
   [image: Cover: Only May by Carol Lovekin]


   
      
         iii

         
            ONLY MAY

            Carol Lovekin

         

         
            HONNO MODERN FICTION

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Acknowledgements  

                  	In between the lies lie the true stories  

                  	My name is May  

                  	A curious and singular hotel  

                  	Peas in a pod  

                  	Miles away  

                  	Russian dolls  

                  	Esme  

                  	Stunned by raspberries  

                  	Dinosaurs  

                  	High standards are for tall people  

                  	An apologetic beauty  

                  	Esme  

                  	Ffion  

                  	Automata  

                  	Don’t go bothering the trees  

                  	A silent ocean of slumbering dead  

                  	Ffion  

                  	Blue belles  

                  	A fixed point  

                  	Wide awake as an owl  

                  	Esme  

                  	I knew this French boy once  

                  	A thing of beauty  

                  	Ghost bee  

                  	Threads and waves  

                  	It’s the Brontës all over again  

                  	Some lies slide sideways  

                  	Fritillary  

                  	Terrarium  

                  	An inveterate collector  

                  	Ffion  

                  	This path rather than that one  

                  	Two beauties at the height of their loveliness  

                  	Esme  

                  	Other people’s expectations  

                  	I know the dance  

                  	A single spiralling heel  

                  	Ask the people who know  

                  	Knife  

                  	Birds sing because they can  

                  	Dancing on broken glass  

                  	The story of my life – part 1  

                  	Ffion  

                  	Esme  

                  	The story of my life – part 2  

                  	Broken frame  

                  	A faulty lighthouse beam  

                  	No questions  

                  	The poisoned spindle  

                  	A self-reliant girl  

                  	If I stand up I’ll be able to fly  

                  	A year later  

                  	My true bliss  

                  	About Honno 

                  	Also by this author and available from Honno Press 

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         v

         
            ~ Jay ~

since I am unlikely to write a book

in your universe, let alone up your street,

this one is for you.

It has bees.
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            In between the lies

lie the true stories

         

         2

      

   


   
      
         
3
            My name is May

         

         When I was a little girl, I thought everyone could do it.

         Once I understood how rare a gift it was, I curbed my tongue and asked fewer questions. What I can do though – it’s a talent, and I give you fair warning, if you’re planning on lying to me, don’t look me in my eye; I am an expert in deceit.

         The first lie I saw right through was the one my mother told me when I was five years old, on my first day at school. It was nineteen forty-six and prior to that, whenever I’d passed by the square grey school building with Mam, the children I saw hurtling round the playground, shrieking at the tops of their voices, reminded me of unruly hurricanes. They scared me half to death.

         ‘You’ll love school, May,’ Mam said. ‘Honestly. And you’ll be fine; there’s nothing at all to worry about.’ She took my face in her hands, looked straight into my anxious eyes and I saw it.

         Lie.

         An oblivious one as it proved. Mam wasn’t paying proper attention, that’s all; hadn’t yet worked out what I could do. And she had a lot on her mind, what with my dad being an invalid scared of the dark and his nightmares; she was having to keep all our bodies and souls together. She certainly hadn’t intended to be untruthful. (Mam’s the most honest, well-meaning and kind person I know.)

         She sent me off to school with a cwtch and a wave, in a brand-new frock made with thoughtful stitches and a true needle. The moment I saw her lie though – unwittingly or not, and young though I was – I realised people’s faces didn’t always say the same thing as the words coming out of their mouths. I soon saw how people don’t like their true natures revealed and grown-ups hate it most of all. My weird aptitude, I quickly realised, might get me into trouble, and as a result, I learned to keep much of what I saw to myself. 4

         
             

         

         It’s a doubled-edged sword, mind. Even if I can see a lie, I’m not necessarily sure I want to. There are times when I actively hate this strange gift and try to avoid it altogether. I know full well there’s a lie smack in front of me, only I turn away because looking makes me nervous and draws unnecessary attention.

         The older I grow, the less I like it. Being a bit different from other girls is all very well and I’m used to it; I’d rather not be thought of as altogether peculiar. And there’s the other side: the flaw in the charm if you like. No enchantment is ever perfect and I’ve lost count of the times I’ve known full well there’s a lie in the offing only I can’t quite see it.

         Soon after I realised it was more than a passing phase, I recognised what a burden my gift might turn out to be. Some lies are sharp and they can cut. They hide in sneaky corners, in sleight of hand, and behind narrowed eyes. When the air changes though, and I sense something truly amiss, when a determined liar looks right at me, it’s my everyday face they’re first presented with: clear-eyed and unadorned, designed to fool. Look closer though and you’ll catch the one I keep for special occasions, fashioned from a tilted eyebrow and an intuitive glance.

         If you watch a liar carefully, you’ll notice how their eyes darken and change direction. How their pupils expand and their words come out faster; listen as the cadence alters as the liar tries to disguise it. Don’t ask me how I know – just see the way the hairs on my arms stand on end, or how my ears flatten, the way a cat’s do, and the lobes redden as they burn hot as fire.

         Or catch my special occasion face.

         As I’ve grown up, I’ve put this odd skill down to a quirk in my genes. Or, to humour my Auntie Ffion, something more enigmatic, inherited from the Fäe folk she swears I’m related to.

         The only authentic thing I have to go on is my instinct.

         It’s the first few seconds that are crucial. If you look me in the eye, I’ll see inside your lie. Try me with a stretch of the imagination and I’ll tell you if it’s a tall story. You won’t get much past me; I 5know a petty fib from a falsehood, a white lie from a downright whopper. Deception is my forte and I can spot a slipshod show-off a mile away.

         Lie is a thin, mean word, don’t you agree?

         
             

         

         The fundamental thing I’ve discovered about lying is this: people do it all the time. They dust their conversations with throwaway fibs and fabrications for all manner of reasons: to protect others (and who’s going to give anyone a hard time for that), or because they’re afraid, or even to save face when they’re embarrassed. I’ve done the same myself.

         It’s the in your face arrogant don’t give a damn lies I can’t stand.

         Truth, secrets and lies, I’ve come to believe, are closely related. There are secrets that lie hidden for a long time and truths that come at you fast, before you have time to prepare.

         My name is May Harper.

         I’m the girl who sees beyond the glint in your eye, around your over-confidence and straight to the truth. I can hear the earth hum, the way the bees do. Ever since I was a tiny baby and they started talking to me, it’s seemed rude not to take notice.

         Bees don’t lie.

         Mam and Ffion have learned to keep their fibs to themselves. Once they recognised my gift, they began choosing their words with more care. They know a person can think lies all day around me and I’m none the wiser.

         Just don’t say them out loud – or look at me. 6
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            Everything about her was sweet, pale like honey.

You would not have been surprised to see a bee

caught in the tangles of that yellow hair.

            Katherine Mansfield

            ‘The Singing Lesson’ 8
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            A curious and singular hotel

         

         Mrs Cadwallader lied to me today.

         And it’s more than a shock; I’m thrown totally off guard. Constance Cadwallader isn’t only a pillar of our community, she’s holding most of it up by herself. She owns The Drovers Hotel where my mother and I work and is the last person I would imagine telling a bare-faced lie. (I’m not talking about the gentle lie she lives – the one that hurts nobody and which I’ll explain in a while.)

         This is a gold-plated stare you out, barefaced and dare you to contradict her kind of a lie.

         
             

         

         It’s the first day of May and my birthday. Mam’s forgotten to buy balloons and says you can’t have a party without them.

         ‘I’m seventeen, Mam, not seven.’

         ‘Indulge me.’ She looks flustered, her hair isn’t done and she hasn’t washed the breakfast dishes. Dad’s still in bed too and usually Mam likes him up, and in his chair, early. It makes her feel normal.

         ‘Run to Old Evans before he sells all the papers and closes up. You know what he’s like about being open on a Sunday.’

         I do – everyone does. Poor Mr Evans, older than the hills, pious and penny-pinching, his cash register eternally at odds with his conscience.

         ‘Make it quick, and when you get back, I’ll have your dad up and dressed and you can open your presents.’

         ‘Don’t fuss, Mam. It’s just a birthday.’

         ‘It’s your birthday. Don’t tell me not to fuss.’

         ‘Give me the money then and do your hair. You look like Ffion on a bad day!’

         ‘Shoo, you cheeky monkey!’

         I grin, pocket the coins and leave her with a wave. 10

         Outside is where I truly breathe. I’ve grown up wandering in the Rooky Wood at the bottom of our garden, picking wildflowers, collecting feathers and acorns and sweet spells left for me by the birds. My mother Esme is an anxious woman by nature, while my auntie approves my wild tendencies. In their own way they each encourage them. Truth is, I’m mostly like Mam, anchored to a predictable rhythm, even if it is played mostly out of doors. It’s my Auntie Ffion who’s is the restless one (and if you haven’t worked it out already, they’re sisters.)

         Our village is a typical of a hundred others across Wales. A ribbon road runs through it. Clusters of close-knit stone houses lean into each other and trip out onto the road, gathering dust to lace the window panes with. It’s bookended by a dour church at one end and at the other, an iron-grey village hall, braced confidently against an open landscape of fields and gentle hills, with a hint of mountains in the distance.

         Above me, the sky looks as thin as tissue paper, blue and striped with wisps of cloud. I can smell the sun and the May blossom. There’s not a soul around to notice me. It’s too early for the worshippers. They’ll be along in a while, side by side; tidy, brushed children trailing, neat as holy pins. Some attend the church, the majority prefer the chapel.

         I shan’t go. We aren’t the only people in the village who don’t turn out for some kind of service, although we are in the minority. And if it doesn’t quite set us apart, it does raise the occasional eyebrow.

         I walk past the higgledy-piggledy houses, the shops at intermittent intervals. Joe Broom’s garage, Sunday-shuttered and silent; Mrs Young, the dressmaker and Mrs Jones’ flower shop. Mali Walter’s antique emporium (junk by any other name), with a dusty window display, and Miss Marilyn’s hair salon (‘Miracles Performed Daily’) which she runs from her front room. Mam says she’d rather shave her hair to the scalp than let ‘that woman’ near it with a pair of scissors. 11

         ‘Miracles, my hat,’ she says whenever anyone mentions Marilyn Williams’ abilities. ‘More like mishaps. And her name’s not Marilyn either, it’s Megan. I went to school with her. Megan Williams, another one with ideas above her station.’

         Mam means Ffion.

         There’s a baker’s, a school and two pubs, if you include The Drovers, which Mrs Cadwallader would rather you didn’t because she’s posh and pubs aren’t. What these buildings have in common is, like the houses, they hug the road. Other than the odd strip behind iron railings, in our village there aren’t that many front gardens.

         On the other side of a stone bridge, behind the chapel’s squat body, a half-hidden sun sends rays of light cascading over the flowers on a hawthorn tree. It leans over the surrounding stone wall, pale and overblown with the weight of so much blossom.

         I blink and let the glittering settle.

         It isn’t until the blossom emerges that people notice how many hawthorn trees grow around our village. The lanes are mantled with them. Trees bent with blossom trail up fields creating lush, petalled hedges. Boughs drift like a lady’s best gown, oddly pleasing, musky scented and sexy.

         The day I was born, Ffion told me, the flowers on the hawthorns across the village were pink. It happens every few years or so – the petals take on a pink translucent hue and it drives the bees into ecstasy.

         This is a pink year and the blossom is new and fresh, like someone put a red sock in the boiler with the whites. I can’t resist and pull on the lowest bough, pick a few petals and let them lie in the palm of my hand. I blow on them – a soft, fine film of breath – and watch as they slow twirl to the ground.

         I’m about to cross the road when I hear her.

         ‘Many happy returns of the day, May.’

         Her voice is light and I recognise it at once. I turn and she’s there, coming down the steps, between the pillars of The Drovers porch.

         Her shoes are high-heeled and purposeful. 12

         Mrs Cadwallader is an elegant woman, light on her smart-shoed feet, immaculate in the tailored suit she calls a costume. Although she’s in her sixties, she looks younger. Her face fascinates me, shifting from nonchalance to scrutiny in a second, becoming alive and questioning, as if she doesn’t quite believe what people are telling her.

         It makes some folk uncomfortable. I approve of her quiet suspicions.

         There can be something aloof about her too, a remoteness in her eyes. They’re green and slanted and make her look slightly oriental. Her hair – short, waved and miraculously sculpted – is lacquered in place. She wears pearls every day of the week with no exception, not even when she’s pottering in the garden behind the hotel. I wouldn’t be surprised if she wore them to bed.

         As it’s Sunday, she’s wearing her best, cultured set. They shimmer in three flawless rows below the hollow of her throat.

         She’s a stickler for politeness is Mrs Cadwallader. I’ve known her since I was a baby and, working for her, I’m used to minding my manners.

         ‘Oh, thank you, Mrs Cadwallader,’ I say. ‘That’s really kind of you.’

         ‘You look well, May, I must say.’ She calls us a beautiful family: Welsh with English rose tendencies (even though there isn’t a drop of English blood in us). ‘And it’s a perfect day for a birthday. Seventeen already. Quite grown-up. Do you have anything nice planned?’

         ‘Tea with Mam and Auntie Ffion and Gwen, later,’ I say. ‘And Dad, of course.’

         Mrs Cadwallader is kind and pretends not to notice I’ve almost made him an afterthought even though I don’t mean to. It’s other people do that.

         ‘With a cake I hope?’ She pats her hair and smiles.

         I smile back and nod. My mother’s cakes are legendary. She’s Mrs Cadwallader’s secret, afternoon tea weapon, is Mam. 13

         ‘That’s some fine blossom.’ She shades her eyes against the sun. It’s moving higher and coming out from behind the chapel.

         ‘Pink,’ I say.

         ‘So it is.’

         ‘It was pink the year I was born. Do you remember?’

         There’s a pause and the air quivers. I can see her face and know, because of the sun being behind me, she can’t see mine.

         Mrs Cadwallader is given to pauses. It’s because she likes to think before she speaks – mostly they’re sensible pauses and perfectly calm. This one is made of concealment and it’s sharp as a hatpin.

         ‘I wasn’t here when you were born.’

         Her pupils shine, crow black and glinty, and the edges of her neat, fixed hair shiver. Mrs Cadwallader looks at me and her gaze is unflinching – almost convincing. It’s the way Mrs Hill used to look at me if I forgot to hand in my homework.

         It’s blatant, this lie and, like it or not, I can’t help but see it.

         I wasn’t here either, I was born in England, but we came home a few days later and everyone in the village remembers the blossom was pink the year I was born. My Auntie Ffion never stops reminding them.

         The lobes of my ears almost singe my hair so even though I have no proof she wasn’t in the village when I was born, I know she isn’t telling the truth. And it’s not like she hasn’t had the practice. Like I said, Mrs Cadwallader lives a secret life, in quiet cahoots with Miss Amélie Griffin, a botanist and writer of nature books.

         According to Mrs Cadwallader, her family have owned The Drovers since it was built in the eighteen hundreds. It’s a curious and singular hotel, unchanged and old-fashioned, popular with travelling salesmen (Mrs Cadwallader refers to them as her ‘gentlemen’), and with a longstanding reputation for discretion.

         Which sits conveniently, I’d say, with her own particular situation. Miss Griffin lives in the hotel and has done so for many years.

         I was never supposed to know about them, what they are. If Ffion hadn’t slipped up, I might never have guessed. 14

         
             

         

         ‘Just because Queen Victoria didn’t believe in lesbians doesn’t mean there weren’t any. And you don’t have to look that far by here either, to find a few.’

         I was thirteen and had never heard the word ‘lesbian’ before.

         Ffion was supposed to be helping me with my history homework. I was finding secondary school a challenge and needed all the help I could get. We’d been discussing how Queen Victoria had been a martinet and how her word had been law.

         ‘What do you mean? What’s a lesbian?’

         ‘Girls who love girls.’ Ffion grinned. ‘Women, ladies, girls who don’t like doing it with men.’

         I knew what “it” was. Girls doing it together was a puzzle mind, but I trusted Ffion.

         ‘Queen Victoria said there was no such thing.’

         I swept this snippet aside. ‘You mean, Mrs Cadwallader and Miss Griffin love each other? Like that? But she’s married. Well, she was. She must have been if she’s a Mrs.’

         ‘Anyone ever seen or heard of a husband?’ Ffion made one of her eyebrow-raising, wide-eyed faces. ‘I think not.’ She tapped the side of her nose. ‘Keep it under your hat though, May. It’s a secret, okay, and no one’s business but theirs.’

         I remember how she’d paused before adding that if it became common knowledge, certain people might hate them.

         ‘Why would they do that?’

         ‘Ignorance? Fear? The busybodies round here pretend not to notice so they don’t have to admit anything’s actually going on.’ She sighed. ‘Constance and Amélie are cool, May, and they aren’t hurting anyone. Trouble is, I’m afraid prejudice brings out the coward in a lot of people.’

         ‘Does Mam know?’

         ‘Of course she does, only don’t tell her I told you. She’ll think I’m gossiping.’ 15

         
             

         

         I think it’s fascinating. And I like Miss Griffin. Whenever I see her around the village or, occasionally, when we pass on the stairs or a corridor in the hotel, she’s always nice to me. Mam discourages me from ‘bothering her’ as she calls it. My mother disapproves of rocking the boat. She doesn’t like upset or change.

         ‘Miss Griffin is a very private, busy woman, May,’ she told me when I began working at the hotel. ‘It wouldn’t be professional to get too familiar with her. Just be polite and leave her to get on with her work.’

         I did as she asked and still do, although it’s a shame. To be honest, Amélie Griffin is about the most interesting person in the village. I find her intriguing.

         Now I’ve done my research, I have more of an idea how lesbians carry on in bed! The whole thing is curious and risqué and a little bit exciting. I like the audacity of it and it hasn’t been hard keeping their secret. Ever since Ffion let the cat out of the bag, I’ve watched Mrs Cadwallader and Miss Griffin, how they move around each other like dancers, share faint smiles laden with fond meaning. Answer one another’s questions. Finish each other’s sentences.

         I look hard at Mrs Cadwallader and continue ours.

         ‘I must have got it wrong. Mam said—’

         ‘I can assure you, May, you have got it wrong.’ She pats her hair again, adjusts her smile; she’s speaking unusually fast. ‘And your mother will tell you the same. I was away – in London, if memory serves – when you were born.’

         Because she doesn’t know what I can do, she keeps looking at me.

         It’s the mistake they all make.

         I hold her gaze.

         Does she flinch?

         It doesn’t matter. I’m not stupid and never mind my earlobes, the hairs on the back of my neck are fizzing like pop. I’m not going to make a thing of it mind. Both Mam’s job and mine depend on staying in Mrs Cadwallader’s good books. Like I said, Mam’s her right-hand woman and I’ve worked as a chambermaid since I left 16school and Mam asked her to take me on. One day I’ll be something else and until I decide what it is, being a chambermaid will do.

         I like Constance Cadwallader, respect her even. If she’s lying to me, I assume there must be a good reason for it.

         ‘Well, I can’t stand here gossiping.’ She glances at her watch. ‘Can’t keep Father Harris waiting.’

         She moves into the spreading sun, and now it is she who is invisible. Her silhouette shimmering, she turns into the lane at the side of the hotel, climbs into her green Rover. Every Sunday, in contrast to the majority of the village, Mrs Cadwallader drives to town, to the incense-perfumed, stained glass, absolution-conferring Catholic Church.

         ‘God-botherer,’ Ffion calls her.

         Like her or not, liar is what I think.

         Although why is beyond me.
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            Peas in a pod

         

         Mam told me a bee landed on my hand a few hours after I was born.

         Ffion insists it means I’ll end up a poet. My Auntie Ffion says a lot of things I don’t take any notice of and, in any case, I can’t spell for toffees, which is a bad start for a poet.

         The point is the bees like me and I admire them for their industry. One visited me in a dream last night, so I know someone’s got something to tell me. There was nothing in it to alert me to Mrs Cadwallader’s lie though, only bee dreams are always about people so my interest is piqued.

         Her car disappears round the bend. I take a moment and sit on the step; while I do, you may as well sit with me while I tell you a bit about myself and my family.

         According to Ffion, a child born on the first of May has a wild, resilient heart given to grace. Depending on your inclination, this could mean God thinks I’m the bee’s knees, or, more prosaically, I have an agreeable face and manner. Either way, due to my gift, I’m a watchful girl, inclined to caution. An untidy one too, with a disregard for my appearance some people mistrust and others find fault with. I know what they think: that I fancy myself better than anyone else and consider doing as I please to be a virtue. It’s not entirely without foundation, only for a girl who notices, yet prefers to go unnoticed, it tends to work against me.

         Ffion insists, when the princes turn up, they’ll be fighting over me. The few years since I’ve been old enough to entertain notions of romantic love have taught me one thing: I simply don’t see myself with a boyfriend. Not yet at any rate.

         It’s not that I’m unfriendly or find boys particularly repugnant (although the few I know tend towards scruffy stupidity.) I’m wary of them because I don’t understand them. They would say I think 18too much, and I probably do. Though far less about the things that concern most girls, like boys and film stars, and more about dead poets, why bees dance and if trees really can walk.

         Gwen’s opinion of boys is more expressive than mine. ‘Spotty, smelly and with one brain cell between them.’

         She’s my best friend and the prettiest girl I know. Boys can’t take their eyes off her. Since she turned thirteen and gained a chest, they’ve hung on her every word. She stares each of them in the face and returns admiring looks as if they’re gifts. If one of them says something rude or suggestive, she pauses and adopts a faux quizzical look, as if she can’t quite believe they’d dare.

         ‘Explain? If you can?’ It’s the perfect comeback because most of them can’t.

         I warn her when they’re lying, which is most of the time. Apart from Mam and Ffion, Gwen is the only one who knows about my gift. At first glance we’re unlikely friends – I’m quiet and introspective, Gwen is gregarious as a puppy. And yet we fit the way the right key does in a lock. We share a sense of humour, and we’re unimpressed by people who are desperate to be liked. We don’t make plans, we simply have a way of gravitating toward one another when we need to.

         
             

         

         This story of mine – it’s nothing more than me talking to myself, making it up one day at a time because that’s the way I live. The way we all do, if we’re honest, even the people who think they can control their lives. There’s a thing Ffion calls karma. She says it concerns consequences: how the way we act in one moment decides our fate in the future and don’t be surprised if you get what you ask for.

         I don’t ask for much if I’m being truthful, which I invariably am – an inevitable result of being an expert in its opposite. I’m an only child, self-reliant, and not in the least bit lonely.

         The one rhymes nicely with the other don’t you think?

         I don’t join in, I’m not that kind of girl. Gwen and I do things 19together but it’s different. She’s an only child too and, like me, often prefers her own company.

         My aloneness suits me. My mother calls me contrary but, like Ffion, loves me all the same.

         Mam’s slender and walks as if her feet don’t care for the ground. Underneath her skin, her bones are hollow as a bird’s. Her blue-grey eyes remind me of morning mist in winter before it snows. She never wears makeup – not even lipstick, even though after the war all the women were mad for it. And she does herself no favours with her clothes: dusty, artless frocks, washed out and innocuous, and invariably covered by an apron.

         Grief has aged my mother, not the passing of the last two decades. Since the war almost killed my dad (meaning I would never have been born), a muted sadness clings to her, an ache in her heart with threads that have carved too many lines on her face. She waves a hand at me with a, ‘Shush now’ when I tell her she’s beautiful; she has no idea how lovely she is.

         Billy – he’s my dad – agrees. When Mam says she needs her beauty sleep, he always says ‘No, you don’t’ and she blushes.

         She’s tiny – we all are – only Auntie Ffion has a way about her that can trick you into thinking she’s taller. Along with her eccentric clothes, some days she flings on a kind of glamour and, in an instant, she can be tall as a sunflower. Ffion is careless with her beauty, often not bothering to wash her face before she goes to bed, leaving mascara clogged on her eyelashes like little spiders.

         Still, Ffion possesses some inexplicable trait. It’s probably Granny Win’s legacy – everyone says she was a witch and a great beauty. Mam says Ffion gives herself airs and Fi, who fancies herself a bit witchy anyway, leaves them lying around the place, not giving a damn. Her beauty is wild, unlike Mam’s which is contained and understated, like a simple flower. Ffion is a weed – the boldest kind of flower! She lights things up, the way a bright beacon does.

         To look at we appear to have a lot in common. Pale-skinned, our eyes are various shifting shades of blue, our fair hair variegated and 20thick. We all have more hair than we need to be honest. Ffion’s is streaked with red glints which catch the light of the sun and flicker like fire. Mam’s is buttery and heavy and when she lets it loose she looks like an angel.

         My hair is ribbon-resistant and reckless. In school photographs, the group ones we had to sit in rows for every year, our faces small and hard to identify, I was the blonde in a sea of dark heads. When Mam takes it in hand though, holds it down and bends it to her will, my hair can look tidy – for a while at least.

         Heads bent, look quickly and we’re three peas in a pod. Look again though, and you’ll see the differences. Mam’s face is delicate, with pale eyes and a mouth that always seems on the edge of a question, as if she sees beyond the obvious and doesn’t trust it. Needs it to explain itself. By contrast, Ffion’s eyes are deepest blue and heavily lidded; she sees only what interests her. Her smile is infectious and constant. She has freckles, and her arms and legs are browned by the sun.

         Mam says my eyes are a shade of blue that makes the bluebells envious.

         Under my hair, the tips of my ears have slight points. A perfectly normal human quirk although Ffion says, it proves I have fairy blood. Mam doesn’t like it when Ffion says things like this.

         I don’t mind. I know who I am.
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            Miles away

         

         My mother is a worrier.

         I’m not sure if it’s her nature or simply the way she’s evolved because of everything she’s had to deal with.

         It can be irritating, mind.

         ‘You need to get out of yourself, May,’ is one of her favourite entreaties. If it wasn’t so trying, it would be too funny for words. The idea I could literally get out of my own body conjures an image Lewis Carroll would be proud of. And it’s a contradiction. I only have to look like I’m about to venture off on my own and Mam’s on my case.

         Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is one of my favourite books, although I think Through the Looking-Glass is better. Unlike Alice, I don’t think loneliness is an inevitable consequence of growing up – I’m already content to be relatively solitary.

         Mostly, Mam tells me to be careful – an endless loop of love and consternation. I tell her, I’m always careful, only she conveniently forgets and reminds me, again and again. We go round in circles – her invisible footprints follow me and I try not to mind.

         My dad, William Harper – who everyone has always called Billy – doesn’t say much about anything. It isn’t that he doesn’t have opinions; he tends to save his energy for the things he thinks matter. In his own way, he worries about me every bit as much as Mam does.

         He wears glasses with wire frames and habitually removes them to rub the bridge of his nose.

         ‘Be safe, bach,’ he tells me, and pats my cheek.

         Most of the time, Dad sits in his wheelchair, close to the window watching the birds, miles away, a haunted, lost look on his face.

         I think miles away must be a truly terrible place.

         Thin as a broom, he folds into his chair, into himself. Old pain 22has left cracks on his face, lines of unforgettable, horrific truth. Even if he could stand up and walk, I think the weight of his body would break him. He never really mastered crutches and now I think they scare him. And when the melancholy is at its worst, I see how he tries out words, almost as if he’s seeing if he can make them fit, make a conversation.

         The seeds of sadness were planted in my father when he was nineteen years old, an ephemeral soldier boy facing the reality of life with only one leg. Seeds that erupted into deep tragedy and because he never speaks of it, we can only guess the reality of his trauma. It must have scarred his psyche every bit as much as it damaged his physical body. His memories remain private, internalised and secret.

         My father’s dreams are often nightmares and filled with horror.

         He was a boy when he went to war. One of the lads, wanting to do their bit: bright, lively boys made livelier by notions of glory. Swaggering words spoken out loud, a breath in, a decision made, a breath out and their lives were changed forever.

         Ffion says it was boyish bravado, Mam says they were heroic. I think she’s the courageous one. My other grandmother’s heart broke when her beloved Billy came home, as she saw it, mutilated. The sharp pieces of her shattered heart killed her, and Billy’s dad disappeared. I never knew either of them but even though I sensed it must have been wretched for his mother, it must have been unbelievably desperate for Mam, the one left holding the fort – and the baby.

         Me.

         A husband who doesn’t talk much, locked in a private world of traumatic memory, isn’t easy to be around. Losing most of your leg when you’re a month shy of your twentieth birthday can either kill you or turn you into a tyrant. There isn’t a shred of violence in my dad, but now and then he balls his hands into fists and holds them against his temples, presses and presses until I think he’ll leave the imprint of his knuckles on his skin. He cries then, an eerie, gasping sound, and Mam waves me away. When he’s like this, she’s the only 23one who can soothe him. Even so, I know she struggles. Perhaps it’s because I’m growing up and I notice these things: the small gestures and moments when she lets down her guard. A hand clasped to her mouth, stealing herself to calmness, when she doesn’t know I’m awake too, standing on the other side of Dad’s door, listening to yet another nightmare turning him into a wreck.

         A lot of damaged men returned from France filled with rage, drinking too much and beating their wives. My dad was only half alive when he came back and too deeply wounded in his mind for physical or even verbal rage.

         The day he went away, Mam told me, she had promised to wait for her Billy – marry him when he came home and told him they would live happily ever after. ‘It was the fate of a lot of women. We were girls really, what did we know about anything?’

         Wartime romances were intense and fleeting. Girls succumbed to love (boys to opportunist lust fuelled by unvoiced terror). Too many girls married in haste, made babies, and were widowed before they were born.

         ‘You were lucky then.’

         I remember a shadow clouding her eyes and her answer. ‘We barely knew each other, May; there wasn’t time to feel much at all. I knew he was the boy for me though. But by the time he came back, he was already leaving me again.’

         Ffion says Dad was okay for a few months, until he wasn’t. They thought it was going to be all right, that he would make the best of it. There was talk of an artificial leg, until the doctors said his mind was too broken to cope.

         They don’t call it shell shock anymore – the army banned the term, but that’s what it is. Shell shock. Combat trauma, whatever. And the doctors used other long words and fancy terms to describe my dad. The reality was a broken man. He turned inward, faded, and, in essence, left all of us.

         My parents must have been devastated to discover what different people they had become. How trying to turn back into the people 24they were before the war came was impossible. Too young, yet in no way unique. You made your bed and what came after was a roll of a soldier’s dice.

         
             

         

         A roll in the hay.

         There must have been at least one – they managed to make me – but ever since I was a dwt, my dad’s slept by himself in a small downstairs room off the parlour.

         I do my best to make it easy for Mam. She’s the bravest person I know and I pity her poor heart – crushed before she had a chance to work out how to defend it. People in the village are kind to her; it doesn’t stop them whispering and referring to her as ‘Poor Esme Harper.’ I know they mean it kindly but it still makes me cross. We aren’t at all poor – we manage quite nicely, thank you very much.

         Most days when the weather’s nice, and Mam’s at work, I wheel Dad outside, sit with him in the garden for a while and read to him from the newspaper, or when he gets bored, a book. His tall frame with its one invisible leg making an odd shape under the plaid rug, is familiar to me now.

         If he’s had a few undisturbed nights, Dad can surprise me. Like I said, he doesn’t waste his energy on trivia. He asks if I’ve noticed the rainbow or if the cuckoo is back in the chapel graveyard. I tell him about the unexpected deer I saw in the wood, and he tells me how he and his pals pretended to stalk them when he was a boy.

         ‘Did you know, May, a deer’s ears are independently mobile? They rotate at nearly one hundred and eighty degrees. Which is why you need to be very quiet when you stalk them.’

         This is when I think he knows everything there is to know. Now and then, I catch his eye and wonder to myself, does he pick and choose how much he talks to any of us? He looks at me over his glasses, reaches out, strokes my hair and his mouth makes a small smile, as if a different memory strikes him. A wish that he might have been the kind of father who played and laughed and ran through the wood with his daughter. 25

         We’ve never done that.

         It makes these moments with him more perfect though; it’s as if we’re stepping outside the world Mam has created around us. The one in which her fierce protection of Billy supersedes everyone else’s. She is at the centre of things, making everything work, and we both respect her for it.

         ‘Don’t fuss him, May,’ she says. ‘Don’t tire him.’

         I never do, only I wouldn’t argue with her. I just don’t tell her how he insists being tired is okay and worth it for the time spent with me. I don’t mention how our simple, gentle talking is sometimes a revelation. I like the way we quietly subvert things and how he likes to be responsible for me.

         He doesn’t know about my gift, at least I don’t think he does, and it doesn’t matter. He’s never lied to me. I love him. How he is – it’s the only way I’ve ever known him. Your family is what you’re born into and mine is Mam and Dad, and Auntie Ffion.

         There’s no one else. My maternal grandparents, Winifred and Lewis, died of influenza in nineteen thirty-five. It was cruel and indiscriminate, taking the young and old, rich and poor alike. And even crueller on a man who’d survived the horrors of the first war unscathed. Mam and Ffion are very protective of their memories, particularly Granny Win’s. She read palms and tea leaves, and dreams.

         Ffion says she was a witch; Mam tuts and insists she was simply kind and clever. ‘A wise woman, your granny, cariad. It’s not the same.’

         I’ve seen photographs of Granny Winifred Merrick and she looks pretty as a picture and wise as an owl.

         Mam says I have a look of her.

         ‘She was an honest woman, my mother, hardworking too. She believed women – married or not – ought to be able to earn their own money. She never gave up her job at the hotel, not even when she was expecting me or Fi.’ Mam smiles, nods her head like she’s proud. ‘She taught us good life lessons.’

         Mam’s had to work, because of Dad not being able to and only 26getting a tiny war pension. Ffion’s always worked because she likes to buy things. She works for the local vet, helps out with the strays he can’t say ‘no’ to, and delivers medicines and supplies to the outlying farms on her motorcycle.

         And I have my own plans, vague ones admittedly, so I guess I’ll need money at some point.

         ‘She saw through fools, did your Granny.’

         I like that.

         A girl born on May Day, at midnight, with the moon gone dark (according to Ffion), sees more than you’d imagine. When I look in the mirror, I like to think I see hints of my grandmother.

         And I wonder, did she see liars too?
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            Russian dolls

         

         If I had the time, I’d pop in and see Granny Win.

         She’s buried in the chapel graveyard across the road – one of my favourite alone places. From behind the chapel, the sun is warming up and the scent of hawthorn blossom follows me. The air is luminous with it and, from the other side of the wall, I hear the first cuckoo of spring calling.

         Dad will be delighted when I tell him; it’s supposed to be lucky. I get to my feet, reach into my pocket for one of Mam’s pennies to turn over. Silly really – birds don’t do superstition and they’re smarter than people. Even so, I twist the penny in my fingers.

         I can’t see the bird, not without going in and today, however tempted I am, I know Old Evans will be closing up any minute now. Cuckoos are secretive birds in any case, and hard to spot. She’ll be looking to borrow a nest, a home for her babies, lazy lady.

         As I approach his shop, I see Old Evans taking in the last of the papers from the metal rack. It’s only the chance of a few extra shillings that keeps him selling newspapers on a Sunday.

         He’s not too keen on serving me frivolities either.

         ‘It’s the Lord’s Day, May Merrick,’ he grumbles.

         He always uses Granny Win’s surname when addressing me. In spite of my mother marrying a Harper, we’re often called Merrick by a few of the older village residents.

         ‘Witchy,’ the elders still whisper. ‘It’s in the blood.’

         Ffion loves it, I couldn’t care less, and Mam pretends no one’s said a word.

         ‘It’s my birthday, Mr Evans. Go on, os gwelwch yn dda? Please?’

         The shop is dim, drab and chilly. Old Evans sells everything from postcards, shoelaces, tea and light bulbs, to sweets, string and nails. At the back there’s a small boxed-in cubicle where he dispenses 28stamps and postal orders, and attends to savings accounts. He wears a special hat for these transactions and if you’re in a hurry and show it, you’d better come back later when you’ve changed your attitude to a servant of the Queen.

         He finds the balloons and I tell him how grateful I am.

         ‘There’s a bee in your hair,’ he says, morosely and not totally committed to caring if I’m stung or not.

         I’ve never been stung in my life, not by a bee at any rate.

         ‘I expect so, Mr Evans. Don’t worry, it likes me.’

         He hands me the balloons, takes the money. ‘Yes, well, penblwydd hapus then, May Merrick. Now off you go, before I come after you with a broom.’

         As birthday greetings go it needs work, but I smile anyway.

         
             

         

         Mam’s as pleased as punch.

         She spreads the balloons on the arm of the sofa.

         ‘Where’s my dad?’

         ‘Deep asleep, cariad. I thought I’d leave him after all. The tea party will tire him and…’

         I nod. I’d heard him in the night, calling out in his sleep. I know Mam was up with him. ‘Good idea.’

         Our house, like most in the village, is old and solid and it smells of Mansion polish and bread. It’s cool in summer and in winter holds the warmth of whatever sun there is. The front room – Granny Win’s parlour – is tidy and filled with my grandparents’ gleaming walnut furniture. Win’s dark blue squashy armchair huddles in the middle of the room. On the solid, square table under the window, a green vase filled with bluebells – Mam’s favourite – sits on a crocheted mat.

         There’s a deep seat built in beneath the window overlooking the road. It has mulberry-coloured cushions with a pattern of gold leaves and I like to curl up on them and read my books. Mismatched bookcases hold scores of them – novels and biographies, wildlife books, atlases and encyclopaedias. And a glass-fronted cabinet filled 29with pretty china stands next to a slender pedestal lamp bearing a beautiful silk shade the colour of meadowsweet. Cushions sit on a moquette sofa, plump and tidy.

         Mam likes things neat and she’s at permanent war with dust.

         The house works better with Mam in it. There’s an order to it that I can only aspire to. I’m a scatterer by nature: books and clothes, comics, daydreams and pencils.

         ‘Happy birthday, cariad,’ she says, as I open the biggest of the brown paper-wrapped parcels.

         It’s a skirt she’s been making in the evenings, after I go to bed and pretend to be asleep, pretend not to hear the sound of the treadle sewing machine.

         The skirt is circular, dotted with flowers in pale yellow and every shade of blue.

         ‘Yellow to match your hair—’

         ‘Blue to bring out my eyes.’

         We both smile. It’s a comfortable, familiar exchange.

         In addition to the skirt, there’s a box of chocolates that must have cost a fortune.

         ‘Your dad’s got something for you too. It’s a secret and he said he wanted to give it to you himself.’

         She hands me another parcel. ‘Go on, open it.’

         It’s a set of Russian dolls, decorated with red roses and cheerful, gentle smiles. I’ve wanted some since I was a little girl. Their benign secretiveness has always appealed to me. I can tell this set is old and it’s beautiful.

         ‘I know you always wanted a set, lovely. Sorry it’s taken so long. I saw them in Mali’s shop the other day and thought you’d like them. And I got them for a song too. Mali thinks old things are worthless.’

         ‘I love them! Thank you, Mam!’

         She gives me a card too, one she’s made herself. On the front is a picture of Billie Holiday wearing a gardenia behind her ear.

         Every week, Mam buys a copy of Picturegoer and cuts out photographs of her favourite film stars: Celia Johnson and Grace 30Kelly. (Ffion prefers Bette Davies and Marlon Brando.) We’re a family with favourites. Billie Holiday is mine. I love her voice on the radio.

         Inside the card, written in Mam’s swirly hand is the legend: Happy birthday, still love you the best in all the world. Mam and Dad. Kisses and a tiny drawing of a gardenia.

         She’s a very artistic woman, my mother.

         ‘Are you going to see Ffion then? Be out of my hair for a while?’ She’s folding the wrapping paper, rolling up the string. I can see she’s impatient. There will be a cake somewhere in need of icing. And my dad to dress and get into his chair. No matter how often I offer to do it, she rarely lets me help.

         ‘Now in a minute, all right? Do you think she’ll have a present for me?’

         ‘I’m sure she will.’

         I ignore the implied criticism, the emphasis on the last rather than the second word, as if any present Ffion chooses is bound to be unsuitable. It’s half-hearted, only habit’s a hard thing to break.

         Ffion is the best auntie ever, not that I have any others to compare her with. Mam loves her too – she just worries her scatty sister is a bad influence on me. The pair of them remind me of a cloth doll I once owned. Mrs Cadwallader gave her to me when I was twelve: a topsy-turvy, double-ended creature with two sets of clothes and two faces meant to denote opposing moods. Only they didn’t. The doll was creepy and undecided and I hated it. ‘It’s the thought that counts,’ Mam said at the time.

         Within months, I had mislaid the doll because I didn’t like her enough not to.

         Esme and Ffion like to think they don’t hide from anyone; open books and all that. They’re wrong and as ambiguous as the two faces of that doll; adept at concealing their true feelings.

         I much prefer the Russian ones, they’re more honest and hidden in plain sight.

         ‘Oh, look at you,’ Mam says, ‘I can’t believe you’re seventeen.’

         ‘Time flies, Mam, when you’re having fun.’ 31

         
             

         

         Ffion says I was born with intention. She was there, with Mam, when I came into the world, and told me I smelled as sweet as the blossom I was named after. She called me ‘Bud’ for years until I protested because I thought it made me sound like a boy.

         She acquiesced and changed it to Blossom.

         Mam doesn’t talk about my birth as much as Ffion does. She’s right when she says Ffion loves a drama and if she’s not in one of her own, she’ll gate-crash someone else’s.

         ‘It’s messy and private,’ is all Mam’s ever said, the one and only time I asked her for the story of my birth. And added that I came so fast there was barely time to get the midwife in. ‘Bit of a blur, see.’

         ‘The next day though,’ she added, with the smile she saves for when she’s truly happy, ‘wrapped up and smelling sweet as a rose, lying in your cradle nice and tidy, you were perfect.’

         She made me sound like a parcel, only I knew it wasn’t what she meant. Mam always wants me safe and cosy. She wants me to be good too, for the right reasons: so people will like me; I’ll have friends, be popular and live a happy life. She’s protective, the way mothers are meant to be.

         With Dad, she’s patient and kind and, frankly, long-suffering. At least, that’s what I see. I see her anguish too – when he shouts at her, even though it’s the nightmare and not really him – only I pretend not to.

         My mother’s goodness impresses me and I want to be like her. Now and then though, I see her weary face and her relentless altruism bothers me. I want her to think about herself, dare her to take a few risks, the way Ffion does. Be reckless. (If Ffion tries to encourage me towards mischief, I suspect it’s only because she needs an ally.) I’m as good as I need to be and as headstrong as I choose.

         Like the bees. They know who’s good and who’s bad, and the ones in the middle doing the best they can.

         Like my lost-in-the-past father. 32

         
             

         

         ‘Fingers crossed it’s something useful,’ Mam says. ‘Ffion’s present.’

         ‘Why does it matter? Don’t be mean. You’re sisters. If I had a sister, I’d be kind to her every second of the day and love the bones of her.’

         ‘No, you wouldn’t, you’d have to share and you’d hate that.’

         I give this some thought. What would I do with a sister, or worse, a brother, who trailed behind me, wanting to know where I was going, prying into my secrets and my perfect, lonely places? Bossing me about. Mam’s right. Being alone suits me too much. I wouldn’t like a sibling one little bit.

         And I have Gwen. We’re as good as sisters when we need to be.

         I open the largest of the Russian dolls, then the next one and the one after that until nine dolls sit on the table. ‘A family.’

         Mam laughs. ‘Yes.’

         ‘Like us?’

         ‘Like us, only with more sisters!’

         ‘More aunties?’

         Mam’s smile widens. ‘More bosses! Oh, goodness, imagine that. A whole line of Constance Cadwalladers.’

         I hesitate, then tell her I saw Mrs Cadwallader while I was out. How she told me she wasn’t living here when I was born.

         Mam frowns. ‘I can’t say I remember.’ She lowers her head, so she doesn’t have to meet my eye, picks up another balloon and starts blowing it up.

         ‘It doesn’t matter.’

         There’s too much air in the balloon and it takes off. Mam jumps back. ‘Bloody thing!’

         My mother’s not the swearing type and I pretend not to notice. There’s something off-kilter and I’m not inclined to pry. Not today. It’s not only that I don’t want to spoil my birthday for myself; I don’t want to ruin it for Mam either.

         ‘You all right blowing the rest of them up?’ I ask her. ‘I’m off to see Ffion.’

         She hugs me. ‘I’m fine. You go, it’ll be a lovely gift, I’m sure.’ 33

         I love her for making an effort to be kind.

         ‘Have the best time, you hear?’ She takes my face in her hands. ‘Seventeen’s really special, May. You’ll never be seventeen again.’

         I’ll never be any age I’ve already been, only I don’t say this.

         ‘Take care, won’t you?’

         I tell her I always take care. ‘See you later, Mam. And thank you for the skirt. I’ll wear it for the party. It’s the finest creation in all the world and you’re my favourite!’

         ‘So I should hope.’ Mam smiles. ‘Tea here at three. Did you tell Gwen? And make sure Ffion wears something suitable.’

         ‘Yes, yes and yes!’

         I like her benign prompts. They remind me that I’m loved.
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