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Praise for Wild Spinning Girls







‘This book is stunning. Haunting. There are ghosts at the window. There is wild weather. There are lost dreams and found people. There is Cloud House, with stopped clocks and secret bureaus and all the answers. “You don’t mess with witches.” Maybe not, but it makes for a heck of a yarn if you do. Wild Spinning Girls has all the Welsh magic you’ll find in the land’s poetry and music. Just beautiful and utterly unforgettable.’





– Louise Beech




‘More folkloric than fantastical, this is a timeless tale of grief and belonging. The ties between mothers and their daughters unfurl with particular sensitivity, and come alive with a wild old magic. I tried to spin the book out as long as possible, but Ms Lovekin makes that hard! Haunting and hopeful and highly recommended.’




– Mags Phelan Stones
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If it wasn’t haunted before she came to live there, after she died, Ty’r Cwmwl made room for her ghost. She brought magic with her. And the house, having held its breath for years, knew it.


















Before I was old enough to read a book, I roamed the moor.


My sister stayed home, dressing dolls and preening in mirrors.


One day I stood on a stool and lifted the latch on the door. Nain tried to stop me but Mam said if I was clever enough to work out how to open the door, I was smart enough to stay safe.


Mam was a wise woman. She made medicine to heal wounds and soothe hearts, and she sent me off gathering: searching for sloes and self-heal, burdock root and asphodel.


Out on the wild moor near the stone where the black birds watched, a woman dressed in grey came spinning out of the mist. She held a finger to her lips and handed me an owl pellet. I broke it open and inside found an acorn, a tiny shrivelled shrew’s heart and a cluster of bones.


The black birds followed me home and I sang to them.


When I told her about the woman, Mam said she was from the Wild Edges and if I came across her again I should take note of what she told me.


I was fourteen the next time I saw her. The sky was the colour of a broken heart and this time she whispered in my ear that tainted love marked me. Her breath, near my mouth, smelled of apples and I inhaled her like a spell.


I never saw the spinning woman again.


Wandering across the heather-clad moorland, I sang for the birds and they followed me again. I collected every owl pellet I found, split them open and kept the bones, made them into a necklace.


When I asked my mother about love, she said it was a losing game.















Part One




















Prelude


2004


Ida Llewellyn doesn’t have a reckless bone in her body.



Which makes it ironic when a simple misstep on a chaîné turn ends her dancing dreams forever.




In the light, airy studio, the dust motes are made of rosin. They rise, in invisible clouds, each time Ida’s pointe shoes glance against the wooden floor. She has done a brief warm-up – too brief and she knows it. Less than fifteen minutes at the barre: pliés, tendus, dégagés, frappés, développés…





In her head she can hear Margeaux’s voice, high and sharp. 





Heels out! In, in, in and side! Shoulders down… And change!




Ida has been taught by Margeaux Anson since she was seven years old. Her mother, Anna Plessey, the famous ballerina, was taught by Margeaux too.


It’s a tradition. The Margeaux Anson Academy is small but prestigious; her reputation for preparing young, talented dancers for acceptance to an elite company school, is legendary.


Without Margeaux’s circling, correcting presence, Ida drifts. She moves to the centre of the floor, facing the mirrored wall. Her reflection is dishevelled, too much loose hair, grubby tights and month-old shoes, softened by overuse, the satin fabric sweat-stained and worn.



Make sure you change your shoes, Ida… The voice in her head is her mother’s now, redolent with repeated urging. At least once if you’re going to dance for more than an hour…




Ida knows this pair of shoes is dead. She may not be rash, she is lazy, and reluctant to change them. Her feet are blistered and painful, two of her toes are taped, and these shoes are perfectly worn in. She bends, checks the ribbons, straightens up, and pushes a stray lock of dark hair behind her ear.


Ida is alone in the studio. Somewhere along the hall, a class is in progress, the thump of a piano muffled by solid walls. Ida shuts it out until the only thing she hears is the dull echo of her feet, the darned toes of her shoes on the smooth boards. And her breathing, measured and focused. She can feel every bone in her body, each muscle as she inhales and begins to move, diagonally across the floor, in a repetitive series of turns.


She counts the beats to the music in her head, picks her favourite focus point: a mark on the wall between two high windows.


Spot, Ida, you must remember to spot … focus your eye … watch your arm placement … concentrate… And…



Ida concentrates.



Chaînés are deceptive. Fast, travelling movements, they give the appearance of being the simplest of steps. Ida has had hers criticised since she was eleven years old. Five years later, she’s still struggling to master them.




On this particular afternoon, there is no class in the small studio. Ida, the ballerina’s daughter on whom expectations have been heaped, can come and go as she pleases. Today she has decided to please both Margeaux and her mother, and practise her chaîné turns.




Margeaux may be her teacher, but Ida’s mother has always coached her, picked at her technique, offered the benefit of her superlative expertise. At sixteen, Ida is close to being considered for a coveted place at the company school where her mother’s name is revered. 




Anna Plessey’s talent is rare. Her presumption for her daughter is a shadow attached to Ida like the feathered headdresses worn by corps of dancing swans.


Pale bands of sunlight turn the blonde wooden floor to speckled gold, float across the dark patina on the grand piano. It’s alchemy, and as Ida watches, her frown softens. She flexes her left foot. Her ballet shoe bends, too easily.



Ida extends her arms, shapes them, makes bird’s wings of her hands, attempting to echo her mother’s impossibly elegant placements.





Come on, you can do this. 




From fifth position, into the turns as they unfold like quick heartbeats.


And spot…



The fall, when it comes, seems to Ida to happen in slow motion. Her shoe gives way, her balance falters; she stumbles, spreads her arms to halt her body’s trajectory, and still she falls.


There is no sound when the fragile bone in her foot snaps. It’s tiny and relatively insignificant.


Unless you are a dancer.


Ida lands hard. The pain in her foot is excruciating. Tears spring into her eyes.


The voice in her head is her mother’s again, caught in the motes made of rosin, in the particles of light glittering across the floor.


How could you, Ida…? How many times? You’re a dancer, you can’t afford to cut corners…















One


2017


Bad things happened in threes, everyone knew that.


Ida Llewellyn, as superstitious as her mother, certainly did. When she lost her job, and within a fortnight, both her parents died, she decided either someone couldn’t count, or the worst was still to come.


On a fine day in September, Ida focused on pay day, and enough money in her bank account to pay her car tax. She tried not to feel anxious, even though it was her default setting. The bookshop had been quiet all day. It was quiet every day and it didn’t take a genius to work out the place was hanging on by its fingertips. Since opening up that morning, Ida had sold only three books.


It was late afternoon now. The sun, fading into the west, still cast lines of light through the shop window, reflecting off the book covers. Glancing at her watch, Ida saw it was twenty minutes to five.


The door opened and a young man in a Hard Rock Cafe T-shirt strolled up to the counter. People didn’t usually do this. Even if they knew what they wanted, they tended to browse first.


‘Do you have anything on Welsh fairies?’



Ida looked up. ‘Beg your pardon? Did you say, Welsh fairies?’



He nodded. ‘Yes. Please.’



‘That’s a new one. I’m a bit Welsh myself as it happens.’



‘Only a bit?’



‘Half. My father.’



‘You can’t be “a bit” Welsh.’ His voice didn’t tease. He sounded curious. ‘It’s like being Irish or Scottish – it’s all or nothing.’ His voice held a hint of a Welsh accent, lyrical and low and Ida found herself smiling.


‘If you say so.’



‘It’s bloodlines.’ Light glinted in his eyes. ‘So how Welsh are you then?’



‘I haven’t lived in Wales since I was a little girl.’



‘Never been back?’



‘No.’



‘You should. Magical place. Full of ghosts and mad poets.’



Now Ida thought he might be mocking her. She hated it when anyone told her she “should” do something. And the idea of ghosts terrified her.


She changed the subject. ‘Do you have an author in mind?’



‘Afraid not. Stab in the dark really. It’s for my sister’s birthday. She’s mad about folklore and fairies. Ghosts and whatever. This looked like the kind of place that might have something of that ilk.’



Who the hell used a word like “ilk”?


‘Okay – Welsh fairies it is.’ Ida stepped from behind the counter. ‘If you hang on a moment, I’ll check with my boss.’



‘No problem. Thanks.’



Ida made her way to the back of the small shop, through the tall shelves of books, wincing slightly as her left foot gave off a twinge. Sitting around was bad for her. Walking too far wasn’t an option either. Ida sometimes wondered if she would ever get the balance right.


She tapped the door of the office.


‘Yes?’ A woman in her early fifties with curly brown hair and an enormous pair of red spectacles opened the door a few inches, peered through the gap. She looked startled, as if she’d never seen Ida in her life.


‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Ida. Yes. What is it?’



‘Are you okay, Gina?’



‘Yes. No, not really. Sorry. What do you want?’



Ida explained and as usual, Gina knew exactly where to direct her.



‘The Welsh Fairy Book,’ she said. ‘W. Jenkyn Thomas. Classic. Try the bottom shelf of kids’ non-fic.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Closing time in ten?’




‘Sure.’



‘Okay. When you’re done, lock up and then can I have a word?’



Before Ida could answer, Gina waved her away, turned into the office and closed the door.


‘Wow, this is amazing.’ The young man flicked through the pages of the book, nodding and smiling. ‘My sister will love it.’



‘You’re welcome. My boss, she’s the amazing one. If Gina Fellowes hasn’t heard of a book, it probably doesn’t exist.’



‘Skills.’ He looked around. ‘Cool place.’



‘Yes, it is.’



Fellowes Bookshop had been established by Gina’s grandfather in the fifties. It was one of the oldest independent bookshops in the county.


‘I like to think, the world,’ Gina had said when Ida applied for the job, straight out of university with a history degree she could see no obvious use for.


Eight years later, the shop still felt like a second home, and her degree not entirely pointless.


‘I hope your sister enjoys the book.’




‘I’m sure she will. Thanks again. Really appreciate it.’ He turned to leave. ‘Maybe you should buy yourself a copy. Reconnect? See if the Welsh bit still recognises you?’




Ida smiled and shook her head, closed the door behind him, locked and bolted it, turned the sign round. She opened the till and began balancing the meagre takings when Gina appeared.


‘Leave that, Ida, I’ll see to it later. I need to talk to you.’



This time, Ida felt a flutter of unease. Gina had been preoccupied for days now, weeks even and Ida put it down to the fact that her husband had recently been diagnosed with vascular dementia. Ida had been running the shop practically single-handed for weeks. On the occasions Gina was there, she was anxious and distracted.


This time it felt different. Gina hadn’t made eye contact with Ida all day.


‘Sit down.’



‘Gina, what’s wrong. Is it Pete?’



‘No. Not Pete. Although in a way it is.’ Gina’s shoulders sagged. ‘There’s no easy way to say this, Ida.’



‘You’re sacking me.’ Her heart lurched.


‘I’m afraid, I’m sacking us both.’



‘What?’



‘I’m closing the shop. I’m so sorry, sweetie, I can’t tell you how much, but it’s no use. The bank is on my back. We’ve had no customers for months now. Not so you’d notice. I can’t compete with online. And what with Pete.’ She stopped, placed her hands in front of her mouth and let out a long breath through her fingers. ‘He’s not going to get any better, Ida. I have to face it, and I need to be at home for him.’ Her face quivered. ‘I’ll give you a glowing reference. You’re the best employee I’ve ever had. You’re my friend and I feel terrible.’



Ida swallowed, fought the tears. ‘It’s okay.’



‘No, it isn’t.’ Gina looked distraught. ‘It’s a nightmare. I’ve tried every which way to make the books balance and I can’t. And now Pete.’ Her voice cracked and tears bloomed in her eyes. ‘I’m done, Ida. It’s over. Door’s closing. Move on, nothing to see here.’



Tears welled in Ida’s eyes too, and they were in one another’s arms.


On her way home, sitting on the top deck of the bus, Ida sent Liz a text.



Shop’s closing. Am almost unemployed. Later at mine? Bring wine. x





Liz replied, reminding Ida she was away until Sunday, on a school trip with her class. That’s awful. Billion hugs. See you soon, def with wine. x 




The words skittered in front of Ida’s eyes, caught in the cracked screen of her battered phone. Alone on the bus, the day fading around her, she felt her heart under her clothes, a quickened beat, and the phone against her lips, it’s tiny imperfect window clouding and clearing as she breathed.


Out. In. Out.



Door’s closing …nothing to see here…




The job in the bookshop was the one Ida had always wanted. Losing it was more of a blow than she cared to admit. Fresh from university Ida found booklovers comfortably engaged in their obsession, which soon became hers.


It was safe too: a world away from dancing, and after the accident, satisfied her need to be less visible. With her small dreams dashed, even a career as a teacher evaporated. In the real world, what parents would entrust their budding ballerinas to a teacher with an obvious limp?


And in any case, dancing was a calling.


By the time she was twelve, the rigours of regular practice had begun to disabuse Ida of the notion that ballet was a weekend treat for princesses. She resented giving things up: food, friends, and living with a body that hurt all the time.


Accepting her foot was too damaged for serious dancing, Ida disguised the early relief she felt in pseudo-regret. She was never sure if her mother was convinced by it. Any leftover wistfulness she buried in academia, in books and a newfound freedom to please herself.


‘You could try physio.’



Anna’s relentless hope had only made things worse.


‘There’s no point, Mum. We both have to accept the fact that I was never meant to be a dancer. I never fitted anyway – you know I didn’t.’



From the start, Ida had had her own ideas about what being a ballerina entailed. When they had shopped for her first pair of soft-toed shoes, she had demanded red ones.


‘Like the lady in the film,’ she said.


Her mother protested. ‘You’re much too young for red shoes, darling. And for class, it’s always pink.’




‘Please, Mummy, I need the red ones.’ Ida’s uncharacteristic stubborn resistance had surprised her mother and reluctantly she agreed, so long as Ida consented to the more conventional pink for class.



Her feet were tiny, and Ida wore the red ballet shoes for years. She danced around the house and sometimes out into the garden, and after they began to pinch she still forced her feet into them, dancing until her toes and heels were blistered.


‘You’ll ruin your feet for pointe work,’ her mother scolded.


Even after they were worn to shreds Ida wouldn’t allow Anna to throw away the red ballet shoes. She knew they still had life in them.


Red shoes had magical properties. They were made of daring and rubies and flames, of summers lasting forever. Red shoes knew the way and took a dancer wherever she thought she wanted to go.


Ida was too young to know red also stood for danger.


















Two


Anna stood in the doorway to the sitting room, a bottle of wine and two glasses in her hands.


Observing her languid beauty, Ida was struck by how impossible it was to mistake her mother for anything other than a ballerina.


‘It’s not the end of the world, darling,’ Anna said.


‘No, but it’s the end of something.’



Soft, evening light caught in the comfortable furnishings, glinted on mirror glass, the open wine bottle as Anna placed it on the low table in front of the sofa.


‘I know,’ she said. ‘But don’t fret, you’ll get another job.’ The wine glasses chinked together.


The unsaid drifted like old cobwebs in a breeze.


‘Do you wish you still danced, Mum?’



If Anna was surprised by the question, she didn’t show it. She poured them both a generous glass of wine. ‘I have my memories. I have you. And Dad. What more could I ask?’




That I was still dancing, in your place? 




‘I’m sorry I had to stop.’ For once, Ida meant it.


Her daughter’s terminated career as a dancer was something Anna rarely mentioned. Children like what they’re good at and she had made sure her child was good enough. She refused to acknowledge that what had been missing from Ida’s repertoire was obsession, which wasn’t the same as being starry-eyed.


She smiled, the bright, fixed one she saved for deflecting purposes. ‘We don’t have to talk about that.’



Ida persisted. ‘Mum, we never talk about it. Shutting it out won’t make it not have happened.’



‘Neither will dissecting it.’



‘I was never going to amount to much, never make a career of dancing and we both know it.’ Ida’s eyes filled with tears and she wasn’t sure for what or for whom.


Some things, once they’re taken apart can’t be put back together again. However Ida and her mother pieced together that day – that moment – the truth was, Ida had committed the ultimate dancing sin. She had failed to pay attention to the detail, and it had ruined any chance she had of entering her mother’s world.


‘I was never going to be as good as you, Mum, even though I wish I could have been. I know how happy it would have made you.’



Anna made a dismissive gesture with her hand. ‘What’s done is done. It’s the past. Let it be. I have!’




I don’t think so.




Ida gulped down her wine. ‘And I’m sorry to dump myself on you. I didn’t want to be on my own in the flat. I don’t mean to open old wounds, or sound dramatic.’




‘Losing your job is dramatic, darling. And you’re welcome here any time you like. This is still your home.’ Anna topped up the glasses. ‘I don’t know why you ever moved out.’





Because I needed to grow up? Because Dad wanted me to?




Oblivious, her mother carried on chatting. ‘The good news is, while we’re in Paris – and since you’re determined not to come with us – you’ll have ten days to yourself to search for something else.’



‘Mum, stop it. Paris is Dad’s gift. The last thing you need on a second honeymoon is a gooseberry.’



‘Oh, he wouldn’t mind.’



Ida and her father had an important trait in common. Their devotion to Anna. His was rooted in a passion for his wife, and a self-absorption that, much as he loved her, sometimes blinded him to his daughter’s presence. He spent his weekdays in Cardiff, at the history faculty of the university where he taught. At weekends in Warwickshire, apart from Sunday lunch at Wisteria Cottage, Ida made herself scarce, wondering if her father even noticed her absence.


‘Say no, Ida.’



He’d sought her out at her flat. The tone of his voice cajoled. He ran his hands through his dark hair; fixed Ida with an intense gaze.


She’d recognised the look, heard the irritation he tried to disguise.


‘I did, but she went on, and—’



‘No!’ He’d raised his voice and Ida flinched. Her tall father, with his limbs splayed like a broken umbrella, paced the small room. Ida never liked it when he shouted, when his mood changed and his normal, quietly modulated voice tipped into exasperation. ‘Don’t be selfish.’



She knew better than to argue. It was a game they played and Anna, the glittering third side of the triangle, adored her entire life by everyone, smiled and drew her beloveds to her, barely registering how they vied for her affection.


‘I know, and you’re right,’ Anna said. ‘But you can still change your mind. There’s enough time to get another ticket.’



Ida’s heart beat faster and she wanted to say yes, and for her mother not to leave her behind. Instead she told her it was the most romantic thing she’d ever heard. ‘There’s no way I’m agreeing, and you must make every moment matter.’



‘Then I shall miss you each second we’re away.’



‘No you won’t. You and Dad will fall in love all over again and neither of you will give me a second’s thought.’



Her mother tucked a strand of Ida’s long dark hair behind her ear. ‘Will you be okay?’



‘Mum, I’m twenty-nine.’



Twenty-nine and still single, with no hint of romance in her life. Not since an abortive two months spent with a man Liz’s boyfriend had introduced her to. Ida almost blushed, thinking about him. Men, with sex on their minds, gave her the creeps. Fastidious and wary of their rough natures and rougher voices, Ida found almost everything about young men alarming.


She’d lost her virginity in her second year at university, to a quiet, earnest Classics student. It was an act of curiosity – as much for him as for her – devoid of passion and only confirmed what Ida already suspected. It was the softness of girls she was drawn to.


Knowing she preferred women was something Ida still didn’t have the courage to publicly own. None of her friends were gay. Not that she was aware of. She was safer by herself. Being alone held a kind of certainty. When it was just her, she knew who she was.


She reached for her wine. ‘Mum, do you ever regret leaving Wales?’



‘What an extraordinary thing to say! You’re full of tangents today. No. I hated the place.’



‘There was a guy in the shop. Looking for a book about Welsh folklore. I told him I have Welsh blood.’



Her mother frowned. ‘Well, technically, yes. But—’



‘Do you suppose bloodlines mean anything?’



Ida sensed her mother’s discomfort. The few years she’d spent in Wales was something else Anna rarely mentioned. And when she did, her reminiscences were fraught with tales of loneliness and isolation. A remote, stark stone house with an unpronounceable name, and the black birds she said reminded her of witches.


‘No. Not really,’ she said. ‘I mean, yes, your father was born in Wales but it’s not a thing. It’s not like he identifies as Welsh, is it?’



Ida knew this was what Anna preferred to believe, and not wholly true.



It’s a land of fairy.




Her father’s voice slipped into her head, his uncluttered, historian’s mind rarely given to flights of fancy. And wanting to be enchanted, she’d believed him, about the magic.


‘Yes, I suppose so. I’m curious, that’s all.’



‘Well, I’m sure if you ask him, Dad will tell you what he does remember.’




No he won’t, he’ll be too busy adoring you.




Ida smiled to herself. Adoring Anna was easy.


‘Don’t you remember anything about being there?’



‘No.’ Her mother’s voice adopted an edge. ‘The only good thing about Wales for me was you. And your father of course. If I hadn’t met him, I’d never have had you.’



‘Now that was romantic.’ All at once, Ida longed for the certainty of childhood, when class was still for princesses and her friends had been impressed that her mother was Anna Plessey: the famous ballerina whose beauty and talent had mesmerised her father. ‘Tell me the story.’



‘What? Again?’



‘You love talking about yourself!’




‘Cheeky!’ Chuckling, her mother drew Ida into an embrace. ‘I was principle dancer, on tour with the company and your father saw me perform Giselle in Cardiff.’




‘And fell in love with you across a darkened auditorium.’



‘It was destiny.’ Her mother’s laugh rang round the room. ‘The proverbial whirlwind romance.’



‘And you talked yourself into believing you were ready to give up your career for domesticity.’



‘Oh, I thought I was. Be the perfect wife, live in Wales – even in that hideous house – and have a baby.’



‘Me.’



Her mother’s features softened. ‘I told you, you’re the best part.’



When Ida was born – her wedding bouquet barely wilted – Anna had smiled at her child, danced in her dreams until her heart began to wilt too.


‘And then the company asked you back.’



‘Yes, and I couldn’t believe it. I thought they’d forgotten about me.’



‘As if.’



‘I was lucky – it happens to some dancers. No matter how famous you are, once you begin to fade, you’re soon gone.’



‘You were Anna Plessey.’



‘It was still an honour.’



‘And Dad didn’t mind?’



‘No.’




The weight of her need had let him know, if he wanted to keep her, he must agree. Don’t leave me, he’d whispered. And she told him she wouldn’t. Only not here, not any more, my love. Not in this dark house, and then it will be perfect.




Ida leaned into her mother. ‘It’s a lovely story.’ She yawned.


‘You must be exhausted,’ Anna said. She patted Ida’s hand. ‘What you need, my girl, is a good night’s sleep.’



There were moths at the window, drawn to the light from the lamps. Ida hugged her mother, sensing, deep down, she probably thought losing a job in a bookshop bore no comparison to throwing away a vocation as a ballet dancer.


At the weekend she drove her parents to the airport, waved off the plane through the glass on the concourse.


Have the best time! Be happy! See you soon!



Don’t say ‘good luck’ theatre people insisted. The actors called, ‘Break a leg!’ – dancers whispered, ‘Merde.’




Ida drove home, overwhelmed by the silence and the image of her mother smiling and blowing kisses.



‘Au revoir, ma chérie!’ Already a Parisian.




‘Merde, Mum, merde…’
















Three


‘I’m sorry,’ the policewoman said.


On a night as cold as sorrow, hunched in the doorway, Ida wondered if bad news was always broken at night. There was a circle of glass in the front door, frosted with chestnut leaves and it made the two police officers look as though they were inside a tangle of foliage. When she opened the door, Ida refused to look at either of them, only up at the sky, so clear the stars were close enough to touch.


Once inside, the woman officer guided Ida to the sofa. With infinite kindness she explained. A freak accident. A driver, over the limit, the train crashing through an ancient wall, crushing her parents who had been walking along the boulevard adjacent to the railway station.


‘Are you sure?’ As though there was some sort of a mistake.


It wasn’t a mistake.



‘We’re so very sorry, Miss Llewellyn,’ the male officer said.





Was this very sorry more than the regulation kind, reserved for a particular kind of tragedy? Were there degrees of sorrow? If her mother and father had been murdered, would an alternative version have been used?



Once the words were said, Ida tried with all her might not to cry. In those few moments she knew if the words were true, anything was possible. She could step outside the front door and find the street turned to sky, find herself walking on dead stars.


In the space of a few moments, what was best in her life turned bad. And from that day she stopped believing anything would ever be good again. However blue the sky, however beautiful a garden full of yellow roses, however sweet the songs the blackbirds sang at twilight, Ida’s world turned to grey.


‘Is there anyone you’d like us to call?’




My mother?




The funeral was a dull affair. Outside the crematorium people hovered, shook their heads in strangled disbelief.


Gina, dashing between crematorium and a hospital appointment, laid a hand on Ida’s arm and whispered, ‘If there’s anything at all, call me.’



Numb, Ida shook her head, turned away.


‘You don’t have to talk to anyone,’ Liz said.


Kind, pragmatic Liz – her oldest friend, whose belief that all people were essentially good, meant there was always somewhere for Ida to turn to when she felt bad. Liz, doing her best to take charge and alleviate Ida’s incomprehension.


‘So why don’t you leave me alone?’ Ida’s misery ripped a hole in both their hearts. Liz held her friend close, felt her rigid body, her thin bones shaking.


‘They mean well.’



‘They mean nothing.’ Ida pulled out of Liz’s embrace and went back to Wisteria Cottage alone. No wake had been planned, the idea of any kind of gathering too much for her to bear. When Liz, refusing to be rebuffed, called by later that evening, Ida had the grace to apologise.


‘It’s all right,’ Liz said. ‘It’s your grief, you’re allowed to choose how you deal with it.’



It didn’t help and Ida said so.


‘Like you’d know,’ she snapped. ‘No one you love has died.’



Refusing to take offence, or point out how much she had loved Anna, Liz said, ‘You need to take care of yourself.’



‘Why would I even care about myself?’ Ida shot back. ‘You need to look out, Liz. Disaster’s everywhere you look.’



‘You’re being absurd.’



‘Am I? I lose my job and then my parents die? What’s next, huh? How horrendous is the third bad thing going to be?’



Liz, used to Ida’s superstitions, pressed her lips together.


‘And don’t you dare cry,’ Ida said. ‘I can’t cope with your grief on top of mine. Don’t tell me everything’s going to be all right either. Or not to be sad.’



‘I wasn’t going—’



‘Being anything else isn’t an option.’



‘Ida, stop it. I know.’ Liz took Ida’s hands in hers, uncurled the knotted fists and stroked her cold skin. ‘You don’t have to pretend with me.’



People’s kindness appalled Ida. When they offered condolences she translated them as pity. She stayed indoors and Liz tried to persuade her to get out for some fresh air.


‘You can’t stay indoors forever.’



Ida thought she could, but to stem the flow of Liz’s concern, agreed to go for a walk, so long as it was after dark. She wore an oversized beret pulled low to hide her face and a dark blue coat that had belonged to her mother.


She lay in the bath until the water went cold, but forgot to wash her hair. She stopped eating, lay in bed for hours and didn’t sleep.


‘If you don’t sleep soon,’ Liz said, ‘or eat something, you’ll be ill.’



Urged by Liz to see her GP, Ida finally agreed.


‘But only to shut you up.’



Liz made the appointment and made sure Ida turned up.


The doctor explained it away as PTSD.


‘Isn’t that what soldiers get?’



‘It’s what can happen to anyone who’s experienced a deep trauma.’



Ida scowled at him. ‘The wall didn’t fall on me though, did it?’



The doctor didn’t say anything else. Instead, he scribbled on a pad, handed Ida a prescription she knew she would never fill. She hadn’t been there, what did she have to feel traumatised about?


‘Bloody quack,’ she muttered, sweeping past Liz, perched on a bench in the waiting room.


Back at Ida’s flat, Liz made coffee and suggested a holiday.


‘I don’t want a holiday.’



‘You need something, lovely.’



‘I need my mother.’



Ida wore a long black frock.


It clung to her sadness like a thin shroud. Since the funeral she’d lost so much weight, people with no manners asked if she had an eating disorder, when what they ought to have realised was, she had a heart condition.


If your heart doesn’t give a damn, you stop caring about yourself.


Ida’s heart was so small it had space around it. For weeks, she walked around holding onto her shrivelled heart for fear it would die too.


The hem of her frock flapped round her ankles. What had seemed appropriate clothing for a conversation with a solicitor, now struck her as ludicrous.


‘You will have to decide how to proceed.’



Ida tried to concentrate. The solicitor perched on the edge of Anna’s sofa, shuffled papers on his lap.


‘Proceed?’ Ida frowned.


He smiled, a professional twitch, the semblance of a raised eyebrow and Ida was reminded of a caterpillar. ‘I’m appalled that your father never explained that this cottage is a leased property. If you were thinking of moving in—’



‘I’m not.’



Ida didn’t want to talk about the business end of death. But bleak though they were, she knew she must at least have the facts.


She cleared her throat. ‘The house in Wales, tell me about that.’



‘Rented out for years. Left to you, as his only surviving relative.’




Why would you say that? Like I don’t know my own father is dead?




‘Your father gave me few instructions. He had another solicitor apparently. In Wales.’



He made it sound like Ulan Bator and Ida wanted to hit him.


‘Anyway, er, Ty’r…’ He tapped the papers on his lap. ‘I’m sorry, the Welsh defeats me.’ He didn’t sound defeated – he sounded disdainful. ‘Cloud House is yours now and—’



‘Is he still there? The tenant?’



‘She. A woman.’ A caterpillar eyebrow jerked. ‘And no, she died about a year ago and the house was shut up. When I questioned him about it, your father was vague about finding another tenant. Said to leave it to the chap in Wales.’ He tapped his fingers on the paper. ‘I advised him to sell. He wouldn’t hear of it. A childhood attachment I suppose.’ He gazed at Ida and her irritation mounted. ‘It’s all very irregular.’



Ida thought him impertinent. It wasn’t in this bumptious solicitor’s remit to criticise her father. He had been a client and now, so was she.


She stretched out her hand.



The will was written on heavy paper, its surface textured, giving an impression of age. Ida half-expected it to creak. She stared at the words: Last Will & Testament and felt the looped, embellished weight of them. There was a photograph too, which she knew she was meant to recognise: a dark, louring house, a band of cloud threading between thick chimneys protruding like stunted turrets at either end of a steep roof.



The solicitor’s voice intruded. ‘Goodness knows what state it’ll be in by now. I’ll send someone…’



‘No, don’t do that.’



‘My dear—’



‘It’s my house now, right? And this place – Wisteria Cottage – isn’t?’



‘No. I’m afraid not. Although I’ll see that you have time to settle things. Your parents’ belongings…’



‘Well, that’s something to be grateful for.’



He coloured and Ida didn’t care.


‘As I said—’



‘Is it worth much? The house in Wales?’



He looked taken aback, as if talking in monetary specifics was beneath his dignity. ‘Depending on the market there, I imagine it would fetch a reasonable price.’



‘Enough to buy small flat – so I don’t have to go on renting?’



‘Yes, I’d say so.’



‘In which case, these are my wishes. Do whatever’s necessary regarding this place. Buy me some time if you can, please. I’m not ready to clear it out yet. I’ll drop by your office in a day or two, collect the keys to Cloud House, or whatever it’s called.’



‘With what in mind, may I ask?’



By now his manner was beginning to seriously rattle her.


‘Putting it on the market I imagine.’ Getting to her feet, Ida gave him what she hoped was a firm handshake. ‘I assume you approve.’



‘Well yes, quite, but—’



Ida cut him short again. ‘I’ll let you know my decision once I’ve seen the house.’



‘You’re going there? To Wales?’



‘I may as well – see what’s what.’ See what a house she barely recalled looked like. ‘It’s where I was born, after all.’



You can’t be a “bit” Welsh…



It was the last thing she would ever have imagined herself doing. ‘Tie up loose ends?’



‘If that’s your wish.’



‘It is. But I don’t expect to change my mind. I will be selling.’



















Four


Liz stood too close, with the concerned expression on her face: the one that was supposed to be nonchalant and had worry written all over it.


The phone shop was hot, too loud. Piped music hummed in the background and Ida had to take short breaths to stop herself from screaming.


‘You can’t go off to the wilds of Wales without a proper phone,’ Liz said. ‘It’s got everything you need.’



Eying the impossibly thin device, Ida replied that it had very little she wanted.


The young man behind the counter spoke: bright, practised words. ‘It’s top of the range. Lots of great Apps. You name it, this phone’s got it.’




Does it have an App for grief? 




A tear pricked in the corner of Ida’s eye. She turned her head, poked the tear away, snatched her credit card from her wallet, and slid it across the counter.


‘Welcome to the twenty-first century, sweetie,’ Liz said. ‘You won’t regret it.’



‘You might, though,’ Ida said. ‘You have to show me how it works.’



Out on the pavement, Liz took Ida’s arm. ‘Lunch? My treat.’



‘No. I want to go home.’




Home …butfor how long?




‘Can we? To the cottage.’



Liz drove slowly, through the small town, out onto the main road. ‘You okay?’



Ida could barely speak.


‘Sorry – it’s a reflex.’



‘It’s fine.’



‘No it isn’t.’ Liz changed gear, picked up speed. ‘Every time I open my mouth the only words that come out are “okay” and “sorry”.’



‘What else is there to say?’



Inside Wisteria Cottage, amongst her parents’ belongings, the books and mirrors, paintings and photographs, Ida paused, unable to take another step, her body shaking.


‘Sit.’ Liz steered her into the sitting room. ‘I’ll make coffee.’



Ida would have preferred gin. She lay back against the sofa cushions, breathed in the scent of her mother’s rose perfume. Outside, it began to rain and Ida watched the window, changing from clear glass to a Jackson Pollock painting.



Grey period.



Liz reappeared with two mugs of coffee.


‘How did I not understand my mother needed me, Liz?’



‘Now, come on, not that again. You’re being irrational.’



‘That’s what Gina said.’



‘She didn’t mean it unkindly. Neither do I.’



‘I know. And I was vile to her – I’ve been horrible to everyone. Even you.’



‘No you haven’t.’



‘When Mum invited me, I ought to have agreed. I tempted fate.’



‘No, you didn’t.’



‘You don’t understand, Liz. I let her down. I’ve always let her down. Ever since the accident … I broke her heart.’



‘It wasn’t your fault.’



‘Yes it was. I was stupid and careless, and I failed her.’



‘Ida, there’s no law that says you had to be a dancer. And you told me – you never had the killer instinct anyway.’



It was true. Liz wasn’t a dancer, but she didn’t need to be.


‘Your insecurities don’t come from not being able to dance, Ida. They come from not having lived up to your mother’s impossible expectations.’



‘That’s not fair!’



‘It is, and you know it. You didn’t fail anyone.’



Ida rocked back and forth, her hands squashed between her knees. ‘But Paris was such a small thing. He shouldn’t have stopped me.’



Liz gave an exasperated sigh. ‘Ida, no right-minded person would have agreed to go. Your dad was right. It was their second honeymoon for heaven’s sake.’



‘But—’



‘No.’ Liz was adamant. ‘It really was an odd request, sweetie. I know you and your mum did everything together, but it wouldn’t have worked.’



‘It would have been different.’ Ida’s head was aching and her breath came in gasps. ‘We’d have done other things at different times, not been on that particular street – when the train…’



Her voice broke and she started crying.


Liz knelt on the floor in front of her friend, stroked stray strands of hair away from her face. ‘Ida, you’re grieving. And you don’t go round grief, you go through it. Everything you’re feeling, these muddled emotions – they’re all normal.’ She reached for the tissues and stuffed a few into Ida’s hands.


Ida blew her nose. ‘Including wanting to run away to Wales?’



‘Is that what you’re doing?’



‘I don’t know.’ Ida sniffed. ‘But there’s only me to consider now. Even if I could stay here, I’m not sure I could bear to.’ She blew her nose again. ‘I can live anywhere.’



The image of the young man from the shop made her blink.


Maybe you should see if the Welsh bit still knows you…



‘Wales is as good a place as any, for now. And I do need to see the house. I mean, it’s mine, and I was born there.’



‘It’s a long way.’



‘It’s Wales, Liz, not India. And it won’t be for long. If the house is in a reasonable state, I’ll put it straight on the market.’



‘And if it isn’t?’



‘Put it on the market anyway?’



‘You might like it. You might want to stay. You can go anywhere now, Ida, do anything.’



Ida’s hold on normality was still slender. Liz was saving her, one kindness at a time and Ida couldn’t have been more grateful. She swallowed another deluge of tears threatening to choke her.


‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘I suppose I can.’




‘And if nothing else,’ Liz said, ‘it’ll be a break.’ She nodded at the new phone, poking out of Ida’s bag. ‘If my number’s the only one in that thing, at least you won’t be entirely friendless.’




‘Thanks for today,’ Ida said. ‘You’ve been brilliant.’



‘I’ve been a nag. Now, run that bath, have a good night’s sleep and tomorrow, we’ll get your packing done.’



‘I’m not taking much. I told you, I shan’t be stopping. A week or two at most.’



‘Whatever. It’s turned cold. Have they even discovered fire in Wales? You’ll need socks, and all the jumpers.’



Ida managed a grin.


Liz left, and in her wake, Ida felt slivers of cold where her warmth had been. She imagined her mother calling, somewhere in the house, and when she went to look, the cold spots followed her.


Ida pushed open the door to her parents’ bedroom. It hummed with their presence: the sense of him, in a tie draped on a chair, and of her mother – in a tangle of tights and frocks rejected as unsuitable for Paris on the bed. The bed itself, half-made before they left, had its covers flung carelessly to one side, indentations on the pillows.


In the bathroom she ran her fingers through a film of dust on a small white-painted dresser. Her mother had been addicted to talcum powder. On the ledge above the washbasin, an empty china pot, where toothbrushes ought to have been. And next to it, a hairbrush with a few dark strands of her mother’s hair caught in the soft bristles.


Ida turned on the taps, sat on the edge of the bath while steam filled the room. Her own hair, long and so like her mother’s people remarked on it, fell in a loose knot over her shoulder. Without Anna to brush it, Ida had stopped taking care of her hair. It had formed snags and the weight of her grief lay caught in it.


Snatching up a pair of scissors, she hacked at it, watched as it fell to the floor, tangled up with the fragments of her broken heart.














Five


Smoke-coloured sky stretched for miles.


Mid-afternoon and still at least a hundred miles to go. Instead of stopping at one of the numerous motorway service stations, Ida turned onto a slip road, pulled into a lay-by next to a stone bridge, snacked on bananas, nuts and a chicken wrap she’d picked up in a supermarket before leaving. (Years of not eating, in order to stay thin, meant she’d had to learn not to be afraid of food. She was still working at it.)


As she listened to a trickling stream beneath her, Ida tried to work out if it came from Wales or, like her, was trying to find its way back.


On the motorway once again, crossing a different bridge, she saw how this one rose in a majestic ripple of slender metal lines. Its elegance was lost on her. Ida saw only bars and their towering vastness stunned her.



Croeso i Gymru.




Welcome to Wales.


She may as well have been driving into Patagonia.


Fumbling in her purse for the toll fee, the sense of separation was complete.


‘Sorry, I don’t have the right money.’




The man in the booth reached down to hand her the change. ‘No worries, bach. There you go. Safe journey.’




After a couple of hours, the motorway narrowed to dual carriageways and lanes. Towns gave way to villages and eventually to scattered countryside beneath careless skies. As she drove closer to her destination, Ida returned to the mental list she’d been compiling since she’d set off: things she’d need to do once she reached Ty’r Cwmwl.


She tried the Welsh name again out loud, tripping over the lack of vowels.


‘Bloody silly language.’



Cloud House it would have to be. And top of the list would be cleaning. The house was bound to be dusty and neglected. As for the contents, she couldn’t imagine wanting to keep anything. The furniture would be older than she was. Possibly older than her father. Ida frowned, but her dismantled memories revealed nothing. She would get essential repairs attended to and sell the house as seen.


Pulling onto the side of the road again to check the map on her new phone, Ida squinted at the screen, zooming in. The house still appeared like a dot in the middle of nowhere, a mile from the closest village and another twenty from the nearest town.



There was a text from Liz. Are you there yet? x




Ida shaded her eyes, watched as lines of edgeless curving land merged into an illusory vanishing point. For a fanciful moment she could believe that reality and myth had become interlaced. Flicking off the phone, she looked up again, for a connection, a moment of recollection.



I’m a bit Welsh…




It didn’t come and a sense of unease enfolded her. What memories she did have were her mother’s cast-offs.



Horrid place … I hated it.



Finally, her uncertain memory led her, more by luck than good judgement, to the right road. Too narrow and insignificant to warrant a number, it uncurled through the imprecise light, finally arriving at an open gate flanked by broken, intermittent drystone walls.


A solid metal sign bolted into a stone upright bore the legend: Ty’r Cwmwl.


Twenty-nine years ago, she had been born here. For five years it had been her home. The last time she’d driven down this track she had been barely big enough to see through the back window of her father’s car as it jolted away from the house.


Ida had a vague memory of her mother tucking her into her arm, as if she hadn’t wanted her daughter to see what they were leaving behind, and make a memory.


She needn’t have worried.


Gazing around her now, Ida recalled very little of either the house or her surroundings. Other than the sky, wide and endless and, regardless of the season, always with an edge of winter, nothing was familiar. The marbled, changing glare of it reached for miles.


And in each direction, falling away in a palette of washed-out colour, a landscape out of legend.


There were no landmarks, only barren moorland and rocky outcrops. Skinny blackthorns with witch-finger branches fought the prevailing wind, making it hard to believe they could ever grow leaves. Ida blinked, searched her fragmented memories, anything to reassure herself being there was a good idea.


Houses are said to look smaller when we grow up.


At the end of the track, the house loomed large, austere and squat, with no redeeming features. No porch to deflect the wind. No roses round the door, only a stone façade broken by black windows reflecting the rapidly fading light and offering no clue as to what might be inside. Coloured in shades of grey it appeared to rear backwards, as if it strained against the force of gravity, equally at the mercy of the wind.


A number of larches, taller than the house, framed it. Trees as old and dark as the building itself, their needles sparse, thwarted by the effort to hold on to them.


The light was losing its lustre, fading to a stain behind which the sun had now disappeared. Cloud was beginning to descend, coiling like ashen candyfloss. And arranged on the tree branches, along the ridge tiles on the house’s roof, several black birds crouched, shapeless and silent.


The car came to a halt and a shiver ran through her. Winding down the window, Ida listened. Other than the mew of a buzzard it was silent. A strip of breeze lifted the edge of her short hair. It caught on her mouth and she touched a finger to it, flicking it away.


Ida let out the clutch, negotiated the gateway and drove tentatively along the rutted track, stones popping under the wheels. The small Peugeot struggled and she winced as she heard something catch on the exhaust pipe. Cutting the engine and hauling on the handbrake she eased her weary body out of the car. Her boot caught on a protruding rock. Ida let out a short gasp of pain. Hours of driving had made her foot ache.


A noise erupted and a crowd of black birds rose into the air in a crack and snap of feathers. She shrank back, her mother’s face in front of her, laced with fear as she recounted her mistrust of the large birds. Ida eyed them, watched as several landed on the low stone wall surrounding the house.


‘Scat!’ Her voice sounded pathetic and the black birds ignored her, flouncing and gleaming, before flinging themselves skyward like torn black flowers falling upwards into the gathering cloud.


Ida stumbled against a low gate: raw wood bisecting the wall, most of the paint stripped by wuthering winds. Fumbling for the latch, she glanced over her shoulder.


The last patch of sky seeped into the hills, the stratus cloud curtain drew closer and lower. Pushing open the gate, in the uncertain light, Ida’s peripheral vision picked up a shape: a shadow, near a stone outbuilding. Blinking, she peered into the damp air, swallowing a quiver of apprehension.


Ida had never liked the dark – in the dark you saw things that weren’t there. Now it made her nervous because she could have sworn she saw something that was.



‘No, you can’t see anything,’ she whispered.‘You’re spooking yourself.’




She was exhausted, hungry and thirsty. Probably dehydrated and possibly delusional. The ache in her foot was becoming acute. Reaching for a logic she was barely confident of, Ida told herself whatever she thought she’d seen was an illusion.


She slotted the key into the lock of the solid, wind-whipped door. The hinges creaked and she pushed, stepped into a square hallway. A dark newel post the size of a small tree guarded an uncarpeted staircase. Wallpaper patched with faded flowers no garden had ever seen, vanished up into the shadows.


Fumbling along the wall for a light switch, Ida found one, flicked it up and down to no avail. She remembered the solicitor handing her a heap of instructions, including one about a generator.


Ida had no idea where a generator might be. Outside, most likely. In the outbuilding. The light was too poor to see properly, and in any case the instructions were in the car. In the gloom there were too many disguised spaces. At the front of the house there were two doors, one each on either side of the hall. A dim passageway lead to the rear of the house and another room.


Kitchen?


Ida walked towards it, pushed open the door. Inside the air was chilly, laden with shreds of old conversations and older arguments.


Like most families, they’d had their best quarrels and conversations in the kitchen. Ida was transported to the one at Wisteria Cottage, too far and too many hours away now, ringing with her mother’s laughter. And left behind because in the end, it hadn’t been Ida’s to lay claim to.



I’m appalled that your father never explained … this cottage is leased…




Nothing about this dull room looked familiar. There was a little more light than in the hall, insinuating through a large window above a crock sink. Treading on fractured flagstones Ida took in a heavy painted dresser holding oddments of crockery, a set of cast-iron scales with brass weights, and a green tin tea caddy.


A small, sagging sofa, and a table set against the wall beneath the window with chairs pushed underneath it. None of them matched – another thing her mother had disliked: nothing matched and nothing fitted.


Apart from a rough pottery bowl, the table was bare and Ida had another vague memory of china cups decorated with violets, gold lines adorning the rims. Once again her mother’s face swam in front of her. Luminous blue eyes, features as fine and delicate as a bird’s. Her ballerina hands made of feathers – and Ida reached out too, touching air, touching nothing.


Other than a handful of hours on either side of days spent working, or with her mother, Ida hadn’t been by herself for years.


Checking her phone she discovered it was dead. Either that or there was no signal. She allowed herself a wry smile.


So much for smart phones and keeping in touch.
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