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         Praise for
The Haunting of Strawberry Water


         
            ‘A sensuous and strikingly visual story, this tale about motherhood is at once singular and universal. It taps into those equivocal feelings we all have about the conflicting burdens and joys of creating and supporting a tiny life, while showing us one woman’s particular challenges. It is a ghost story which, even in these supposedly rational times, we completely fall into.’

            —Julia Crouch

            ‘Tara Gould knows an essential truth, that ghosts exist in the darkness of the mind. And that sometimes those ghosts can exit the mind and take up residence in the world. They need to be both real, and unreal, at the same time. It is a difficult task to pull off, and Gould tackles it superbly. This beguiling and unsettling story has a very powerful effect on the reader.’

            —Jeff Noon

            ii‘An eerily evocative snapshot of a young woman possessed by her own lost history, The Haunting of Strawberry Water takes what should be the most secure of bonds, the relationship between mother and daughter, and transports it to a new and terrifying landscape of the uncanny.’

            —Ian Breckon

            ‘Elegant and profound, this is powerful nature writing as much as it is a compelling ghost story, and an expertly handled meditation on the prickly nature of intimate relationships.’

            —Hannah Vincent
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            For Karen,

who encouraged me to write this story
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            The Haunting of Strawberry Water

         

         For most of my life, the only image I possessed of my mother was a shadowy, indistinct figure in an old Polaroid photograph.

         She left when I was very small. I couldn’t bring to mind the sound of her voice, or remember her face, but as a child I succeeded in constructing an imaginary substitute from the few anecdotal details I’d assembled. The Polaroid was a crucial component in my collection. To the casual observer, it would appear simply to be a family snapshot, generic and unremarkable—the colours are slightly muted, the clothes out of date. In it, I am being held on my father’s knee, wearing a puffy yellow dress, in front of Strawberry Water, my childhood home. 2I must be about a year old. My father is wearing a pale-blue, short-sleeved shirt and has wavy, shoulder-length hair, and we’re sitting on the top of three whitewashed, wooden steps that lead to the front door of the bungalow. It’s a bright spring day, the lawn is green and there are flowering shrubs in the beds, and crimson geraniums in terracotta pots. Behind us, the front door is open, and in contrast, the inside of the house is dark and colourless. There is an internal door to the right, which is ajar, and behind it stands a figure, a sliver of body, a sense of motion, as if the person lingering there is about to join us. All that’s visible is a section of leg where the knee pushes forward, the point of a black, shiny shoe protruding at the base of the wooden door, and three slim fingers clutching the door half way up. The rest is simply the vague impression of the form and presence of a person. My mother.

         
             

         

         As a child, I pestered my father for more photographs of her—pictures that showed her properly. I longed to see her face, its expression, the colour of her hair, the style of clothes she wore. But every time I asked my father, the question always elicited the same response: a swift, still silence would descend 3upon him, making his usually animated body solid, and he would look away from me. Even as a child I knew he had his reasons. I never doubted his love for me, but the quality of that silence was particularly gritty and uncomfortable. There was some emotion I couldn’t name, but which I later articulated as shame, perhaps humiliation. And as this feeling shifted in him, it was also mirrored in me, releasing minute spores through my system. Eventually, I stopped asking him to help me reconstruct her and took things into my own hands.

         
             

         

         A river ran past the bottom of the bungalow’s garden and in late spring and summer, if the weather conditions were right, the water turned a deep, reddish pink—a phenomenon that inspired the name, Strawberry Water.

         The house was twee and anachronistic: a Colonial-style bungalow built in the 1920s, standing alone in the middle of acres of flat farmland. It had painted wooden panels on the front, wide steps leading to the front door, and even a kind of veranda, deep enough for two garden chairs. The large, open-plan living/dining room and my father’s bedroom were at the front of the house, the bathroom was 4stuck on the side of the building, and the kitchen and my own bedroom were at the back, facing the long garden. Most of the time I couldn’t see the river from my bedroom window, but I could hear it, and sometimes I could smell it. But after rain or a full moon, when the water was high, I could see the top of it, like a thin shining ribbon.

         Being on the same level as the garden made the outside spaces feel like an extension of the inside. The double French doors in my room opened on to the lawn and intensified the sense that the garden and the river were somehow part of my private space. As soon as the weather was warm enough each spring, I kept my door open and spent much of my time playing outside and sitting on the river bank, or collecting leaves, flowers and stones.

         
             

         

         In my bedroom, there was a ladder of six wooden shelves that filled the alcove beside the chimney breast on the internal wall. At my insistence, my father had painted the shelves with pastel-pink gloss. Here, in front of the books, I placed the small pebbles I’d collected over time from the banks of the river. These pale, rounded stones were the Mother Stones—each one represented a piece of 5information about my mother that I’d gleaned over the years:

         
	one stone represented my mother’s name—Olivia;

            	one stone represented her only daughter—me;

            	one was her age when she left me—thirty-two (she was sixteen years younger than my father; I once overheard my father blame this age difference for, what he called, ‘the cracks in the relationship’);

            	one stone was her hair colour—dark brown;

            	one was for the pointed shoes I had seen in the photograph;

            	one was a slim white bullet shaped stone, my personal favourite, that represented her long, thin fingers (a fact corroborated by my Aunt Francesca, who once said I had inherited her elegant hands);

            	one for her occasional and unaccountable melancholia;

            	one for her kindness to and love of animals.

         

The final two stones on the list symbolised the more abstract pieces of data that I had picked up 6when eavesdropping on conversations between my father and Aunt Francesca. For me, these were the most gratifying features on the list. They supported the good, rather than the callous version of the person I envisioned. They gave her humanity, a texture, and offered me an aspect of her personality I could cling to, the kind of detail a real relationship might offer.

         I needed desperately to believe she was decent. She had left her husband and her baby daughter, but perhaps she had secret reasons.

         I stuck the only photograph of my mother—the old Polaroid—on the wall and placed the stones on the shelves at different points from top to bottom, two on each glossed plank, some wide apart, some closer together, so that when I joined them with an imaginary thread, it expanded and tapered and sketched out a geometrical figure made of different sized triangles: my mother.

         Every night before sleep I performed a ritual, connecting the stones in my mind’s eye, dot to dot. As I touched each pebble in turn with my forefinger, I spoke the lines of information I’d learned by heart, whispered urgently like a bland and rapid liturgy, repeated three times:7

         
            
               Her name is Olivia,

               she is thirty-two,

               she has dark-brown hair,

               and black shiny shoes,

               and elegant hands;

               she is sometimes sad,

               but she loves all animals.

               She is my mother.

            

         

         And so, in my yearning, I conjured her. This murky, fantasy presence—held ageless in time—looked over me and became a surrogate of sorts, protective and loving, as every good mother should be.

         
             

         

         I used to wonder whether the intent behind my ritual somehow reached my real mother, as powerful and subtle as a spell, pushing through the distant layers of subliminal connection like an ethereal pulsar. I wondered this because she came to check on me once, when I was very small.

         It was summer and I was playing in the garden with my dolls. My father had let me play out past my bedtime, while he made supper in the kitchen and kept an eye on me through the kitchen window. I remember I was happy because the river water 8was a vivid, molten pink, reflecting the sunset in its rhythmic plaiting—a magical occurrence that only happened a few times each year. Then, something made me look up, a bird screeching and flying upwards perhaps, a twig cracking underfoot, I don’t remember exactly, but there in the small copse on the other side of the river, I saw a dark figure, a woman, standing motionless in the shadows of the trees, staring at me. I remember that I felt afraid and I turned and called out to my father, but when I turned back, she was gone.
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