Her cigarettes left a carroty patch on her right middle finger. She wore a silver bell around her neck – the only charm left from a bracelet she lost whilst still in Wales, before she was my mother. That bell tinkled when she ran. I knew, too, that the bathroom was her favourite room for crying in, that she thought I couldn’t hear her over the gurgling of the cistern filling back up. But I did. I’d dawdle on the landing, sticking limbs through the banisters, listening to the two different watery noises choking away in the room next door.

One lunch time, when I was five, as I steered my Fisher Price lorry over the carpet tiles I saw something under her bed. It was a brown shoebox wrapped in coloured elastic bands. She screamed when she saw me picking my way into it. ‘Give that here! Give it to me, Evie! What were you thinking? Never touch this, do you hear? It’s not yours!’ She whipped the box up and clutched it as if it were a brand-new baby that I’d been prodding too hard. I blinked, then wailed. Under her bed became a dangerous place after that.

Nor was I allowed to peep into her handbag, but I did anyway. It was full of wonderful things – sticky lip salve in a pot, flowered hairgrips, the photo of a man with the sun in his hair, her white headache pills, her rubbery red dragon key ring.

Most people thought she was lovely. Our postman particularly did. He rocked on his heels when she laughed with him, and always asked her how the little one was. Mrs Willis told me she was an angel, although I quietly doubted this since angels were honey-haired in my picture books, not dark smoky women with shoeboxes under the bed and a job making fried eggs for people. Still, Mrs Willis believed it. When I ran over her daffodils without thinking, she tutted, picked up the broken ones and wrapped them in newspaper for me to take home to my mother. ‘A bright little something,’ she said, ‘for that saint of a mother of yours.’

The man who drove the ice-cream van always looked at my mother for too long. If she ever bought a cone from him he’d shower it with extra sprinkles, wink, and then lean right out of his window to catch a last glimpse of her swinging black hair. I never liked that. I sensed a danger to it, and one Bank Holiday, out of the blue, I unscrewed the valves on his tyres and vowed never to buy his ice pops again. I saved all my fifty-pence pieces instead, dropping them into an old flowerpot, dreaming of space hoppers and fluorescent little moons and stars that I could stick on my ceiling above my bed. My own night sky, for when I couldn’t sleep. Whether it was a lie or not, I liked to peep at the stars from under my blankets, to believe that I secretly came from there.

But Mrs Saunders didn’t like my mother. Nor did the woman who shovelled the chips in the chip shop. Some of the women didn’t, Mrs Willis told me, because human beings could be bitter things. ‘Jealousy,’ she assured me, ‘pure and simple.’

I pondered this in my den by the train tracks, not quite sure what my mother had that made other women so snappy or thin-eyed. Maybe it was the birthmark, or the white scarf that felt rabbity, or the way she got extra toppings on her ice-creams. I couldn’t work it out. I was too young to understand beauty, and what it could do. Not even when Mrs Saunders came round one night, hammering on the door and screaming at us, did it make any sense. She ranted and sobbed and threw a jar of tree blossom at the wall. The jar smashed. The house shook. ‘Evie, to bed,’ said my mother.

Afterwards, she came up and tucked me in. I smelt her warmth, her jasmine. ‘Why was she angry?’ I asked.

‘Because she’s unhappy, and she’s scared. But’ – she kissed my head – ‘it’s not our fault. It’s got nothing to do with us
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