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			Notes on the Text

			The events narrated in these pages are true as I remember them, but they are not the whole truth. Much has been omitted, and some names of individuals and locations have been changed. I’ve relied upon my own recollections, supplemented by letters, photographs, medical notes, and the diaries and notebooks I’ve kept since I was six years old. Memory is fallible, mine especially so, and, doubtless, mistakes will have crept ­in – these errors are mine and mine alone.

			My observations are not grounded in any medical training but in my own experiences. I do not claim to speak for everyone.

			I cover topics which may be distressing for some readers. These include descriptions of ­self-­harm, eating disorders, birth trauma, mental ­ill-­health, and psychiatric inpatient settings. Please take care of yourself while reading this book.
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			Bethany Fleamarket

			It is an anxious, sometimes a dangerous thing to be a doll. Dolls cannot choose; they can only be chosen; they cannot ‘do’; they can only be done by; children who do not understand this often do wrong things, and then the dolls are hurt and abused and lost; and when this happens dolls cannot speak, nor do anything except be hurt and abused and lost. If you have any dolls, you should remember that.

			Rumer Godden, The Dolls’ House1

			Autumn 1996

			Whenever you find yourself in possession of a large cardboard box, the best and only thing to do is to cut a hole in the front, climb inside, and pretend you’re on television. Compose and perform your own adverts, complete with little jingles and snatches of song, for any objects lying around. Think of the most outrageous sequence of events you can and narrate it very seriously as if you were reading the news. Conclude every broadcast with the following: ‘How did it happen? Why did it happen?’ – and in an ominous ­voice – ‘Nobody knows.’i

			I was fabulously wealthy when it came to large cardboard boxes. In the storeroom above the shop there was an endless supply of them, and of products to advertise. ‘Soap on a rope!’ I sang tunelessly. ‘Where is the soap? It’s on a rope! It’s endorsed by the pope! Soap on a rope. Available downstairs on the ­bric-­a-­brac table. Terms and conditions apply.’

			I was alone, a whole week of ­half-­term stretching ahead. I could sit, unobserved and undisturbed, in my cardboard box and sing about soap on a rope in between bites of a Belgian bun the size of my head. I could wear my favourite dress. Like most of my clothes, this was handed down from older cousins. The skirt was bright orange with a yellow rickrack trim that billowed and flapped around my knees when I ran, and there was an orange hood to match. The bodice and sleeves were of a multicoloured geometric pattern, dominated by sludge green. The combined effect was magnificently hideous. It was a dress unlike other dresses, for a girl unlike other girls. I lived in it, completing the look with sandals, thick round spectacles that slid down my nose, and a halo of fluffy gingerish curls.

			In the school holidays, I helped ­out – or, more accurately, hung ­out – at the shop. We always called it ‘the shop’ but its proper name was GJ’s Fashions. It was owned by my uncle Bobby. His proper name was Graham but for some reason Dad always called him Nobby, or Norman. At some point I’d misheard or mispronounced Nobby as Bobby, and so Uncle Bobby he was. Uncle Bobby was never at the shop; he was busy elsewhere. Mum said he was our answer to Del Boy off Only Fools and Horses. Dad was shop manager, which, when I was there, at least, meant popping in and out, and carrying boxes up and down the wooden stairs, while Nan sat at the till. I only ever saw Dad sit down when he was driving the big blue van around.

			The shop stocked heavily ­shoulder-­padded women’s clothing: skirt suits in loud colours and velveteen gowns that pooled around my feet when I played ­dress-­up. Most of what we actually sold was on the long table of ­bric-­a-­brac to one side of the shop floor. It was piled with soaps on ropes, boxes of novelty socks, porcelain clown ornaments, feather dusters, key rings with little fluffy chimpanzees in different colours . . . There was always plenty for me to play with, and there was the storeroom full of boxes upstairs and the changing room, where I could pull the curtain across to create a cosy little nook for myself. Nan sat in the corner beside the shop window, with the till which made a brilliant ­WHOOSH-­CLANG noise as it shot out a drawer full of coins.

			Ours was set in a row of shops beside Kingsland Market on St Mary Street, in a ­run-­down ­inner-­city district of Southampton. The area had a bad reputation, but I felt completely safe there. All by myself I ran errands to Biglands ­Bakery – a relic of a bygone era with its Art Deco shop front, Bakers Confectioners Pastry Cooks spelled out in stained glass above the door, and excellent Belgian ­buns – and to the Happy Shopper, and, of course, to the market itself.

			The market had been there over a hundred years and was once the city’s prime shopping area. By the time I knew it, it was dwindling away and sold mostly fruit and veg, except on a Tuesday. Tuesday was fleamarket day, when the market roared back to life, and you could get just about anything: clothes, knitting wool, washing lines and pegs, toiletries, cleaning products, all kinds of meat, bricks of angel cake and madeira cake dotted with sticky glacé cherries, books, games, toys, and tat from dead people’s houses. The last of these drew me like a magnet: ­fold-­up tables stacked with a random assortment of miscellaneous objects from the previous few decades. Things in all their glorious thinginess, quite unlike our ­bric-­a-­brac, which was new. Nan would give me a couple of pounds to spend, and I’d wander around, breathing everything ­in – the noise, the bustle, the calling of the ­vendors – before finally allowing myself to settle reverently in front of this treasure.

			St Mary Street was a disjointed array of buildings of different ages and designs, and it had a disjointed array of human beings within and around it. The market vendors, regular customers, and people who ran the shops along the street all seemed to know one another. They would arrive at the shop, removing hats and coats or shaking off umbrellas in the doorway, briefly cast an eye over our ­bric-­a-­brac table, and talk to Nan about everything and nothing for as much time as they could spare.

			‘Laura, my love!’ Nan called across the shop and up the wooden stairs. ‘Mrs Lilley is here!’

			I extracted myself from my box and hurried to fetch Mrs Lilley a chair. I liked Mrs Lilley. I liked the way she talked not only to Nan but to me and to any dolls I had with me, and she took the time to learn and remember their names. I liked the pride in her voice when she spoke of her husband, an aeronautical scientist who had played a key role in the development of Concorde. Most of all, I liked hearing about the enormous collection of dolls she had at home. She had promised I could come to tea one day and see them all. I wasn’t sure if this meant that I was actually going to her house for tea, or if it was one of those things that people say and don’t mean, but since then, I had been especially attentive to Mrs Lilley.

			‘Such a good girl,’ said Nan approvingly, as I dragged a chair across the shop floor.

			My ­nan – or Nanny Bett, to give her full ­title – had an extraordinary gift for chat. She was warm and homely with friends and strangers alike. Reminiscence was her forte: she played the past like a musical instrument, and she had a shared history, it seemed, with the entire human race. With older people, like Mrs Lilley, she would talk about the war, and about a lost world where milk bottles were delivered by horse and cart; a world in which children played with wooden spinning tops, and sweets were kept in enormous glass jars labelled with intriguing names like humbug and barley sugar. It was a strange, distant, lovely world, softened by time, and they spoke of it with such feeling. They spoke as if it were just in the next room.

			When the shop was empty, I had Nan all to myself, and she told me stories about her life. I knew them all by heart. How her father had left when she was three and she and her siblings were sent to the workhouse.ii How one day she wrote an essay which won a competition, and the prize was a year’s supply of chocolate, but she had to share it with all the other children in the workhouse, which meant she hardly got any. How her schoolteacher was wicked and made fun of her in front of the class because she couldn’t draw a daffodil. Years later, one of her sisters would tell me the unsanitised version of this childhood in the workhouse. I was appalled. Nan had always made it sound like the opening of a Roald Dahl book: cartoonish, not quite real, to be redeemed at any moment by magic that was just around the corner.

			Then there were all the war stories. Nan had been conscripted at seventeen and ordered to report to barracks in Leicestershire. She’d never been on a train in her life and so she bribed her ­fourteen-­year-­old brother to come along and help her cross London. She left him at the barracks gates without a thought to how he would get home. From there she travelled all over Europe. Her official job, she said, was to look up at the sky and shout, ‘Ready . . . aim . . . FIRE!’ Her unofficial job seemed to have been chief practical joker of the Auxiliary Territorial Service.iii Once, she had missed the ­drill – a sort of marching about every day for no ­reason – because she had to have her ears syringed. When she got back to the dormitory, they were all still marching, and she fiddled with the underside of her friend’s camp bed so that when her friend got in and collapsed on the bed, exhausted, it snapped ­shut – (she always clapped at this point) – forming a sort of human sandwich. She laughed whenever she recounted this as if remembering for the first time.

			That was my Nanny Bett in her eighth ­decade – ­storyteller; ­soap-­watcher; voracious reader of ­large-­print Catherine Cookson novels; archivist of films taped off the telly and stored in VHS cases designed to resemble ­leather-­bound books; singer of wartime hits and obscure folk songs; player of card games like Ha’penny on the King and Knock Your Neighbour Out of Doors; keeper of the little plastic bags full of 1p and 2p coins for gambling; and a prolific knitter who took custom requests. She was exactly what a nan should be. She took my side unequivocally and called me an angel unironically. She was also a very gifted hugger. She had a particular ­smell – a nice smell, ­musty-­sweet. It was the smell of her ­make-­up, thick ­beige-­brown liquid foundation squeezed out of a tube.

			In hindsight, I think we were so close partly because Mum had postnatal depression after I was born, and Nan stepped in to help, but also, we had the sort of family ­set-­up that facilitates closeness. I had dozens of aunties and uncles and cousins, half of them on the doorstep. I couldn’t walk the length of the high street without catching sight of three or four of my relatives. The family sprawled in the same way the city did, ­ever-­expanding, overlapping, tripping over itself as it rumbled along the docks and out towards the countryside. You couldn’t keep track of it, all veins and capillaries and one great, beating, maritime heart: a living, breathing support system.

			My family were a tolerant bunch, mostly, and they allowed me to get on with being myself. Occasionally I overheard words like ‘funny’ or ‘quirky’, and even ‘sensitive’ and ‘highly strung’, but there was never any malice. I had always known that there was something different about me. Something invisible. On the outside, I looked much like everyone else: two arms, two legs, nothing obviously amiss. But on the inside, something was different. I couldn’t tell you what or why. It was just a feeling. Sometimes I noticed shifting glances and elongated pauses, and I knew that I made people uncomfortable. That made me uncomfortable. Somehow, I couldn’t quite be myself when other people were around.

			Still, when I was at home or with my family, it was all right. At home, different wasn’t good or bad. It was just different. School was another matter. At school, different was bad. Different was wrong. I was starting to become terribly afraid that there was something wrong with me.

			It wasn’t the lessons. They were ­easy – too easy, in fact, like a class for babies. I was staggered at the apparent stupidity of my classmates, and I must have voiced this out loud because on at least one occasion I was pulled up for it and thoroughly told off. I was mortified, not just at the disapproval of my beloved class teacher but because I would never want to make someone feel stupid, even if objectively they were. Especially then. I understood how that felt, because there were things the others ­did – tie shoelaces, do handstands, swim, ride a ­bike – that somehow I could never manage. That felt horrible. But I seemed to have a knack for saying the wrong thing, however kind and friendly I meant to be. The children at school didn’t like me, and those who did only liked me for a little while.

			Playtime was like being a wounded gazelle in the ­African desert, a very loud, crowded desert with a lot of ­low-­flying footballs. My classmates called me fat, because fat was the worst thing you could be if you were a girl. I was also a ‘boffin’ – someone considered to be unacceptably bookish or ­studious – and I was weird. That last one was fair enough: the more they hated me, the more I retreated into my own head and the more boisterously strange I became.

			If you don’t like the way things are and you can’t change them, you can always imagine them otherwise and that’s almost as good. It’s wondrous, really; you can take yourself anywhere at any time. You can have your heart’s desire for a spot of imagining. I found it helps to walk about: rhythm seems to aid the process. This led to a lot of wandering about the playground, or circling a particular tree, while involuntarily muttering to myself and gesticulating. That didn’t exactly enhance my social standing. Nor did sitting with my coat over my head. If I’d had the confidence to embrace my strangeness and become a kind of kooky baby goth, I might have fared better, but I am, and always have been, deeply uncool.

			Still, I liked being uncool in the school holidays. As I perched on the edge of Nan’s chair beside the till, listening to her and Mrs Lilley, school was nothing more than a bad dream. When I was with Nan, different was good. Different was special. I was fully myself and I was fully happy.

			****

			I was on my way out of the Happy Shopper when I passed some lads doing ‘penny for the guy’. They’d stuffed an old shirt and trousers and leaned them against the wall with a Halloween mask balanced on top, and a bucket to collect their earnings. They were big lads. Huge. Must have been at least fifteen, I thought. Their bucket was nearly empty, their expressions grim and restless. One rattled the bucket at me expectantly, nodding to the coins clutched in my fist.

			I said, ‘I’ve got to bring my nan the change,’ and before I knew what was happening, these boys had grabbed me and prised Nan’s change from between my chubby fingers. I ran away, howling.

			Some kind soul returned me, still sobbing, to Nan at the shop. Nan called the police, and two policemen came. I had a ride in a police car. I was supposed to be spotting my assailants, but wisely they had made themselves scarce. By this time, I’d quite recovered and was thoroughly enjoying the attention. Word got around and people started dropping ­in – ostensibly to check on me, but also to hear all about it. Every time I told the story, it got a little more dramatic. By the fifth or sixth retelling, I’d almost been hurled through a shop window.

			The first time I ventured out alone after my ­near-­death experience, I went straight to the market. I couldn’t miss the opportunity to go on a Tuesday. I plunged my hands, with the two £1 coins Nan had given me, deep into the pockets of my favourite dress and began to weave my way through the crowd. That was when I saw Bethany waiting for me on one of the stalls.

			Bethany Fleamarket stood twelve inches tall, with fixed brown eyes and coarse, voluminous black hair. Her head was made of porcelain, as were her arms from elbow to fingertip and her legs from knee to toe. She wore a ruffled, ­old-­timey dress, reminiscent of an Edwardian costume drama produced in the ­mid-­eighties. She had a rigid stuffed body, which couldn’t move or sit, sewn right up over her shoulder plate to her neck. She could only stare straight ahead, but it was clear to me that this tragic inflexibility of her body only enhanced the broadness of her mind. Bethany Fleamarket had worlds between her ears. She had sound common sense and a knack for ­problem-­solving. And she was very, very determined.

			‘You took your time,’ said Bethany Fleamarket.

			I approached the lady on the stall, who recognised me as the ringletted victim of a recent brutal mugging and gave me Bethany for nothing. Overjoyed, I spent my £2 on ­cake – it bought me quite a lot of ­cake – and took Bethany and my cake back to the shop. We sat on the floor of the changing room and pulled the curtain across.

			‘I wish people would attack me in the street every day,’ I said cheerfully to Bethany, in between stuffing my face.

			If the woman had given Bethany to me because she felt sorry for me or because she was kind, the real ­reason – the deeper ­reason – was that Bethany had wished her to do so. ­Doll-­wishing, I mused, was a powerful force, one that was grossly underestimated in our notion of how the universe worked. Most events in human history, both tiny and momentous, probably occurred because, somewhere along the line, a doll had wished them into being. And Bethany Fleamarket was such an expert; she wished with such deftness, such precision, that she expended very little effort in causing a great many things to happen. She understood cause and effect.

			She wished for a home for herself, where she would be suitably loved and venerated, and because she was a magnanimous creature, she wished the same for all dolls who languish at the back of dark cupboards. She wished that they would all find safety and they would find one another. She understood that I was exactly the sort of child to carry out this plan and would follow her instructions to the letter. When I got home, I arranged a sort of doll altar on the toy cupboard beside my bed.

			Soon after, another porcelain doll waited and wished and waited on a fleamarket stall. Her name was ­One-­Legged Margaret. Originally it was just Margaret, but one fateful afternoon I lifted her off the top of the cupboard by her hands and swung her over to the bed, chattering away. She fell in slow motion, hitting the cupboard door with a sound that was half smack and half crack, and lay in two pieces on the carpet. I cried. Margaret didn’t cry, but only because she couldn’t. Apologising endlessly, I wrapped the stump in sticking plasters, and she was ­One-­Legged Margaret after that. There was always something rather tragic about her, even before she was ­One-­Legged Margaret. Her blue eyes sparkled so that they always seemed brimful of tears, and she had Tipp-Ex on her face, where I’d tried to cover up some stray glue. Her knickers were held up with a safety pin.

			And then there were three. Jane Hunt arrived, a gift from one of Nan’s friends. Jane Hunt was a homemade rag doll with mismatched brown button eyes and woollen hair tucked under a bonnet. She was dressed in a soft pink calico print dress beneath an apron which had once been a net curtain. Her head was a bit floppy, so she had to be propped up carefully. I’d named her Jane Hunt after my favourite grave in the old ‘boney’ around St James’ church:

			IN MEMORY OF

			JANE

			DAUGHTER OF

			WILLIAM AND ELIZABETH HUNT

			WHO DEPARTED THIS LIFE

			AUGUST 6TH 1862

			AGED 14 YEARS

			GONE BUT NOT LOST

			I suppose most children don’t have a favourite grave, but I loved that shady little churchyard near my school. I loved its ancient headstones, ­half ­legible, some mere stumps in the ground, and ivy spreading over everything like contagion. It was a peaceful place where I could roam the attic rooms of my mind, alone yet not alone. I had always felt more at home among the dead than among the living. Like dolls, their stories were malleable, their possibilities infinite, and there was something very safe about people who were ­half ­imaginary. I thought myself ­half ­imaginary too. I wasn’t allowed to walk to and from school by myself, but I found opportunities to wander off unnoticed and visit the ghosts.

			I’d even considered the possibility that I might be a ghost. What a plot twist that would be. It would explain why I was different from everyone else, why I felt such an affinity with the past and felt at home in cemeteries. I certainly never doubted that there were ghosts. On those rare and precious trips to the boney, I saw Jane Hunt as clearly as I saw anyone alive.

			Did I believe that the ghost of Jane Hunt the girl came home with me in the body of Jane Hunt the doll? Probably. After all, she was gone but not lost. And it was exactly the sort of arrangement that Bethany Fleamarket would have orchestrated. Either way, Jane Hunt slept in my bed from the day that I named her. Once, I took her on a school residential trip and no one would take the bed next to me because they said she was creepy. Jane Hunt said she would rather be creepy than unkind.

			These were the great triumvirate. I had other dolls too, loads of ­them – Barbies and Sindys, a singing mermaid, one with crimped hair which grew as you yanked her arm up and down, shelves full of those fancy display dolls on ­stands – but Bethany Fleamarket and ­One-­Legged ­Margaret and Jane Hunt were the dolls I loved best, the dolls I conversed with in urgent whispers when I was alone.

			****

			Nan had been diagnosed with something called Parkinson’s disease. How impressive, I thought, that Michael Parkinson, as well as being a successful television host, had discovered a disease. He must get up very early in the morning. Clearly it wasn’t an infectious disease, or a grotty one that gave you spots or made bits of you fall off, like leprosy. Nan just found it hard to walk about, and she took tablets every day, and one of her hands shook a little, and that was it, really. It didn’t seem to matter, not at first.

			A couple of years earlier, she had moved from her house into a ­ground-­floor flat. The flat was crammed with lovely things. There was a collection of china dogs in a battered cabinet that had once belonged to my ­great-­granny Annie, and shaggily bellbottomed shire horses with a wooden cart that my dolls liked to ride around in. There was a ship made of shells, and a pair of tiny porcelain clogs. All were infinitely pleasing, and I played with them for hours despite having my own ­full-­length cupboard full of toys.

			I spent as much time in the flat as at home, and it was there as well as in the shop that Nan and I had our ­heart-­to-­hearts. When not talking about the distant past, we talked about the distant future; the same familiar, comforting conversations on repeat. I was going to be a writer and also an archaeologist. I’d have a house with a granny annexe so she could live with me and still have her own TV to watch Brookside. Together we would write the story of her life into a book.

			One day we were sketching out our future like this when she spoilt it.

			‘Ah, but when you grow up,’ she said, ‘you won’t want to hang about with your old nan any more.’

			I clutched Bethany Fleamarket to my chest a little tighter.

			‘You’ll see,’ I told Nan. ‘You’ll see.’

			We resumed the conversation as it was supposed to go, and then she started talking about how one day I would marry a nice man, and how beautiful I would look in my big white dress with my lovely curly hair that everyone admired, and how proud she would be. She would sit in the front of the church and cry happy tears. I couldn’t see why she kept bringing up my wedding, and with something like doubt in her voice. Of course she was going to be at my wedding. I was going to wear her gold necklace, threaded with tiny red roses. I hadn’t planned it much beyond that. It seemed just as well not to, as I was only eight.

			I cut the conversation short and went to the bathroom, where Nan had a special shower with a seat that folded out of the wall. This was another place where I could take Bethany Fleamarket and the gang and pull a curtain across to divide my world from the world outside. I began to air my grievances.

			‘She’s talking like it’s not going to happen, any of it. What does she ­think – I’m going to become somebody else and just swan off and leave?’

			Bethany stared blankly. This was because she couldn’t make facial expressions, but I could tell that she was thinking hard.

			‘Leave it with me,’ she said eventually. ‘I’ll come up with something.’

			Bethany’s something arrived a few days later, in the form of a wizard in oversized purple robes and a floppy hat, all spattered with a haphazard arrangement of yellow stars. His wispy beard trailed all the way down to his toes. I was a little taken aback when he quite literally popped up out of nowhere in Nan’s shower, but not as taken aback as I would have been if I hadn’t spent the past few months in the company of Bethany Fleamarket. The wizard wouldn’t tell me his name and I could never guess it. It wasn’t Rumpelstiltskin: that was the first one I tried.

			The anonymous wizard had been recruited to coach me in magic. Magic, in this case, meant moving dead leaves on the playground tarmac without touching them and making the green man appear as soon as I approached to cross the ­road – and flying, of course. Eventually I would graduate to more advanced magical abilities, and then nothing could go wrong that wouldn’t be in my power to remedy with a bit of hocus-pocus.

			‘How’s the flying coming along?’ he asked me some weeks later.

			‘I gave it up. You know I did. It was pointless. I tried all the things you said, even running with a plastic shopping bag on a windy day, but it’s just jumping. And I don’t see how it helps with Nan acting strange, or school, or anything, really.’

			‘Hmmm . . .’ he pondered, his brow wrinkling so hard it folded over. ‘Do you still think about flying?’

			‘Sure, sometimes. I dream about it a lot. I keep having this dream that I’m soaring over the sea. It’s lovely, actually. I feel free.’

			His face changed so completely it was as if he’d rearranged himself. He looked a hundred years younger, and he was beaming.

			‘There you are, then,’ he said. ‘You’re flying. Just because something’s in your head doesn’t mean it’s not real.’

			

			
				
						i A favourite childhood game, heavily borrowed from an episode of Rugrats, an animated TV series on Nickelodeon.


						ii What Nan always referred to as ‘the workhouse’ was actually a ‘cottage home’: a separate space established by some Poor Law authorities to house pauper children.


						iii The women’s branch of the British Army during World War II. Queen Elizabeth II was also in the ATS, though I don’t think Nan knew her personally. She would have mentioned that.


				

			

		

	
		
			Morning Has Broken

			What is a ghost? A tragedy condemned to repeat itself time and again? An instant of pain, perhaps. Something dead which still seems to be alive. An emotion, suspended in time. Like a blurred photograph. Like an insect trapped in amber.

			Dr Casares in Guillermo del Toro’s film, 
The Devil’s Backbone1

			Summer 1998

			The summer I was ten seemed to go on for ever. Half the novels I’ve read have a summer like ­that – long, hot, languishing, permeated by a mounting sense of dread. Maybe it’s become a motif because it’s recognisable. Maybe we’ve all had summers like that.

			I had a thing about coins at the time. I dug up half my parents’ garden and underneath the bushes around Nan’s flat, looking for coins and whatever else might be buried in the soil. I found a large penny from 1901, worn smooth and barely legible. 1901 was the year Queen Victoria died, which meant that my coin had first belonged to a real Victorian person, probably wearing one of those really tall top hats, or a frilly mob cap. I turned the penny over and over in my fingers, as if it could summon him or her. I cleaned it with HP Sauce because I’d read you were supposed to do that, and afterwards it always smelt vaguely of bacon sandwiches.

			New coins were easier to come by. My holy grail was any coin engraved with the year we were currently in. I liked to hold them, twinkling, up to the light. Happy little magpie. Then I wrapped them in tissues, wrote the date on in biro, and tucked them away in a special drawer, resting in the knowledge that they were not getting any less shiny.

			I wanted to stop it, the relentless march of time, but the days kept coming and everything was changing.

			****

			Puberty came for me early and wasn’t forgiving. There was the acne, which got steadily worse until everyone was so disgusted at the sight of me that Mum took me to the doctor, who prescribed antibiotics. Then, suddenly I grew three inches in height. I was astonished at how far away the ground was, and I kept bumping my newly widened hips into doorframes and furniture. ­Plum-­coloured stretch marks arched across my thighs and my ­ever-­increasing breasts.

			Mum noted that the Aladdin crop tops I’d inherited from my cousin Danielle were no longer up to the job, and she took me to a ladies’ bra shop called Contessa. Contessa was staffed by a herd of stout, ­pearl-­clad women in later middle age, and they hollered my bra size at one another while customers politely ignored the scene unfolding in the fitting area.

			‘I CAN’T BELIEVE SHE’S ONLY TEN,’ shouted the bra women, ‘AND FILLING A ­THIRTY-­SIX C.’iv

			‘Aren’t you lucky,’ they said.

			I didn’t feel lucky. I felt conspicuous. It wasn’t like I’d wished upon a star and had these graciously bestowed by the Boob Fairies. They just grew on the front of me at an absurdly young age.

			As Mum finished paying at the till, she thanked the bra women. ‘Right,’ she said, turning to me. ‘Come on, Busty Bertha.’ I trudged three paces behind, mentally garrotting her with one of the bras.

			My periods were going to start soon. Mum and Nan had each prepped me, separately, in advance. In the flat, Nan told me the story of her first period, and how she was convinced she was dying. She didn’t tell anyone for months but made a will and kept it under her pillow, even though she didn’t really have anything to bequeath. At home, Mum took a more practical approach and handed me some pads.

			When the time came, my problem was not the anticipation of my imminent demise or a lack of menstrual products, but that there were no sanitary bins in the ­primary-­school toilets. I sat on the loo for a full ten minutes, clutching my inexpertly wrapped, ­blood-­soaked pad and pondering my predicament.

			Eventually I tucked it up my sleeve and crept out of the cubicle. I chucked the offending item at the bin full of paper hand towels and, in my panic, I missed completely. I picked it up off the floor and tried again. That was a slam dunk, so I hurriedly splashed water on my hands and fled the scene. Later, I had an excruciating word with my class teacher, which was overheard, of course, and the news was round the whole school by the end of the day.

			Shortly afterwards, they brought sanitary bins into the girls’ toilets. Just for me. My classmates referred to them as ‘Laura’s Bins’.

			****

			As I was lurching reluctantly towards womanhood, Nan was dying. The long summer stretched out in anticipation of it. The valley of the shadow of death.

			She seemed to shrink as I grew. She gave up her knitting, then her crossword. She struggled to walk even with the Zimmer frame, shuffling with agonising slowness. It was as if she were fading away, all the colour draining out of her image. She kept having falls. She went into hospital and came out again, and then she went back in. I didn’t see her for weeks, a sort of practice run. I practised not thinking about her.

			I came up with whole catalogues of people that death could have instead. As if the Grim Reaper were wandering around with a scythe, taking his pick of potential victims, and I might be able to negotiate with him. He was quite welcome, for example, to Mrs Haddock, my former class teacher whose leggings, when she bent over, stretched far too thin over her ample backside. I felt that she didn’t like me, and once, after I asked her to clarify a set of instructions, she replied, ‘That’s the problem with you, Laura: you’ve got no initiative.’ I nursed that grudge for three years. Every time Nan and I spoke about her she had the name of a different fish: Mrs Kipper, Mrs Halibut, Mrs Rainbow Trout.

			I was coming out of my ­after-­school French class and very deliberately not thinking about Nan in hospital when I passed Mrs Haddock in the corridor. ‘Aren’t you a bit old for those?’ she said, gesturing to the Beanie Babies I was carrying. I only had Bernie the dog, Fleece the lamb, and Chocolate the moose on me at the time, which really is hardly any Beanie Babies, and anyway, only a person who didn’t understand Beanie Babies would think that it was even possible to be too old for Beanie Babies. Mrs Haddock was exactly such a person.

			As soon as she was safely out of earshot, I muttered, ‘Town cheese.’

			That was mine and Nan’s favourite insult, after a scene in Goodbye, Mr Chips (1939), in which ­faux-­elderly Robert Donat (Robert Doughnut to us) breaks up a fistfight between two schoolboys. It transpires that the fight began because one boy called the other the town cheese. ‘The town cheese!’ exclaims Robert Doughnut from underneath his enormous eyebrows. ‘That was ­ill-­mannered of you, Colley.’2

			At school, I was the town cheese, and if I didn’t have anyone to make me feel better, I would just be the town cheese all the time, for ever, and that would be it. Who was going to come up with fish names with me if not Nan? Who was going to take my side and make me believe that I was better than them, or at least better than they thought I was? Wouldn’t death consider someone, almost literally anyone, else?

			I set out on a ­one-­girl mission to find out whether there were ghosts or not. This was partly because of Nan, but not only because of her. It was a question of vital importance, one that touched almost all areas of my life. I didn’t know when I had started seeing ghosts. It was like trying to recount when I first saw a pigeon. They were just around, and always had been. Jane Hunt still slept in my bed. But lately, I’d become suspicious that I might have been making all this up.

			There was the fact that I never saw ghosts at home or in the street or in shops. Even the boney around St James’ had been still and quiet for some time. I only saw ghosts at school, or when visiting Nan in hospital. This made sense: a hospital is an obvious venue for ghosts to congregate, and once someone had told me, perhaps mistakenly, that our school building had been repurposed as a military hospital during World War I. But the ghosts were never soldiers, and they never seemed sick or injured. They were children, and some of them did look suspiciously like the illustrations in my copy of What Katy Did.

			I read everything about ghosts in the local ­library – reports from paranormal investigators; ­first-­hand accounts of poltergeists and grey ladies and headless apparitions in Tudor pubs; and fiction too, everything from Goosebumps to M. R. James.v I liked that you finished a Goosebumps novel feeling extremely well informed about your ghost: you knew exactly how he died, and when, why he became a ghost, where he lived, and how he spent his free time. On the opposite end of the spectral spectrum, there was the eerie, Oooh! There might be something over there . . . maybe . . . , which I found equally satisfying, in a different way. In hindsight, all this reading about ghosts may have contributed to why I saw so many of them. But I failed to establish definitively whether there were ghosts or not, and that troubled me.

			‘Are you real?’ I asked a boy in the school cloakroom. He wore a faded sailor suit and had a long fringe of mousy hair and pale, seawater eyes. He shrugged and walked away.

			‘Laura, who are you talking to?’ came an impatient voice behind me.

			‘Myself.’

			****

			When Nan came out of hospital, she didn’t get her hair dyed. It was bright white.

			‘You look old,’ I said, cruelly. Her white hair made me angry. I couldn’t see why it should make me angry, and that made me even more angry.

			‘I am old,’ she replied.

			She was giving up. That was what made me angry. She should at least have been trying to get better so that we could go back to how things were. How things should be. But the falls, the hospital, the medicines, all of it had knocked the fight right out of her.

			On the evening of Nan’s ­seventy-­fifth birthday, we were alone in the flat. The television was switched off, and the fringed standing lamp cast a dim glow in the corner. I perched on the arm of Nan’s chair and draped myself over to lean against her. That was how we always sat, ever since having me on her lap began to hurt her knees. She was taking happy birthday phone calls. My cousins in Yorkshire sang, ‘Happy birthday, dear Nanny Bett. Happy birthday to you.’

			As she put the receiver back on the cradle with a loud click, she started to cry. I hovered a moment, unsure what to do, then I buried my face in her shoulder and kept very still. We stayed like that a long time.

			We went to bed at nine o’clock, because we always went to bed at nine o’clock. Nan used to say that every hour of sleep before midnight is worth two after. We slept together in her double bed, and I borrowed her nighties rather than bring my own from home. That night I lay beside her, both awake and not talking. I was wearing an orange nightdress from the sixties: polyester that felt sticky in the warmth of summer, like peach juice, with a thin layer of netting over the top. I tore the netting quietly with my fingernails as the memory of her sobs reverberated around the dark room.

			When the school holidays began, people descended on us. Family members from all over the world came to visit in rapid succession. The fact that these were goodbyes was unspoken. I half knew, and it nagged at me.

			Nan’s brother travelled all the way from New Zealand. He handed me a £20 ­note – equivalent to winning the ­ten-­year-­old ­lottery – and I looked up at him, uncomprehending. He said, ‘Well, I probably won’t see you again.’

			One of Nan’s sisters came from wherever she lived with her daughter. They sat in the front room of the flat and talked with Nan and Mum, while Danielle and I went to the bedroom to try on the matching ­black-­and-­white strappy sundresses we’d just bought from the high street. My favourite dress was becoming indecent, and I could see that Mum was itching to whisk it out of the wardrobe. Here was a potential replacement. I stared at myself in the mirror on Nan’s wardrobe door, taken aback by the curve of my hips, the fabric stretched tight over my chest. I looked older than Danielle.

			I saw Mum thinking along similar lines as we returned in our new dresses. I felt I should sit on the sofa, instead of draped across Nan as usual, but all seats were occupied. I stood about awkwardly.

			On my way back from the toilet, I stopped, just out of sight, to listen to Nan boast of my latest school report. She moved on seamlessly to my poem about a tree that had been published in the local newspaper two years before. She kept copies in her magazine rack to show to people. I was relishing the words ‘ever so clever’ and the pride in her voice when my ­great-­aunt interjected, ‘She’s too clever for her own good, Bett. She’s a funny thing. No one’s going to want her if she carries on as she is.’

			I heard notes of indignation as I took myself back to the bathroom. I sat on the toilet lid and stared hard at the shower seat. I wanted Bethany Fleamarket but she was at home. Our wizard had been making himself scarce for a while.

			‘Come on,’ I urged the empty air.

			And pop.

			He was a little hazy that day, and greyer. A sketch of himself, more cartoonish than usual. But he was all there, and visibly agitated, hopping nimbly from one foot to the other.

			‘About time.’

			‘Don’t complain, Laura. It doesn’t suit you.’

			I scowled at him.

			He said, ‘If you want things to be different, make them different.’

			‘But sometimes you can’t make it different. It just is. What then?’

			He stroked his beard, eyes shining like two silver coins beneath his raggedy grey eyebrows.

			‘Ah yes, what then?’

			‘Put up with it?’ I suggested.

			‘Wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong,’ he sang, chiming like a bell. He spun round in a circle and pointed a finger at me. ‘You’re wrong.’

			I threw up my hands in a gesture of hopelessness, and he mimicked my gesture. He had been particularly annoying of late.

			‘You imagine it different?’

			‘Right. If you imagine it, then it is.’

			‘Is it, though?’

			‘I’m here, aren’t I?’

			‘I think so?’

			‘Precisely. Look, do you want to save her or don’t you?’

			‘I don’t know if I can save her.’

			I didn’t see him vanish. He was just gone.

			****

			By the autumn Nan was back in hospital. I sensed that she was having a bad time, and that my parents were shielding me from the worst. I didn’t see her at all in those final weeks. I got up each morning and went to school, and I felt the threads between us, tugging.

			On the first Sunday in October, I climbed the war memorial in the park and looked out, ­red-­gold leaves all round me and conkers littered over the ground. My little brother was gathering them into a bag while Dad talked on his mobile phone. His voice was low and unusually serious. I strained to hear. As he pressed the button to end the call, he spoke ­louder – to me. I thought he was going to tell me to get down from there, but instead he said, ‘It won’t be long now.’

			I felt brushed by something black and unknowable to come. Something was circling, swooping lower and lower. It was a sense that there were things in my future that I didn’t yet know existed, and they were not nice things.

			Nan was going to die soon, I understood that much. I could feel Dad bracing himself against the impact. All the ­grown-­ups were doing it, a collective flinching. It was in the strained, ­tight-­lipped faces and the muttered conversations. It was in the ­late-­night trips to hospital. This was going to happen, and it was going to hurt.

			The days after she died were a blur. For the first time in my life, I found myself longing to go to school, but I couldn’t go to school because it was ­half-­term. My uncle came down from Yorkshire for the funeral with his wife and eight children in tow. In the scramble to house everyone, Mum and her siblings pooled the children and stepchildren they had between them (sixteen total, twelve present at the time) and grouped us by age and gender. This meant that Danielle and Jessica (both twelve), Kirsty (fourteen), and I went to stay with Auntie Pat and Uncle Bobby.

			We lucked out. Auntie Pat and Uncle Bobby had no children of their own and they took great pleasure in spoiling their nieces. Every evening we picked a film from Blockbuster, along with popcorn and pipes of Pringles galore. It was a glorious extended girlie sleepover and I felt grown up to be included. Kirsty and Jessica taught us a new card game called Cheat, and that was a riot. I found I could just put my grief aside. There was no room for it, crammed in as we were. It was only at night, lying on cushions on the floor by the radiator, that I stared into the dark and thought of Nan, but I didn’t cry.

			Nothing was ever the same again. The flat was sold. The shop was sold, then demolished, and most of St Mary Street with it. My relationship with the rest of the family began to feel increasingly strained. It was as if Nan had been the sun, and we’d all been in orbit. After she died, we each spun off separately into our own grief.

			A few months ago, I was going through boxes in the attic, and I found the gifts I’d bought with my pocket money to go around Nan’s hospital bed. There was a pillbox on which was painted a boxer dog that looked just like one in ­Great-­Granny Annie’s cabinet, and an ­orange-­and-­yellow plush sunflower with a looped string so that it could be hung from the bedframe. And there were dozens of coins wrapped in tissues with the date written on. All these things I had kept in an effort to preserve what was already lost. The ­black-­and-­white strappy dress was there too. It was the dress I wore to Nan’s funeral.

			Holding the slippery synthetic fabric between my fingers brought it all back: the wet stench of the flowers, the stone floor of the chapel, the opening bars of ‘Morning Has Broken’, tears dripping off the end of my dad’s nose. Everything had broken. The vicar droned on and on, sounding half asleep, and he talked of heaven as if Nan were floating on a cloud playing a harp. He had so clearly never met her. She’d be asking St Peter for a vodka and Coke. ‘There’s a love. You’re so good at making them.’

			I knew I was supposed to be saying goodbye, selecting my solemn final words, but all I could whisper was, ‘Please find a way to come back to me.’

			

			
				
						iv I’d have been better off in a 30F, but that’s a discussion for another day.


						v ‘The Goosebumps’ books, by R. L. Stine, are a series of ­pre-­teen horror novels with titles like Egg Monsters From Mars and The Blob That Ate Everyone. The covers featured characters’ heads poking out of a lake of brightly coloured, bubbling gunge.


				

			

		

	
		
			Body Language

			Give me a girl at an impressionable age, and she is mine for life.

			Muriel Spark, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie1

			Spring 2001

			I decided I would go somewhere nobody knew me. I would reinvent myself. A fresh start.

			The move to secondary school offered a golden opportunity. I would find a school that was completely different from my current school, and more like the schools in the Enid Blyton and Chalet School books I loved so much.vi I was happier when immersed in a book than at any other time. Surely, if I went to a school that was like schools in books, I would meet people who were more like me. I could create a new life for myself, a life where I fitted in. So I got hold of prospectuses, filled in application forms, went to interviews, and swotted and blagged my way into a free place at a private girls’ school out in the Hampshire countryside.

			I loved it there: the tuck shop, morning prayers, my initials embroidered on my ­bottle-­green netball ­skirt – all that lovely, leafy privilege. It was my Malory Towers. In my mind, there was little difference between a fictional 1940s boarding school and a modern, ­fee-­paying day school for ­middle-­class daughters. After all, they were both posh. It became a running joke at home to pronounce the name of my new school in the most drawling, affected accent possible. Mum and I could run the first syllable to four or five seconds.

			The school buses were supplied by a coach company and so we were driven around in coaches that had ­PRINCESS emblazoned across the side. I seemed to be the only one who thought this was funny. In my first term, Libby Matthews remarked that I ‘talked like EastEnders  ’ and I was gently nudged into extracurricular speech and drama classes. The tutor praised my ability to project my voice to the back of the hall and I knew enough not to mention market stalls, but still she added, ‘Try to pronounce all the letters in each word, sweetie.’ I started to overcompensate by talking like the queen, but I could only keep that up ­part-­time and the results, in retrospect, must have been hilarious.

			Mostly I adored my teachers. I’ll never forget Dr ­Sheppard, who taught us physics and was the first person I’d known who had a Ph.D. Initially I’d thought he was a GP who’d got lost or something. When I learned that Dr Sheppard shared my interest in archaeology, I started talking to him about it in my usual, rather intense way, and one day he brought me a carrier bag full of actual Roman coins as a gift. I kept thinking it must have been a mistake. Surely he wasn’t giving me these? To keep  ? I trawled the local library and our Microsoft Encarta ­CD-­ROM to identify and date them all, sketched and catalogued them, wrapped each one in its handwritten description. ‘Are you sure you don’t want them back?’ I asked. He didn’t want them back.

			What I loved most of all was my new surroundings. There were two main buildings: one was brand-new and ­purpose-­built, housing the school hall and most of our classrooms, with blossoming trees outside the windows and bunny rabbits on the lawns. The other was a ­red-­brick Elizabethan manor house. I ached with delight at its ­oak-­panelled rooms, coats of arms, carved roses and ­fleurs-­de-­lys, its window seats and huge open fireplaces. It even had turrets like a castle. We had our music lessons there, and our drama lessons in the long gallery upstairs. The headmistress’s offices occupied much of the ground floor, along with reception, another music room, and the ‘san’ (short for sanatorium), where Matron kept a bed made up for any girls who were indisposed.
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