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About the Book

This is the story of what happens when Issy Bradley dies.


It is the story of Ian – husband, father, maths teacher and Mormon bishop – and his unshakeable belief that everything will turn out all right if he can only endure to the end, like the pioneers did. It is the story of his wife Claire’s lonely wait for a sign from God and her desperate need for life to pause while she comes to terms with what’s happened.


It is the story of the agony and hope of Zippy Bradley’s first love. The story of Alma Bradley’s cynicism and reluctant bravery. And it is the story of seven-year-old Jacob. His faith is bigger than a mustard seed, probably bigger than a toffee bonbon and he’s planning to use it to mend his broken family with a miracle.


Incredibly moving, unexpectedly funny and so sharply observed it will make you feel as if you could pick the woodchip off the bedroom wall, A SONG FOR ISSY BRADLEY explores the outer reaches of doubt and faith. But mostly it’s a story about a family trying to work out how to carry on when their world has fallen apart.


About the Author

Carys Bray was brought up in a devout Mormon family. In her early thirties she left the church and replaced religion with writing. She was awarded the Scott prize for her debut short story collection Sweet Home. A Song for Issy Bradley is her first novel. She lives in Southport with her husband and four children.


Also by Carys Bray
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For Ailsa and Robert, with thanks


For my soul delighteth in the song of the heart; yea, the song of the righteous is a prayer unto me, and it shall be answered with a blessing upon their heads.

(Doctrine and Covenants 25:12)


FOOTPRINTS IN THE SAND

November


Claire dreams she is walking along a beach with the Lord. She cannot humble herself and speak nicely so they progress in silence. The sand is hard and damp, puddled in places; its ripples bump her bare feet. They walk until He stops and presses a gentle hand to her arm.

‘Please come back. I love you.’

The words whisper along the tiny hairs of Claire’s inner ear. Did someone sneak into the bedroom, touch her arm and murmur, I love you? She lies as still as she can, in case someone is there, hoping to talk to her. If they think she is asleep they will go away and leave her alone.

She continues to feign sleep as she listens to the morning noises. The radiators pop and clank, a kitchen cupboard slams shut and she hears the unintelligible rumble of voices downstairs. The room feels empty, the air undisturbed. When the children breathe they puff air out of their noses like little steam engines. She holds her breath until her stomach is tight and her ears are thrumming. Nothing. No one. She tries to relax, to unfasten the tension in her muscles and soak back into the mattress. Why did she have to wake up just as the Lord started to speak? She attempts to switch her ears off, breathes deeply, slowly, and imagines herself back on the beach. It doesn’t work. Eventually she gives up and occupies herself with a thought that flutters through her mind like a little biplane, trailing a banner of scripture in its wake: Behold, I have dreamed a dream; or in other words, I have seen a vision.

The front door closes and Claire hides under the covers for a little longer in case anyone returns for an overlooked lunch box or a forgotten PE kit. Once she is certain no one is coming back, she unwraps her bedcover cocoon. The room tilts as she stands and she holds onto the top rail of the bunk for a moment, eyes squeezed shut. Once the ground steadies she tiptoes along the landing to her own room, drags an old pair of trackie bottoms off the floor and balances against the wall as she pulls them on. Then she heads back along the landing and down the stairs, tucking her nightie into the elastic waistband as she goes. Her coat is hanging on the bottom stair post; she takes it and retrieves her pink wellies from the shoe tidy.

She opens the door. The fresh air is cool and smells of composting leaves, mud and damp wood.

She walks down the empty drive, and when she reaches the gatepost, she looks back. She doesn’t have her key; perhaps it doesn’t matter.

The house is tall, narrow and slightly hunched. It’s the mid-terrace in a squeeze of three 1920s mock-Tudor properties. There are two windows on each of the three storeys, every one criss-crossed with lead squares, making the house seem short-sighted and elderly. The front door is chunky and panelled. Its black paint is peeling away in plastic-sharp shards. Ian’s new slate sign hangs next to it, inscribed in white enamel: The Place. He ordered it before – in the summer. And when it arrived everyone stood outside and watched him drill holes into the brick while he sang a hymn: We’ll find the place which God for us prepared, Far away in the west. Where none shall come to hurt or make afraid, There the saints will be blessed! The sign is a half-serious joke. ‘This is the place,’ Ian says as he reverses the car onto the drive; the same words the prophet Brigham Young is supposed to have uttered on entering the Salt Lake Valley with the Mormon pioneers. The sign makes Ian happy; he grins as he passes it. Claire used to think stripping the front door and painting it red would make her happy.

She heads in the direction of the beach. It feels strange to be outside and expose her waxy skin to the weather for the first time in weeks. She keeps going and eventually reaches the undulating road that divides the marsh. The road was built on rubbish, purportedly hardcore, but contractors fly-tipped uncompacted household waste into the open cavity during its construction. As the waste settled, the road sank and crested, and it waves through the marsh like a tarmac sea. Claire has always called it the Bumpy Road. Even on a beautiful day like today when sharp blue sky and autumn sunshine distract from the creep of winter, it’s windy here.

At the top of the Bumpy Road there’s a birdwatching viewpoint that isn’t much more than a section of green fencing with peepholes. She peers through one of the holes. There’s a board attached to the fence showing images of birds. She looks at the water and thinks she can see black-and-white avocets like the one pictured. It seems right to be surrounded by birds at a time like this. After all, birds have always been messengers and comforters; a dove helped Noah determine the end of the flood and a raven took care of Elijah in the desert. She thinks about the selfless swallow in The Happy Prince and the nightingale that sacrificed itself in order to create a red rose. Several seagulls fly towards the beach and she remembers another story about birds, the miracle of the gulls. It happened in Utah not long after the first pioneers settled. Crops were being eaten by locusts or crickets, something like that, and the pioneers prayed and prayed until flocks of seagulls descended and ate all the pests. People believe the Lord made the seagulls intervene and, as seagulls don’t seem to be naturally helpful birds, perhaps He did. She follows the seagulls and crosses the coastal road to the car park at the edge of the beach.

The sea is still at least a couple of miles away, but she can feel the motion of its waves in her chest as she crosses the car park, and each undulation brings a small, unexpected surge of happiness. Overhead a swarm of starlings begins a red-arrow swoop. They whip through the sky like feathery fireworks and as she stops to watch, a swell of emotion breaks in her chest and trickles from her eyes.

She walks past a couple of cars that probably belong to the dog walkers on the track ahead and an elderly couple in a camper van, drinking from Thermos flasks. She follows a slight incline to the Sandwinning Track. There’s a bright, new warning sign at the gateway. Caution: Ribble Estuary Cockling. She knows the tides here are dangerous; the sea sneaks behind people, filling imperceptible dips in the mudflats, rolling in like a lake, and there is quicksand. Just last week the front of the local newspaper carried the story of another rescue.

Her wellies scuff the stony track and she hears cars whoosh behind her as they race along the coastal road. It was much quieter in her dream. To her left, in the distance, the pier needles its way from the promenade out onto the bare sand. Inland, she can see the tips of buildings and the pyramid of steel suspension cables supporting the Marine Way Bridge. To her right she can see Blackpool. And if she squints she can see the thin curve of a roller coaster. It seems like she could walk there. People have tried and some of them have drowned.

The track is sandier now, damp and sticky; gritty, like cake mix. It’s stamped with a network of prints. There are wide tyre marks from cockling vehicles and thinner tracks from bicycles. There are footprints, paw prints and birds’ prints, some tiny, others surprisingly large, pronged like windmill blades. As she continues, the texture of the sand changes; it is speckled with a mosaic of broken shell pieces which draw her towards the sea like a trail of breadcrumbs.

She stops walking when she sees a discarded net. It’s red like the little bags that hold oranges, and half full of tiny cockles; silver bells and cockle shells – she remembers singing the nursery rhyme to the children. She prises one open with her thumbnails and when it unlocks like a little mouth she thinks of the children again, of trying to insert toothbrushes past pursed lips. Inside the shell is a brown jelly splodge of clam. She lifts it to her nose, smells the sea and then drops it.

As she walks further she can hear birds calling. It’s rockier underfoot and the track is strewn with debris that the sea has spat out. The sand grows muddy and it sucks at her feet, slowing her pace. A dog barks and she glances back. In the far distance, she can see the hill summit of Rivington Pike. She remembers stories where people built towers and climbed mountains in order to talk to God. Rivington must be more than twenty-five miles away and apart from several railway bridges the town is flat. She could have walked to a railway bridge and she has imagined doing so several times in recent weeks, but this morning’s dream has made things clear. When she woke she knew where her exchange with God should take place.

The dog starts to run towards her, shaggy hair streaming in its wake like wings. It’s only a puppy, an animal that’s bursting with mindless affection. It jumps up and wipes sandy paws on her coat.

‘I’m so sorry. Down, Bingley, down!’ The man squelches through the last patch of marshy track. He tries to grab the dog by its collar while it licks the rubber of his wellies. ‘Who’s a bad dog? You are, aren’t you? Yes, you are! Oh God. He’s got mud all over your coat.’ He ruffles the dog’s floppy ears and attaches a lead to its collar.

‘Don’t worry.’ Claire’s voice sounds rough and discordant. Her tongue is thick and the roof of her mouth is sticky.

‘You’d better get it in the wash, or it’ll stain. You turning back now?’

‘I’m heading on.’

‘You want to be careful out here. Got a mobile?’

She hasn’t, but she nods.

‘Keep looking around. Make sure the sea’s not snuck in behind you, the tide’s a bastard!’

She raises her hand slightly to indicate goodbye and the man does the same. She watches him and the dog walk away for a moment. He seems to sense her gaze and he stops and turns.

‘Lovely day for it,’ he calls.

She heads on, unbuttoning her coat as she walks. Her nightie has slipped out of one side of her trackies, so she untucks it and lets it fall to her knees. Ian would say the beautiful weather is a Tender Mercy, a manifestation of the Lord’s capacity for reassurance and comfort. She hopes so, but it’s hard to know. Ian believes the good things are heaven-sent and the bad are arbitrary. She isn’t sure what she believes any more. She keeps walking in the direction of the sea and suddenly, in the squinting distance, beyond the endless corrugations of sand, she thinks she can see its shimmer. She increases her pace, forbids herself from looking left, or right, or behind, and it soon begins to feel as if she is all alone in the world.


Book One

ALL IS WELL

September


1
Birthday boy

Jacob wakes up early. He isn’t sure why at first and then he remembers it’s his birthday, which makes his stomach tip like a Slinky. It’s still dark, the thick kind that hides your hands from you. He lies quietly for a few moments, willing morning to get nearer.

‘Issy, are you awake?’

He listens for a reply. The sound of his heartbeat pulses in his ears and he gives them a hard rub. The bunk bed creaks as he sits up to lean over the side.

‘Issy. Issy.’

Issy makes a little noise and the bed creaks; not him this time, she must have turned over.

‘It’s my birthday, Issy!’

‘I’m asleep.’

‘You’re not, you’re awake now. Go on, say happy birthday to me.’

‘I don’t feel good.’

‘I’m the birthday boy!’

‘Shush.’

‘Happy birthday to me! Happy birthday to me!’ He waits for Issy to wish him happy birthday and rubs his ears again – they are thrumming with the darkness. ‘I’m going to get up. Want to sneak downstairs with me?’

He climbs down the ladder and stands next to the bottom bunk. Issy’s silence suggests she has slipped back to sleep, so he opens the bedroom door and creeps out onto the landing. He sneaks along the corridor and peeps his head around Al’s half-closed door. There’s no sign of life so he sneaks a little further. Mum and Dad have shut their door and the stairs up to Zippy’s room are too squeaky to risk. He turns back and tiptoes down the stairs, remembering to stand in the quiet places. He goes into the lounge and switches on the television. He turns the volume down to number eight and flicks from channel to channel. It’s too early for children’s programmes, so he finds the news. There’s a clock in the corner of the screen: ten past five. He decides to watch a DVD.

His favourite cartoon at the moment is one from the Book of Mormon collection. It’s the story of Ammon who goes on a mission to the savage Lamanites. The Lamanites don’t wear many clothes and they’ve got red and blue war paint on their chests and faces. They capture Ammon and take him to their king. The king is called Lamoni and he is fierce, with two long plaits, blue earrings and a feathery hairband. King Lamoni agrees to let Ammon be a servant and he tells Ammon to look after the sheep. One day some wicked men come and try to steal the king’s sheep. Ammon is completely brave. At first he uses a sling and some stones to shoot at the men like in David and Goliath, but eventually Ammon gets fed up with firing stones and he pulls out his sword and chops the men’s arms off. Chop! Chop! Chop! Jacob slides off the sofa, steps over Issy’s Cinderella beanbag and rummages in the toy box for Al’s old lightsabre. Chop! Chop! Chop! He chops along with Ammon and the Lamanites’ arms break off like twigs. Serve them right! The servants take the arms back to the king in a bag and he opens the bag and says, ‘Yes, these are arms all right.’ The king thinks Ammon must be the Great Spirit, but Ammon says he is just a messenger. The king is so pleased with the bag of arms that he listens to Ammon’s message about Heavenly Father. In the end, everyone is happy – except for the men with no arms, of course.

The story of Ammon is a true story from the Book of Mormon, which means it tells people something Heavenly Father wants them to know. Jacob lies down on the sofa and thinks about what he knows as the music plays and the credits roll: stealing sheep is bad, swords are dangerous, and fighting might be OK if you do it for the right reasons.

Mum comes down just after seven o’clock.

‘Hello, birthday boy. What are you doing down here?’

‘I woke up and then I couldn’t get back to sleep.’

‘You daft thing.’ Mum wraps her arms around him and gives him a squeezy kiss. ‘Let’s make breakfast, shall we?’

They make pancakes. What an ace start to his birthday! Mum lets him crack the eggs. She doesn’t get cross when the shells shatter into the mixture and she does extra tosses before putting the pancakes in a dish in the oven to keep warm.

‘Shall we sing a song, Mum? Shall we? I’ll pick – I’m the birthday boy! Let’s sing “Here We Are Together”.’

Mum laughs. ‘Not that one, you always pick it! Tell you what, you sing while I finish doing this.’ She pours more mixture into the pan and Jacob starts to sing.

Here we are together, together, together,

Here we are together in our family.

There’s Mum and Dad and Zippy and Alma and Jacob and Issy

And here we are together in our family.

Mum opens the oven door and slips the new pancake into the big dish. ‘Lovely singing,’ she says in the way she always does, even when he forgets the words and loses the up and down of the tune.

‘Will you tell me a story now?’ He climbs onto the kitchen table and sits with his bare feet resting on the seat of one of the chairs. He sniffs the burny smell of hot oil and feels a fizz of birthday happiness in his tummy. ‘Tell me the story of when I was born.’

‘Well, once upon a time, exactly seven years ago today,’ Mum begins, and she recites his story while she opens the cupboards to find syrup, chocolate sauce, lemon juice and sugar.

She jumps when the telephone rings and Jacob climbs off the table and wraps his arms around her waist as she answers it. He billows his face into her pillowy middle, closes his eyes and squeezes extra tight. He holds his breath and pretends his supersonic strength can stick her to the spot.

‘Hello, Sister Anderson. No, of course you’re not a nuisance.’

Jacob knows what’s coming next. If he had a big sword he could chop Sister Anderson’s arms off and then she wouldn’t be able to use the telephone.

‘Well, it’s Jacob’s birthday. But … yes, of course, just a moment. I’ll go and get him.’

Jacob doesn’t let go of Mum when she attempts to move. She tucks the phone under her chin and tries to unfasten his arms.

‘Jacob.’

He holds on, even though he knows it’s silly, even though he knows he will make her cross. Mum pulls the phone out from under her chin and covers the mouthpiece with her hand.

‘Stop it. Let go. Now.’

‘But what about my presents? Has Dad got to go? He’s already missing my party, he can’t go out now as well! Am I going to have to wait until he gets back before I can open anything?’

‘Let go.’

He lets his hands flop to his sides and stands statue-still, pulling his saddest face. But Mum isn’t having it. She shakes her head then goes upstairs.

It’s suddenly lonely in the kitchen. Jacob hears the low rumble of Dad’s voice through the ceiling. He suspects Dad is going to miss the birthday pancakes and he tries to think of something to make him stay. He knows please won’t be enough because Dad likes to follow the rules. If he is going to stop him, he will have to come up with a bigger, more important rule than the one about helping people, a rule that will trump the saying Dad always repeats when he has to disappear at important moments: Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these, my brethren, ye have done it unto me. Mum has an easier way of saying the almost same thing: Do as you would be done by. Jacob thinks about the best way to persuade Dad – Inasmuch as you have stayed to eat breakfast with me on my birthday, you have done it unto Jesus. But it sounds cheeky. He wishes Dad was the kind of person who would say, ‘No, I’m sorry I can’t come. If it’s an emergency, you must call the police or the fire brigade because today is Jacob’s birthday.’ But he knows Dad isn’t that kind of man because Dad has already said, ‘Of course I’ll come to a missionary meeting on Saturday. I’ll miss Jacob’s party, but I’m sure he’ll understand.’

Jacob looks at the casserole dish of pancakes through the glass of the oven door and decides that after he has died and gone to live in the Celestial Kingdom, when he is actually in charge of his own world, he will make it a commandment for dads to stay at home on their children’s birthdays. And if they don’t, he will send a prophet to chop their arms off.

Issy wakes up with achy arms. When she opens her eyes, they are full of lightning icicles. She tries to get out of bed and discovers that there isn’t much breath in her tummy. She wonders if part of her has popped in the night, like a balloon.


2
Diabolical sins

Zippy stares at the textured wallpaper on the ceiling. It’s old and ugly but Dad won’t strip it in case the plaster comes off too. His voice floats up the stairs along with the smell of something cooking; he’s probably talking to Sister Anderson, no one else would dream of calling at this time on a Saturday. She can’t make out Dad’s words, but she hopes he’s saying no. She rolls onto her side, tucks her knees up to her chest and shucks the covers past her shoulder. It’s beginning to get cooler in the mornings and the air feels damp. Behind the curtains, the latticed windows are probably streaked with condensation. She slips an arm out of the covers and feels on the floor beside the bed for Persuasion. She opens the page with the folded corner: You pierce my soul. I am half agony, half hope … When she reaches the end, she sighs and takes a deep sniff of the soft, yellowed pages then she closes the book and places it on the pillow beside her.

The phone is sure to have woken everyone and it won’t be long before Issy slips into the room and dives under the covers in a tangle of chatter and fierce hugs. Zippy listens for the scamper of her feet on the stairs but the house is quiet again. She yawns, rubs her eyes and glances at the poster on the wall – Kindness Begins With Me. She made it herself, collaging the letters with strips torn out of the free newspaper, a reminder of her goal to be kind to everyone, even Alma. She isn’t supposed to use Blu-tack because it leaves greasy marks, but no one has said anything and the wallpaper isn’t worth protecting – it’s that horrible lumpy stuff that looks like it’s been spattered with sawdust. Sometimes she asks Mum what the paper is called because whenever Mum mentions woodchip she does a funny dance and sings a song about living in small houses and meeting up in the year 2000 and it’s clear, just for a moment, that before she turned into Mum she was someone else, someone who knew the words to songs, someone who liked to dance.

Zippy sits up in bed and stretches. Last night’s visual aid is dangling from the coat hook on the back of her bedroom door. It’s a hanger, one of those white, lacy, padded ones that old people like. A little piece of heart-shaped card is suspended from the hook and it reads: Hang onto your values … Hang onto your goals … Hang onto your testimony … So some day you can hang your wedding dress on me. All the girls got a special hanger, and a poster of a bride standing outside the Temple which says, If This Isn’t Your Castle, You’re Not My Prince. The boys didn’t get anything.

Sister Campbell was in charge last night. Sister Valentine would have done a nicer presentation, but she isn’t married, so she had to sit at the front of the chapel in her best dress and nod while Sister Campbell spoke. It was a shame Sister Valentine didn’t have anywhere better to go on a Friday night, especially as she’d made a real effort and put lots of make-up on. She looked quite nice from a distance, but when she held the chapel door open for everyone and said, ‘Come in! Welcome!’ Zippy could see she hadn’t exfoliated before she applied foundation and her forehead was rutted like the fine side of a cheese grater.

Sister Campbell didn’t help with doors and she didn’t welcome anyone. She just stood at the front of the chapel and waited, her long hair in its usual plait, dangling past her bottom like the tail on a coonskin cap. Long hair can be beautiful, but there is something taxidermical about Sister Campbell’s plaited rope. A couple of years ago there were some polygamists from Texas on the news and the women all had long hair and high, stern foreheads; they looked as if they might break if they laughed; they looked like Sister Campbell.

Zippy hovered by the chapel doors while she waited for Adam Carmichael to sit down – half agony, half hope. He plonked himself on the front row beside his dad and then he turned and waved and patted the empty space on the pew beside him. She hurried to the front and Mum and Dad followed.

Brother and Sister Campbell were supposed to present Standards Night together, that’s the way it works, but Brother Campbell only spoke for five minutes at the end to remind the boys that porn is everywhere: online and in the Next catalogue. Sister Campbell spent the majority of the night talking about the things girls need to know.

‘Stand up please, girls,’ she said after the opening prayer. ‘Before you go out every morning you must check your clothes. You can do this by singing “Heads, Shoulders, Knees and Toes” in front of the mirror. Tonight you can practise in front of the young men and your parents.’

Zippy’s T-shirt rose when she raised her hands and she wondered whether Adam could see her bare skin. It slipped back down as she touched her shoulders, but she felt it lift again as she bent to touch her knees and while her hands were resting on her toes Dad murmured, ‘You’ll have to get rid of that top, I can see your back.’

When she sat down there seemed to be less space on the pew and her leg ended up pressed against Adam’s. He leaned in to whisper, ‘You look cold.’ And then, while Sister Campbell talked about the importance of subjecting skirts to The Sit-Down Test and The Sunlight Check, he rubbed his hand along her goosebumped arm, which wasn’t in the slightest bit helpful as he had made her shiver in the first place.

‘Girls who choose to be modest choose to be respected. If you check your clothes every day before you go out, you will never be walking pornography. I’m sure none of you want to be responsible for putting bad thoughts into men’s heads. Please think about the men,’ Sister Campbell said.

So Zippy did. She thought about men; with Adam’s thigh pressed up against hers and his warm fingers rubbing her arm it was hard to think of anything else.

The quiet of the house is broken by the slam of the front door which means Dad has gone to help whoever was on the phone. Zippy can hear Mum coming up the stairs, plod, plod, plod; a moment of quiet as she pads along the first-floor landing and then the glum sound of her feet again, plod, plod, plod.

Mum knocks first, she always does, and then she opens the door and peers around it. She looks tired and old. There are purple smudges under her eyes and grey streaks whisker the hair at her temples. Zippy has told her to dye it like Lauren’s mum, but she says it’s too expensive.

‘Could you get up? Dad’s gone out, Issy’s still asleep and Alma won’t budge. Jacob’s desperate to eat some pancakes. He wanted everyone to have breakfast together.’

‘OK.’

‘And after breakfast will you help Issy get ready while I go to Asda? Dad was supposed to be here so I’d planned on him helping out, but –’

‘Aw, Mum, I’ve got homework.’

‘Please.’

Zippy glances at the home-made poster on the wall. Kindness leads to all sorts of blessings. Lauren calls blessings karma. She got really into it during the Buddhism topic in Year 9 and she still goes on about it; the right kind of pizza in the canteen, a treat from her mum, Jordan Banks saying ‘Hello’ – all karma, according to Lauren. But she’s wrong; when good stuff happens it’s not a cosmic mystery, it’s the natural consequences of good works and faith.

‘OK, OK,’ she says. The words leak into a yawn and while she stretches her arms high to lever the stale air out, Mum comes in properly. She drifts past the bed to open the curtains and unfasten the wet windows; a slice of autumn breeze arrows past the gaps and the sound of seagull caws and the squawked conversations of geese seep into the room. Mum stands there staring at the changing tress in the park across the road and it seems like a good opportunity to ask.

‘You know what you did during Standards Night?’ Zippy pauses, relieved to have begun and nervous about how to continue. ‘Well, it made me wonder …’

Mum turns and tries a smile but her lips don’t lift properly. She steps away from the window and twizzles her wedding ring with her thumb. ‘I’m sorry, I couldn’t just sit there,’ she says.

Zippy waits for her to continue, but Mum tilts her head slightly and adopts the quizzical expression she wears on Sunday afternoons when she asks, ‘What did you learn at church today?’ an expression that seems to have very little to do with listening and a lot to do with deciding, as if she’s making up her mind whether she agrees.

Sometimes Dad jokes that Mum could write a fifth gospel, The Gospel According to Claire, and he has to remind her not to look beyond the mark. Zippy doesn’t want to hear an instalment of The Gospel According to Claire, but there are things she would like to know, things she is beginning to feel curious about; small things such as the name of Mum’s first boyfriend. But Mum rarely begins sentences with ‘I’ and she frequently changes the subject when she is asked about herself.

‘No one’s perfect, Zipporah. People make mistakes.’

Zippy stares at Mum’s hand, at her thumb as it sneaks around the back of her ring finger and flicks the diamond round and round and round. Mum’s got crocodile hands; they’re bumped by bluey-green veins and her skin is dry and scaly. Zippy wonders how long her hands have looked like that. Mr McLean said in Biology that the cells of the human body are replaced every seven to ten years. That means all of Mum, except for her cerebral cortex, is literally a different person from the one that met and fell in love with Dad. Maybe that’s how repentance works, a sort of gradual baptism of skin and tissue, the shedding of the old self and the cultivation of the new.

‘Perhaps there is an ideal way to live,’ Mum says. ‘I suppose I can get behind that, but is it helpful to punish people who don’t live up to that ideal? We don’t live in an ideal world.’

Zippy already knows the world is not ideal, Mum is just changing the subject and two can play at that game. ‘Well, our house is definitely not ideal. We’ve got that stuff on the wall – what’s it called?’ she asks and waits for Mum to cheer up and sing the woodchip song.

‘It’s called paper.’

‘Aw, Mum.’

‘I’m not talking about houses. I’m talking about people’s lives.’

‘OK, OK.’ She’ll ask again later, after Jacob’s party, when the day is winding down and things are more relaxed. ‘Was it Sister Anderson on the phone?’

Mum nods.

‘What’s up with her now?’

‘Oh, I don’t know.’

‘I wish she’d go away.’

‘Zipporah.’

‘Well, I do. She’s always bothering us. I’ll be down in a bit.’

Mum pulls the door closed behind her and Zippy listens to the steady rhythm of her feet as she heads down to the first-floor landing, past the other bedrooms and down the next flight of stairs, plod, plod, plod. She snuggles back under the covers, flicks Persuasion open, rereads Captain Wentworth’s letter and thinks Half agony, half hope; that’s exactly what it’s like being in love. Every gesture, touch and word has to be weighed and measured and placed on one side of the scales: he loves me, he loves me not; half agony, half hope. Poor Anne Elliot has to wait ages to get married; she’s entirely given up on ever finding happiness when Wentworth reappears – perhaps Sister Valentine would like Persuasion, it might give her hope. She’s getting old and when she talks about being unmarried she does this brave, windscreen-wiper grin. She did it each time someone caught her eye last night, which was quite often as she was sitting at the front, facing everyone. It made Zippy feel horribly sorry for her so she lowered her gaze but then she noticed the way Sister Valentine’s feet plumped out of her shoes like sugar puffs and the sorry feeling got worse. She looked up at Sister Campbell instead. No one could ever feel sorry for Sister Campbell.

‘What’s the worst sin you can commit?’ she asked as she opened her presentation. Parents waited for their children to answer and the silence stretched uncomfortably until Zippy plunged into it.

‘Murder.’

‘No.’ Sister Campbell pursed her lips and shook her head. It was clear she was pleased to hear the wrong answer. ‘Denying the Holy Ghost is the worst sin, followed by murder. What sin is next to murder in seriousness?’ She rapped the book she was holding into the palm of one hand and it made a thwack like a fist. ‘Come on!’

‘Adultery?’

‘Assault?’

‘Stealing?’

‘No, no, no.’ Sister Campbell was triumphant. She opened the book and began to read about the diabolical crimes of sexual impurity.

Mum’s hand fluttered for a moment and then she raised it high. Sister Campbell stopped reading.

‘Yes, Sister Bradley?’

‘You know I wasn’t raised in the Church, so it’s possible I don’t know …’

Sister Campbell nodded her agreement that Mum likely didn’t know.

‘… but, I think that might be an old quotation,’ Mum continued, her hand partially raised in a way that simultaneously protected her head. ‘The word diabolical seems a bit … much.’

Sister Campbell flicked to the front of the book. ‘It was published in 1992. Not particularly old, I’d say.’

Mum’s hand was still shielding her head; she looked like she was expecting Sister Campbell to belt her, but she carried on.

‘I do think twenty years is quite a long –’

‘God is the same yesterday, today and forever; we know that from the scriptures, Sister Bradley, don’t we? Let’s have an object lesson.’

Sister Campbell likes object lessons. Once, she brought a dartboard to church and everyone had to take aim at a target she had Blu-tacked to the board. At the end of the lesson she peeled the paper target away from the board and on its underside was a picture of Jesus’ face, smiling out through the perforations – ‘This is what you do to Jesus every time you sin,’ she said.

Last night she reached into her home-made scripture case to pull out a stick of Wrigley’s Doublemint gum. ‘Who would like this?’

No one said anything. Everyone suspected a trick.

‘You would, wouldn’t you, Zipporah?’

Zippy shook her head but then thought better of it and nodded. Sister Campbell stripped away the foil wrapping, put the gum in her own mouth and chewed loudly.

‘Mmm. Delicious.’ She reached into her mouth and pulled out the chewed gum. ‘There you are, Zipporah,’ she said. ‘Come on up and get it, it’s all yours.’

Zippy gave a surprised laugh and a couple of other people joined in.

‘It’s no laughing matter. These are the fruits of sexual immorality.’ Sister Campbell held the gum out and shook her hand for emphasis. ‘Who wants dirty, chewed gum?’

The laughter stopped. Mum whispered something to Dad, who shook his head. Mum poked him, and when he ignored her, she stood up. Zippy assumed she was popping out to go to the loo, but she stepped forward and joined Sister Campbell. They stood side by side, Mum nervously twizzling her wedding ring as Sister Campbell’s face set into
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This is happiness, Clover thinks as she hefts the watering can and an old bucket. The clear arc of sky. The melty sun. The hum of insects. The smell of growing. The reds and browns of the fences dividing the Tetris pattern of plots. Every shade of green. The warm air. Her heaving effort. The way the stones crunch under her trainers and the dust rises, coating her bare legs.

She moves with deliberate, tightrope concentration, shoulder blades cresting like sails as water laps the containers’ edges and she tenses to avoid spillage. No one else is here, because it’s the hottest part of the day. Dad would prefer her to wait until the evenings when it’s cool and the water doesn’t evaporate. But mosquitoes descend as the temperature drops, and their bites weal and burn, even when she manages not to scratch. Once, she had to go to the walk-in centre because her ankle went all balloony, and Dad had kittens, literally. So she will water in the day, when the allotments are empty and the sun toasts the topsoil into a dense crust. This is work, she thinks. This is doing. Her face is slick and buttery in the heat. She licks her lips and tastes salt. School is finished and the summer is hers. All of it.

She uses the can first, and when it is empty she refills it with water from the bucket. She waters the onions, already big enough to fill the palm of one of Dad’s hands, and then the carrots. She gives the peas, their curly stalks yellow and crispy, an extra helping, by way of apology for coming at this time of day. Although something got to the cabbages and they looked like skeletons within days of being planted out, they have, to an extent, recovered and are growing sparsely, three or four leaves to each plant. She sprinkles the last of the water over them and then scuffs back down the dusty track to the tap, empty can and bucket swinging.

She listens to the tumble of the water as it fills the can. Little spits splash her legs, damping the dust to dirt. Just before the water spills over, she twists the tap shut. Then she lifts the can aside, replaces it with the bucket and lets the water go again. When the bucket is full and the tap is tight, all is quiet. It’s only as she walks back down the path that her ears rediscover the whisper and throb of the living things.

She waters the pumpkin plants. Her idea, for Halloween. Their leaves are rhubarb-ish and furry, the papery petal fingers of the remaining yellow flowers still clenched, like fists. She waters the potatoes and the different types of broccoli, and when she has finished, she hides the empty can under the corner of a large square of carpet that Dad has placed over a spare weeded bed to blind the new shoots of stinging nettles.

She unwraps one of the carrier bags tied to the handlebars of her bike and fills it with runner beans, careful to select only those that are tender and smooth, leaving the thick, stringy pods to dry in the sun for next spring’s seeds. She picks six enormous onions and a few carrots, just to see. The carrots are fat at the top, near the leaves, then they taper into wispy, pencil-thin roots. ‘Waste of time,’ Dad will say. ‘I don’t know why I bother.’ But he’ll change his mind, and next year they’ll try again.

Along the back wall, in between thickets of stinging nettles and the flowers she and Dad planted last spring for Mr Ashworth’s bees – crocus and bluebell bulbs, rosemary and pussy willow cuttings – there are raspberries. Clover picks a handful and sits on the carpet, legs crossed. The berries are fat and dusty. She places them on her fingers where they sit like thimbles, and, one by one, she pops the fruits into her mouth and sucks them like sweets.

Afterwards, she lies on the carpet, eyes closed, and summer curls around her like a yellow cat. She has plans, but she will wait. Sometimes it’s the wait that’s the best bit; knowing something’s coming, enjoying the feeling of it being about to happen – like Christmas Eve, which is always better than Christmas Day.

And there’s the happiness, again. Flickering, moth-like, just under her sternum. She presses a hand up to the place. If she could leave the embered blackness behind her eyelids and travel to the spot where feelings are made, perhaps she could farm the right ones. She has recently become attuned to the way Dad takes the temperature of her mood and attempts to chart it. He’ll stop once she smiles – a small smile isn’t enough, it takes all her teeth to convince him, and even then he sometimes inspects her expression like a worried dentist. Every night, before bed, he says, ‘Three happy things?’ It’s pretty easy. There’s always weather of some sort: sun, snow, rain, wind. There’s food – her favourite cereal or a nice pudding. And one other bit of happiness, which can be absolutely anything: clean sheets, a book, one of Dad’s ideas – it doesn’t matter whether the idea will actually happen, the optimism dominoes from him to her, regardless.

She would like to ask about this constant gauging of her mood, but Dad’s answers are frequently lacking. She remembers, years ago, asking where babies come from. ‘Between your legs,’ he explained, and afterwards, as she eyed her legs from foot to thigh, she determined that the space between each – the soft, veiny plane of skin behind her knees – was incredible.

Grinning, she extends her arms and legs and spreads her fingers and toes, filling the full stretch of herself as she makes a shape on the carpet like a snow angel – an offering to the sun. Basking, that’s it. Basking while the birds chatter and a slight breeze tickles the trees into motion. ‘Shush,’ they whisper, ‘shush.’ Dad doesn’t realise that people aren’t happy a lot of the time. But it’s okay; they’re daydreaming, or thinking, or planning, or waiting. That’s all.

When she has enjoyed a long wait, she opens her eyes and sits up. Her skin is toasty and there are new freckles on her arms and legs. She retrieves the carrier bag of vegetables and puts it in the empty bucket, which she loops over one of the bike’s handlebars. She unfastens the helmet that she had clipped around the seat post, pops it on her head and wheels the bike down the track to the big gate, which has to be closed properly, it’s one of the rules. After a hard tug confirms it’s fastened tight, she climbs on the bike and cycles towards the road. Past the beech hedge on one side and the neat rows of the orchard on the other, across the track that bridges the sluice, and out on to Moss Lane, bucket swinging. Her mouth still tastes of raspberries and the happiness is swelling like a gum bubble – something will burst it later, but for now it is the loveliest feeling.

When she reaches the end of Moss Lane she smells sun against tarmac and hears the sounds of real life: traffic, a pneumatic drill, and the fart of a bus as it stops at the roundabout. She slips on to the pavement and peddles past Bargain Booze, the post office and Jo Kelly’s News. Up the hill that’s actually a railway bridge, climbing alongside the blue railings that shield the drop to Jewson’s, which remains stubbornly at ground level, refusing to rise with the slope of the bridge. Past the entrance to Meols Cop station, across the junction and then down, coasting, hands poised over the brakes as the sway of the bucket wobbles her front wheel. Past the sycamores and the tall leylandii trees that grow behind more blue railings, wheels skipping over helicopter seeds and dropped needles, reminders that autumn is already chasing summer.

At the bottom of the hill she swerves and slips into The Grove. She pedals slowly now, the grassy bank of the bridge on one side and a row of semi-detached houses on the other. At the dead end of The Grove she dismounts and wheels her bike down the driveway of the very last house. It sits in the right-angled dip between the roads that cross on the railway bridge; one road climbing parallel to its front, the other along its side. The house has been waiting for her to come back, she can tell. There’s something patient in the squat of it – the shuttered eyes of the sash windows, the long-suffering sag of the rusty metal gutters – a sense that there’s no point in hurrying. It has sat in the same spot for more than a hundred years, rumbled by the vibrations of traffic and trains, occasionally by events, but, apart from the hairline cracks in the plaster, remaining unmoved.

Clover dodges stacks of empty plant pots and yogurt tubs and the severed milk cartons and plastic cola bottles that will hold next year’s seedlings. She unhooks the bucket and unfastens her helmet before leaning her bike against the house and feeling in the pocket of her shorts. The key is newly cut and still bright, hers because in turning twelve she has crossed an unaccountable boundary. As she unlocks the door she hears a train crawl up to the station, its wheels squealing as they slip on the curve of the tracks. She glances back over her shoulder at the grassy crook where the banks meet, at the blue railings that top the banks and the tall trees that grow beside them. Cul-de-sac – it means bottom of a bag, dead end; it means no one ever passes the house on their way to somewhere else. Dad can’t decide whether this is a good or a bad thing, whether she is more or less safe because of it. She steps over the mail that he will want to sort, and locks the door behind her.

The hall walls have been scraped bare and an unfastened radiator leans against the door of the understairs cupboard. There are watermarks on the carpet beside the capped-off pipe. The stairs are littered with things Dad will move or make use of one day. Several stacks of books that were twenty pence each when the library closed last year, a pile of her old clothes he’s planning to give away, a couple of motorbike helmets, a pile of free newspapers for burning with the allotment rubbish in the autumn, and six tins of Dulux, Black Satin paint from the pound shop which might come in handy. Since he bought the cheap paint he has started doing the vees when they pass the new sign on the gate of the Jewson’s, DULUX TRADE COLOURS MIXED HERE, as if he has got one over on them.

She dodges spare bicycle parts and a heap of folded dust sheets as she steps down the corridor, past the door to the lounge and into the dining room, where no one dines and Dad’s things line a variety of shelves; some are free-standing, some are attached to the walls, and others are improvisations – slices of MDF and, in one instance, an old door, balanced on empty baby formula tins.

The kitchen leads straight off the dining room. She puts the carrier bag of vegetables on the worktop and divides the runner beans into three piles; one for the fridge and one each for Mrs Mackerel and Grandad. She adds two onions to each pile, but she keeps the carrots – they aren’t worth sharing. There’s a tiger loaf in the bread bin. She cuts a doorstep slice, slathers it in Biscoff spread and makes a cup of tea, one sugar – a big one since Dad’s not looking, and she doesn’t bother with a plate, either. She carries the tea and bread back through the dining room and into the lounge, where she settles on the leather-look PVC recliner that fell off the back of Colin’s van. By the time she has finished the bread and tea, the backs of her legs are stuck to the chair, and as she attempts to unpeel herself the temperamental mechanism activates and the footrest bursts open. She clambers off and slams the footrest back until it locks.

Now it’s time.

She climbs the stairs, careful not to trip on the books, clothes and newspapers. Hers is the front bedroom, the biggest of the three. Its sash windows are level with the top of the bank, and the traffic on the bridge – cars, buses and lorries – is visible between the trees and through gaps in the railings. There’s plenty of space here, room for lots of stuff. A skateboard she doesn’t ride, a guitar she can’t play, a record player Dad is going to fix. Several shelves of children’s books, mainly library rejects from the Bargain Bookcase Dad hadn’t been able to resist over the years – ‘You might read these, one day.’ Her knitting: the five-foot Doctor Who scarf she worked on with Mrs Mackerel last summer and the beginning of the blue and white football scarf she hopes to complete this summer, for Dad. A novelty beanbag shaped like a pair of lips, Dad’s music CDs from the nineties, her wardrobe and dozens of soft toys. She flips the lid of the old-fashioned school desk Colin was supposed to take to the tip, and grabs her new notebook and a black biro. The blue gloves are hiding under the bed. She kneels on the floor and feels for them, face pressed against the side of the mattress.

Somewhere between here and Liverpool, Dad is driving his bus, window open, right arm resting in the sunlight. Next door, Mrs Mackerel will be napping in her conservatory. Clover remembers other holidays, sitting in that greenhouse of a room, waiting for the sand of six weeks to pass through the hourglass of summer as Mrs Mackerel relaxed in her wicker chair and fell asleep mid-sentence, head back, possibly dead, until the breath began whistling out of her nose.

Her fingers brush polythene. There. She pulls the gloves out from under the bed. They are the kind you wear if you’re putting diesel in your car. She stands and waits a little longer, extending the moment. Three happy things: the sunshine, the Biscoff on her bread and this, this waiting for what comes next – she can’t tell Dad, she’ll have to find something else to say, but, oh, this!

When it feels like bedtime on Christmas Eve and she is fizzing with anticipation, she slips her hands into the blue gloves and, clasping the notebook and pen, steps out on to the landing.
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