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Part One




My name is Angharad and I am not mad.


My heart is made of fragments: of bindweed and despair; thinner than skin and bloodless and my story is as old as the moon. It is one of love and death, as are the stories most women tell. These two things make up the fabric of our lives, although I do not speak of romantic love. I refer to the kind that ought to provide a child with protection and in the end can destroy her.


The birds saw everything.


Unconcerned in their courtship and quarrelling, what they witnessed meant less than nothing. And yet, years later, their offspring still circle; continue to observe this place, and my unfinished story.High in the branches of trees, wild crows perch, rooks shout; sparrows flutter, brown and gregarious. And above the house gulls drift like litter.


However it may have looked, regardless of how the story has since been told, the birds knew what happened was no fault of mine.


My impressions are little more than a nod to memory. As a record of the truth they may be ambiguous. I may struggle to write them down. No matter. They must suffice until I am braver.


It wasn’t that I was mad; it was what they did to me that made me that way.




Present


Memory is prompted in many ways.


Mine is triggered by the gulls, exultant; crying and skimming the high chimneys of the house like white gliders. It is April and the lilac is out. Gull House is famous for its lilac.


The scent is mesmeric. I inhale it, half expecting Allegra to appear, a swathe of blossom across her arm, cigarette smoke and the smell of turpentine trailing behind her. Languid and dazzling, bangles tinkling; the latest barbed comment loitering behind a raised eyebrow. My mother’s beauty was so startling it stopped people in their tracks. They stared at her and forgot how to speak. Not that it mattered. She soon filled in the gaps.


She had been an artists’ model and then, an artist. She had the look of a stylish gypsy, what with the beads and floating frocks, the ever-present pack of tarot cards. She read them daily, for herself, regardless of the fact she barely understood what the images meant. Allegra made the world to fit her view of it and the spiritual world could take it or leave it. She hurled herself at life and when life fought back, my mother threw a tantrum.


I have returned to my grandmother’s house. (We called her Nain – the old Welsh name.) Her given name was Mared and she told us she was a witch; told us the sweet things she did for us were good spells and the only kind that counted.


Preferring to walk up to the house, I’ve left my car on the road. Out on the narrow lane it’s easy to miss the entrance. Elegant iron gates open onto a short, steep drive bounded by feral shrubs.


Gull House is made from weathered stone the colour of storms, oak beams remembering where they once grew. It tilts into wild, sea-born winds and as children it was easy to believe, on a stormy night the wind might lift the whole thing and blow it away.


‘No chance,’ Nain told us. ‘It’smade of sturdy stuff this house; it’ll take more than a bit of wind to shift it.’


It is a place of nooks and crannies (or as Nain insisted, ‘crooks and nannies’) with unexpected deep cupboards large enough to hide two little girls. And it seemed to us to possess a sense of the past redolent with the murmurs of people from other lives.


It’s a tall Victorian house and approaching it people are taken aback, expecting grander proportions. Instead it’s neat, secluded and undemanding. To the left, nearest the road, a small tower assumes a space that isn’t there – a decorative affectation straight out of childhood legend and housing only a single room with an attic space above it.


Meredith called it Rapunzel’s tower.


The gable end faces the garden, overlooking where it turns in on itself, and disappears towards the wood. Across the stone walls, gnarled branches of wisteria hang in twisted blue ropes. The wisteria has been here as long as the house.


Nain said the Victorians called it the clinging tree. ‘Long before though, in Japan, where it originated, it symbolised unrequited love and they named it the Wisteria Maiden.’


She called the one in her blue garden her wistful tree and it wasn’t until I was older that I understood the significance.


Nain is dead now and so is Allegra, too young, her cracked heart finally breaking like glass carelessly handled. Gull House is mine: mine and my sister’s. Meredith too is gone, although as far as I know she’s still alive. The last time I wrote, to an address in Greece, it was to tell her about Nain’s death. (The last time I saw her, asked what would bring her back, she’d answered, ‘The kind of magic we used to believe in.’)


My sister never doubted the presence of magic and when she was five years old she told me she could grow flowers from her fingertips. Her solemn conviction was such, I half believed her.


There is no longer any magic here and I’m not sure there ever was. We were barely in our teens the year we left, the year it happened. And Meredith, my vivid sister, with her genius for being unlike other people, had possessed an imagination uninhibited enough to conjure any manner of fanciful notions. She said the house whispered secrets to her though try as I might I could never quite believe in a sentient building.


Other than the gulls and a sigh of breeze through the grass there are no other sounds and, as far as I can tell, no ghosts. There is something missing though and I realise it’s the other birds – the sparrows and chaffinches, the curious rooks. I’m standing in a broad and birdless silence, and it is as if I’m being watched.


The sky is feathered with light, and a vague whiff of the sea filters through the air. Dark stretches of woodland as dense as legend still form a backdrop to the house – the shadows more solid than the trees casting them. They merge in a seamless, interlocking frieze.


In my bag is a packet of sandwiches and a bunch of keys I haven’t set eyes on for twenty-one years. I have fretted about coming back, still raw in the aftermath of my beloved grandmother’s recent death. Torn between my longing to return to Wales and nervous about what I might find, how it might shape any decision I make about the house.


Carla says I have to do what my heart tells me.


‘Stay safe,’ she said before I left, tracing the long line of my cheek with her finger.


We are slender, we Pryce women. We have cheekbones, and collarbones curving like bows under our pale skin, and we don’t look strong enough to lift a log. It’s a false impression. My sister and I discovered we could do almost anything we wanted.


And we have hair; an excess of it: wilful, red haloed hair you wouldn’t be surprised to find a family of robins nesting in.


‘Come back, Verity,’ Carla said, ‘and tell me all about it.’


I kissed her and told her not to worry. There’s nothing for me there, I insisted; there will be nothing to tell.


Meredith would no doubt have had it otherwise. She believed in ghosts, even though, before it happened, she swore she’d never seen one.




One


Meredith Pryce was exactly the kind of child who might be seduced by notions of a ghost.


It came as no surprise to Verity when her sister decided she was being haunted. Earlier, before Allegra was up, Meredith had announced she was bored, and Verity knew her sister was dangerous when she was bored.


‘Find something to do.’


‘There isn’t anything to do,’ Meredith said. ‘We live in the back of beyond. It’s nineteen seventy-nine and we’re relics. We may as well be living a hundred years ago. Why doesn’t anything spectacular happen to us? Why don’t we ever go places?’ She frowned. ‘It’s … unpardonable.’


Verity looked up and pressed her lips together. Meredith regularly dotted her sentences with precocious words. There would be a pause before she produced her newest discovery and while Verity admired her sister’s confidence, she couldn’t always resist the urge to mock. It wasn’t unkindness; Verity was good-natured and generous but her flamboyant younger sister could make her presence known simply by entering a room. Verity relied on small victories.


‘Don’t laugh, it isn’t funny.’ Meredith swung her legs back and forth against the leg of the chair. ‘We never go anywhere, we don’t do anything.’


‘It could be worse; we could be going to school.’


If only…


Verity suppressed the words. The idea of school terrified her sister.


Only slightly mollified, Meredith agreed. ‘I suppose.’


Verity wasn’t in the mood for Meredith. ‘Stop kicking the chair, you’ll break it. And your breakfast’s getting cold.’


Inside, Gull House was as scaled down as its exterior, squeezed into the space it occupied. Hints of the past clung like the cobwebs in the corners. The kitchen was warm and crowded, the windows steamed up and the scent of yesterday’s ashes lay in the iron grate. A tarnished copper warming pan hung on the stone fireplace. In front of the range huddled two low-slung, dilapidated cane chairs draped with rugs. From a wooden rack, tights and socks and blouses trailed like tired bunting. Dirty plates, an opened packet of biscuits, pencils, exercise books and an overflowing ashtray littered the table.


Meredith slapped her spoon against the despised porridge. ‘Stupid chair’s probably got woodworm anyway. Everything in this house is falling to pieces. And why don’t you ever answer me properly?’


‘Why don’t you ask sensible questions?’


Why do you pretend to be contemptuous of everything when wild horses wouldn’t drag you from Gull House?


‘We go places,’ Verity said. ‘We go to the pictures.’


‘We go to the pictures if Allegra decides to give us the cash.’


‘We go to the beach.’


‘Well, get us.’ Slap, slap went the spoon. ‘Boring.’


‘The beach isn’t boring.’


Meredith kicked the chair again, frowning at the bowl.


‘Please, Meredith, don’t make a fuss. There’s no other food in the house and until I can persuade Allegra to go shopping it’s the only thing on offer. Those daft chickens have only laid three eggs in a week.’


‘It’s revolting. I’d rather starve. And don’t call my chickens daft. You know Legbars are superior and choosy about when they lay.’ Meredith flung her hair over her shoulder: hair like her mother’s – an out of control firework, so red it made her skin look white. Her face was sharp and knowing. One moment her grey eyes were dark as puddles, the next as brilliant as diamonds and flecked with danger.


The force of Meredith’s anger could shatter windows.


‘I’m sorry,’ Verity said. She was wary around anger. ‘Do your best.’


‘I’ll leave it if you don’t mind.’


The door from the hall opened and Allegra swept in, swathed in smoke and a fringed, cream shawl splashed with great scarlet poppies worn over a thin dressing gown.


‘My God, it’s colder than a day in Bangor.’ She rattled around making coffee. ‘What the hell is that?’ Poking in the porridge saucepan, she grimaced.


‘There’s no food,’ Verity said. ‘Someone needs to go shopping.’


‘Later, I promise.’ Allegra wound her hair into a knot, fixing it with a pencil she picked out of the clutter on the table.


Allegra Pryce was a woman without a shred of self-awareness, and a contradiction: one minute dismissive and terse, the next full of extravagant laughing praise and admiration. When her work was going well, she would lavish attention on the girls; the other version of her was to be avoided. Her unedited enthusiasms, and her evaluation of her daughters, ruled their lives.Meredith was her darling. With Verity her compliments nearly always came out as criticisms and, no matter how she smiled when she paid them, her words could hurt. Nothing was ever her fault and both girls were regularly treated to silence, which, when directed at Verity, could go on for days, particularly if she’d pointed out a flaw in her mother.


‘And what are you up to this morning, my sweet baby brat?’ she said, setting down her coffee and sidling close to Meredith.


‘Nothing, my irritatingly predictable parent.’


Allegra raised her eyebrows. ‘Darling, no one can be up to nothing. There’s no such thing.’ She pulled her tobacco pouch and a box of matches from the pocket of her dressing gown. Pushing a collection of bangles up her arms she worked a pile of tobacco along a brown cigarette paper and rolled it up. It left a trail and she pinched it off, tucked it into the pouch, lit the cigarette, and inhaled, let out the smoke in a thin stream. A strand of tobacco caught on her lip and she picked it off with a practised gesture.


‘You reek.’ Meredith moved her head and wrinkled her nose.


‘Sorry, darling.’ Allegra coughed, waved the cigarette behind her shoulder. ‘If you’re bored, go and feed the chickens. You love doing that.’


‘I’ve already fed them. I always feed them.’


‘I know; you’re such a good girl.’


Meredith batted away the compliment as if it were a bothersome fly. ‘There’s nothing to eat.’


‘You can go shopping with Verity. She said she’d go.’


‘No, I didn’t.’


‘Oh, do what you like, boring people.’ Meredith threw a wide-eyed look across the table. ‘Since there’s no such thing as nothing, I’m off in search of something.’


Before either Verity or her mother could come up with a suitable reply, Meredith disappeared, letting the door slam behind her.


‘Honestly. She’s impossible.’ Allegra leaned back in her chair. ‘Whatever does that mean?’


Verity said she had no idea. ‘And I don’t care. I can’t ever remember being that annoying.’ She picked up Meredith’s bowl, scraped the remains of porridge into the chicken feed pail and dumped it on top of a pile of unwashed dishes on the draining board. ‘Or such a show-off.’


‘She’s just expressing herself. You should try it,’ Allegra said. ‘You take after him of course.’


If Verity was surprised by this sidewayss mention of her father, she gave no indication. It was as if Idris had never existed. There were no remnants of his life, no pictures or keepsakes (unless you counted the pearl ring Allegra wore on her little finger). Anything that might serve as a clue was missing. Allegra, who must have memories, rationed them, dishing out clues like rare treats.


Or occasional punishments.


Neither Verity nor Meredith cared enough to pursue the matter of their father. Even their grandmother, who didn’t have a bad word to say about anyone, couldn’t make him sound worth missing. (‘A well-meaning rogue who vanished into thin air.’)


Meredith declared this was stupid. If the air people were supposed to vanish into was thin, you’d be able to see them.


Verity ran water into the sink. ‘Why can’t you do the shopping, Mam? You’re supposed to be the parent.’


‘Oh, please, don’t be bourgeois, Verity. How old are you?’


Lately, her mother’s dislike had developed an edge, as if Verity had been elevated to a new level of contempt.


‘You know perfectly well how old I am and if you don’t, I’m not helping you out.’


‘Sixteen; and quite old enough to have gained some empathy.’


Verity could hardly believe her ears.


Allegra drained her coffee. She slid a black velvet bag out of her other pocket. ‘And being unkind about your little sister doesn’t show you in a good light either. Jealousy’s such an unattractive look.’


‘I’m still only fifteen.’ Verity refrained from saying she wasn’t jealous of Meredith. It was an old argument she was unlikely to win. ‘And she’s not so little either. We’re practically twins.’


At times, the seventeen months between Verity and her sister could feel like joyful minutes passing too quickly. At others they stretched, weighing her down with a guilty resentment.


Allegra rolled her eyes, puffed smoke and gave another cough, cleared her chest and the sound of it made Verity frown.


‘Have you got a cold coming? Or is it too many fags?’


Allegra didn’t reply. She removed a pack of tarot cards from the velvet bag, gave it a quick shuffle and turned one over. They were thin and worn at the edges.


‘See?’ Resting the cigarette on the lip of the overflowing ashtray, she nodded. ‘The Hanged Man.’


Verity thought he looked ridiculous in his bright red tights with his leg tucked up, his bland, upside-down face and yellow hair sticking out like straw. She never asked for an interpretation of the cards knowing she wouldn’t have long to wait for one.


‘Sacrifice!’ Allegra smiled broadly. ‘The cards don’t lie.’


These cards don’t have a choice.


Allegra carried on. ‘You could quite easily pick up some things for me. I have work to do, and you don’t. ’


‘How do you know I don’t have work to do?’ Verity began sorting dirty plates and mugs. ‘I need to go to the library for a start.’


‘In which case, what’s the problem? It’s on your way.’


‘It’s the principle. And shouldn’t you be setting us some work? We haven’t done any maths for weeks.’


‘Oh, maths. No one needs maths, not these days.’ Allegra dismissed arithmetic with a wave.


‘Everyone needs maths.’


Allegra had stopped listening. ‘It’ll be bloody freezing in the conservatory. I hope there’s some paraffin for the heater. God, it’s cold.’ She pulled the shawl closer to her body. ‘It ought to be warming up by now, it’s April for heaven’s sake.’


Verity squeezed washing-up liquid into the water. ‘It snowed in April the year Meredith was born. Nain said so.’


‘A freak of nature.’


‘Well, it feels like snow to me.’


‘Nonsense,’ Allegra said, gathering the cards and slipping them into her pocket. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


Verity wasn’t so sure. She had a nose for the weather and made the most of what she – and probably her mother – viewed as her only accomplishment.




My mother had a cultivated, evasive eye which could, in a moment, become critical.


Nowhere in my description of her will you find a woman you will warm to. It is not my intention. I do not want you to love her. She was a woman who kept her counsel and who occasionally showed flashes of malice rendering her cold and unapproachable. In contrast, my father was a brash, egotistical man who began talking as he entered a room giving no one else a chance to order their thoughts or conjure a contradiction.


Mama began many of her sentences with a question which tended to confuse me since the answer was invariably self-evident.


‘Aren’t you resting?’


(Clearly not, since I am standing in front of you.)


‘Haven’t you finished yet?’


I would glance at my sewing, sense the implicit rebuke, and apologise.


Caught reading, she would ask if I was doing ‘that’ again, and before I could answer, inform me I was ruining both my eyes and my chances.


What chances these might be I was at a loss to understand.


And I had a brother. As befitted a son, he was sent away to school. There was, my father stated, no profit in educating a girl, as if I were an entry in one of his bank ledgers.


Two years older than me, my brother had been a cruel, sly child. Once, when I was seven, I found him in the garden, home from school and bored, deliberately picking the wing off a butterfly.


‘Please,’ I begged, ‘leave the poor thing alone.’


Held fast in his hand, the dying butterfly twitched.


My brother grinned and with a slow precise movement, tightened his finger and thumb on the other wing.


‘No!’ I ran at him and he dodged, grinned, and, running his tongue over his lips, pulled off the remaining wing.


‘It’s all yours,’ he said as he flicked the tiny, mutilated body in my direction.


When I told my mother she said I was making a fuss, to ignore the ways of boys, and reminded me that no one liked a tattle-tale.


As he grew older, my brother turned into a bully, arrogance making both his face and his intentions as ugly as they were clear. By the time I was seventeen, I had grown to fear him with his eyes that saw everything and understood nothing.


This is no bedtime story, little girl. Do you have courage enough for both of us?




Two


Some days are too beautiful to be real.


The sky turns to silver and you know anything could happen. Verity decided to pretend the day was out of a storybook, she could mark the page and keep it for later. It was so cold she could barely breathe.


Her mother was right – it was far too cold for April.


My mother is always right.


For once she didn’t mind. Maybe it would snow after all.


The Pryce sisters’ favourite book was The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, and they knew it by heart. They were so fond of it they had a copy each. Snow was their favourite thing in the entire world and they loved it the way they loved their grandmother’s stories about it.


Mared could remember snow on Christmas day when she was a girl.


‘You should have seen it in nineteen twenty-seven,’ she told them. ‘Up by my friend Jenni Lloyd’s farm you couldn’t see the tops of the fence posts. Gethin and I were playing there and we had to stay over three nights. We built a snow house in Jenni’s mam’s garden.’


Verity and Meredith said it sounded like heaven.


‘Well, yes, it’s not all fun and games though. Not for the farmers. In forty-seven, when your mam was little, the snow was deep enough to bury sheep. It was still thick on the hills in March.’


She told them about the Big Freeze, the year Verity was born.


‘Your mother carried you right the way through that snow. It was so bad it made the news. Then, before Christmas, a blizzard blew in and the drifts were twenty-foot high. They said in town the sea froze. Lasted months that snow did.’


Mared said she thought Verity must have been able to sense it from the womb. ‘And then it snowed in April the year Meredith was born. It’s no wonder the pair of you are obsessed with the stuff.’


Verity eyed the sky, willing it to snow, wanting it to make everything clean and new. Shethought about the list in her pocket. If Mared still lived with them she would understand about the shopping. She wasn’t afraid to challenge Allegra. And she understood how annoying Meredith could be, even if she refused to take sides.


‘Sister love matters,’ she told them. ‘You have to look out for each other.’


Once Meredith was born, Verity was relegated by her mother from ‘pleasant little thing’ to the odd one. It made no difference. From the moment their eyes met, Verity loved her sister with all her heart and there was no jealousy, however hard Allegra had tried to cultivate it.


‘Meredith is so pretty,’ she insisted.


‘The prettiest baby ever,’ Verity agreed, quick as you like. ‘Far prettier than I am.’


Whenever she said things like this, she had an impression of confusion, as if she had found her mother out in some act she was slightly ashamed of.


By the age of nine months, Meredith could talk. (She could soon say whole sentences and from then on said the first thing that came into her mouth, which for the rest of her life would get her into no end of trouble.)


‘Pretty and clever!’ declared Allegra.


Out on the lane, Verity coasted to a stop. She leaned on the handlebars afraid she might cry.


It isn’t that children don’t understand adult feelings or motives. They understand them only too well. It’s because children don’t have the words they’re powerless.


I want my mother to be superior to us, the way mothers are supposed to be.


There were times Verity felt contempt for Allegra with her clichés and her silly tarot cards, her ability to be in a room and yet absent, hovering on the edges of conversations like a vaguely interested passer-by.


And I want my grandmother to come back.


When Mared left Gull House, Verity had been eleven. Like Meredith she was frightened by the idea of London, the word itself rounded with a threatening kind of purpose. In the intervening years, they’d visited only twice, Allegra complaining each time that she had better things to do.


Better than what, the sisters had wondered.


Neither of them thought much of London. It was too vast, too frantic and clamorous, as if it wanted to devour them.


London took her beloved grandmother and though she understood Mared had to look after her brother, whose dementia made him too vulnerable to live alone, Verity was bereft.


Allegra’s response to her mother’s defection had been outrage. She saw no difference between this and her husband abandoning her.


‘Everyone deserts me,’ she wailed.


She isolated herself, declared Mared a traitor and the few friends she had managed to make soon gave up on her. From time to time she found herself drawn to unsuitable men. (Any suitable ones soon ran a mile.) Allegra dared men to let her down and sooner or later they did.


Verity thought her mother, with the over-stated cool more suited to a teenager, probably missed Mared more than she would admit. Mared left and it was as if the clouds blowing across the sky stilled. When the wind picked up again, like Verity and her sister, the clouds had lost their way.


Hooking her foot underneath the pedal she set off again. She rode along the path, the thin river on one side, the flat grey sea on the other, the wheels of the bicycle ticking, her scarf flying. Pale colours surrounded her: a light-saturated sky – the sea tinged with milky blue. Gulls, the white of them as bright as clouds, followed her for a while before turning back to their own territory.


The tyres rumbled over stones and tufts of grass. As she left the path, the wheels bounced, hit the tarmac and the rumble became a swish. She pedalled over a bridge, past rows of houses, tall and ice cream coloured. Buildings reeled by: hotels, a dry-cleaners, a chemist, along the promenade, past the pier stretching out to the ocean collecting seaweed and barnacles. She cycled up a narrow street, pushing hard, her breath coming in short gasps.


The library was an elegant building and ought to have been on the seafront, preening alongside the grand hotels. Instead, it was squashed between two tall houses and somehow diminished. A steep gable reached above stone walls dressed with sandstone; sturdy wooden doors opened onto a lobby, the walls lined with glazed green tiles. Stairs led up to a reference department. The public area on the ground floor set an example by holding its breath, hushing the occupants into silence.


Verity was never without a book; she could walk and read, and never once trip up. She favoured folk tales, quirky novels laced with legend and old magic. For a rational child, her choices might have appeared odd. Her life was odd; the unreality of these made-up stories was the perfect antidote.


Lifting her books out of the bicycle basket Verity went inside. Warmth enfolded her and she took a long breath of contentment. She was at home in the library and could stay as long she liked. If she was quiet and didn’t bother anyone, no one bothered her. Naturally self-conscious and reflective, Verity found the library a kind place, expecting nothing more of her than that she appreciated what it had to offer. Nobody cared about any troubles she might have because nobody was aware of them.


‘Hello, Verity.’ Miss Jenkins, tall, thin and clever, regarded Verity with a mixture of affection and preoccupation. Her deep-set eyes reminded Verity of the bluebells in her grandmother’s garden. ‘How are you?’


‘I’m well, thanks, Miss Jenkins.’ Verity placed her books on the counter.


‘Excellent. No fines. Good girl.’


Verity never accumulated fines.


Miss Jenkins sighed. ‘No Mr Tallis today. I’ve hardly had a moment. I’m sure he can’t help having a cold, but it’s most inconvenient.’


Verity walked through the hushed room, running her eyes along the serried banks of books. From the high windows light fell in dusty bands. Someone coughed, another whispered – loud in the silence – and was instantly shushed.


Libraries are full of coughers. No wonder Mr Tallis has a cold. It’s a miracle we don’t all have one.


‘Have you read this?’ Miss Jenkins came up behind her. ‘Third part of her Arthurian Saga? Mary Stewart. You like her, don’t you?’


‘Oh, yes, I do.’ Verity ran her finger over the cover. ‘I’ve read the other ones.’


‘I thought so. I kept it for you. You’re lucky, it came in today; you’ll be the first to borrow it.’


With little money available for books, a newly published library copy was the next best thing. As Miss Jenkins date-stamped the pristine paper inside the cover, Verity experienced a thrill of pleasure.


‘Thank you so much,’ she said, a grin breaking out on her face.


‘It’s always a pleasure to encourage a serious reader, Verity.’ Miss Jenkins smiled back. ‘You should consider librarianship, you know. You could do a lot worse.’


I already have.


It was a secret she wasn’t ready to share. She couldn’t be sure Miss Jenkins might not let it slip to Allegra. The less her mother knew about her ambitions, the better.


‘I will.’


Tucking the book into her shopping bag, Verity walked out into the chilly afternoon. She freewheeled down the hill and, drawing to a halt outside a small grocery shop, propped her bicycle against the wall.


‘Butter. Three tins of beans and the tea. Bacon, eggs, strawberry jam. Large bloomer. Milk.’ The woman behind the counter smiled. ‘That it, lovely?’


‘Tobacco and cigarette papers please, Mrs Trahaearn.’


‘Right you are.’


Verity swallowed, and her skin flamed. ‘And…’


‘It’s all right, cariad. I’ll tuck it under the rest.’


Verity watched as Mrs Trahaearn slipped the bottle of gin under the bread, packed the rest of the groceries into the shopping bag.


‘Can you put it on her account, please?’


Mrs Trahaearn hesitated and Verity felt her blush deepen.


‘Just this once, dear, but if you could ask your mam to pop by and settle the outstanding, I’d appreciate it.’


Verity nodded. Mrs Trahaearn dropped a couple of packets of Spangles into the bag. ‘For you and your sister.’


‘You don’t have to.’


‘I know.’ Mrs Trahaearn winked.


Verity managed a smiled and thanked her. ‘Meredith will be pleased as well.’


‘You take care, cariad.’


Verity loaded the shopping into the basket. Above her, the town gulls screeched. As she cycled back along the path the sound followed her until, like an extended soundtrack, the house gulls took over and welcomed her home.




Three


Standing in the hall, Verity’s voice echoed up a wide staircase covered with a wine-red carpet held in place by brass stair rods.


‘Meri?’


To one side of the front door stood a hat stand and on the other, a Chinese umbrella holder. Light from the window above struck one of several mirrors. Mared was fond of mirrors; of the way they played with light, making spaces look bigger and brighter. Allegra simply loved her reflection, repeated to infinity. She couldn’t pass a mirror without looking at herself.


A long-case clock stood to attention next to a door leading into the tower room. It had fallen silent years before, the key lost and time stopped in the teatime past. A semi-circular table stood against the wall, piled with unopened envelopes, spare gloves, a sprig of dead leaves and neglect. Dull and finger-marked, her grandmother’s old telephone sat like a black frog.


Nain will be horrified when she sees the state of this place.


Her grandmother had met her husband in London: two wartime Welsh exiles, a nurse and a doctor keeping their longing for home at bay while they waited out the war. When they married, Dylan was happy for them to make their life in Mared’s childhood home. Escaping to Wales for a brief honeymoon, his love for Gull House began the day he carried his new bride over the threshold.


Now that’s what you call a proper romance.


Calling her sister’s name again, Verity listened to the house creaking around her. She thought she heard a noise coming from the unused tower room – a soft thud and then silence.


In the kitchen, she unpacked the shopping, cut some slices of bread and buttered them, placed them on a plate. She lined the packets of Spangles next to it, like cutlery, and unscrewed the lid on the fresh pot of jam.


Meredith burst through the door smelling of dust and mischief.


‘You will never, ever guess what I found, not in a million years.’ Her eyes were glittering ice stars. Ignoring the buttered bread and sweets, with a reverence still managing to be a flourish, she placed a wooden box on the table. Painted on the lid were faded pink flowers surrounded by a washed-out turquoise border, tiny touches of gold paint still visible. ‘Behold and be blown away!’


Verity stared. ‘Where on earth did you find that?’


‘In the attic.’ Meredith grinned in triumph. As if it were a casket of precious gems, she stroked her fingers across the lid of the box.


‘Are you crazy, Meri? Which attic? I thought they were locked.’


‘Not the one above Rapunzel’s tower. There’s no lock. You just pull down the ladder.’


‘You know how dangerous it is up there.’ Verity was appalled. ‘That’s why Nain warned us to stay out. The floors aren’t safe.’


‘Rubbish. So long as you step on the joists it’s fine.’


‘What do you mean? Have you been up there before?’


‘Loads of times.’


‘I don’t believe you.’


‘Well, I have. Don’t freak.’ Meredith gave a mock shiver. ‘It’s a bit creepy, mind, dust and billions of spiders. Rats too, probably.’ She pulled a face and grinned again. ‘And there’s one of those dressmakers’ dummy things up there too, without a head. I thought it was a ghost at first, except everyone knows you can’t actually see ghosts.’


‘How many times?’ Verity tried to control her annoyance. ‘How many times have you been up in the attic?’


‘Oh give over, Verity. I was bored and you did tell me to find something to do.’ Meredith placed her hands on the wooden box. ‘It was under a dustsheet, in an old wooden trunk with a pile of moth-eaten clothes.’ She hooked a finger under the catch. ‘Look.’


With another, slower flourish she opened the lid revealing a sewing box lined with faded paper the colour of a robin’s egg. In the top lay a shallow tray divided into compartments with a silk pin-cushion in the centre. In each of the sections lay a collection of sewing aids: a tarnished silver thimble, ivory-handled tools; a cloth measuring tape in a case hand-embroidered with flowers, and a pair of scissors with mother-of-pearl handles.


Meredith lifted out the tray and underneath Verity saw reels of faded thread, another tape measure in an ornate brass barrel, scraps of lace, trails of ribbon and a felt needle case. Cards of cloth buttons, black metal hooks and eyes dotted with rust marks; small skeins of embroidery silk and wool in neat, washed-out bundles.


Running her finger over a piece of cream lace as delicate as a snowflake, Verity swallowed. The hairs on her arm stood on end. ‘Oh my days, Meredith, this is amazing.’


‘I know.’ Meredith reached deeper into the box and like a conjurer pulling a rabbit from a hat, produced half a dozen little red flannel hearts in various stages of construction, some stuffed with kapok, each one showing tiny, immaculate stitches. ‘Aren’t they incredible? When I picked them up, they made me go all shivery.’


Although the flannel was faded it was still possible to sense the vibrancy of the original colour. The little hearts lay in Meredith’s cupped hands like old-fashioned Christmas tree decorations.


‘And wait until you see this.’ Meredith laid the hearts to one side and lifted out a folded piece of cloth. Before she opened it, she gazed at her sister with a look of such seriousness Verity’s heart skipped a beat.


‘It’s her.’


‘Her?’


‘The mad girl.’


‘Meredith, what on earth are you talking about?’


‘The girl Nain told us about, the one who lived here. You remember.’


In a moment of recollection, Verity did.


Once upon a time, they say a sad, mad girl lived in this house…


Nain had told them the story as if it were a memory, although she said no one knew for certain if it was true. Her mother had told her – and everyone knew Dilys hadn’t been the full shilling, God rest her soul.


‘It’s a bit unkind to call the poor thing mad though,’ she’d said. ‘In those days, well, things were different. Dreadful, really. People had a peculiar attitude to anyone they decided didn’t fit in, or were troublesome or a bit twp. It wasn’t uncommon to send them to asylums.’


As Meredith unfolded the fabric, a picture emerged – a pattern of cross-stitched images: a tiny house, a cat and a row of birds each one perfectly rendered in a meticulous hand. Below them, the letters of the alphabet in a neat line, followed by the numbers: zero to ten.


‘See,’ Meredith whispered, ‘it’s her name.’


Beneath the pictures and the letters and numbers, Verity gazed at the words, equally beautifully worked in faded wool and intersected by crosses: Angharad Elen Lewis X Age 9 Years X 1870.




I was not, it was agreed, a pretty girl.


There was a wideness to my eyes that made people uncomfortable. I had uneven teeth and flat, brown hair resisting the tightest of curling rags; a girl who ripped her gowns and lost her gloves, whose bonnets slipped and revealed too much of her disobedient hair.


As a child, I slept badly and this too was viewed as a flaw. When I was five, Cook suggested fresh air. Against her better judgement, Mama agreed. One full moon night the first moths appeared: fluttering against the lampshades scattering silver dust from their wings. I was enchanted by them and straight away began to settle. Neither my mother nor the maid had any idea why, in the morning, they sometimes found moths in my bed.


Learning to sleep was simply one of a list of things expected of me. My life was ordered by wretched rules concerning gloves and hemlines and hair, decorum and a mantra of manners.


And not asking to go to school.


My duties were plain and prescribed, my enjoyments inconsequential. The linen handkerchiefs my mother insisted I hem bored me witless and set my eyes squinting. My sewing rarely came up to her exacting standards. And when she discovered the flannel hearts I’d started fashioning, her eyes stopped their darting and alighted on me and the air in the room fell still.


Frippery she called them and forbade me to continue. I enjoyed making them – they were bright and cheerful, like a robin’s breast and as comforting. If I held them close to my own heart, I could hear my blood and know I was alive.


I sewed the hated handkerchiefs in public, and my hearts in secret.




Four


‘Do you think we ought to tell someone?’


Meredith was horrified. ‘Are you crazy?’


‘What if it’s valuable?’


‘What if it is? I don’t care. It’s not like I’d want to sell it.’ Meredith was adamant and already establishing ownership of the box. ‘We can’t tell anyone. It’s a secret, Verity, it has to be. Allegra will take it off me. Or she’ll make it a massive thing and it won’t be mine anymore. She does that, you know she does.’ Her gaze became beseeching. ‘She can’t bear to be left out.’


Verity couldn’t argue with that. Allegra intruded, not like a normal parent, checking to see if homework was done or did they want her to read a story or brush their hair. What she wanted was their secrets, so she didn’t feel left out and could make them about her.


Verity sighed. ‘All right, although we ought to tell Nain, it’s still her house. And if you’re right about it belonging to…’


‘Of course I am. It’s her name. God, Verity, don’t be so feeble.’


‘Don’t call me that.’ Verity had the strangest feeling she was out of her depth.


Meredith snapped back. ‘You’re jealous because you didn’t find it.’


‘All right, all right; don’t let’s fight. I just think it might be important.’


Meredith picked up one of the flannel hearts and held it in her hand. ‘Of course it’s important.’ She swallowed. ‘See? Look at my arm?’ The pale hairs on her skin stood on end.


‘I was meant to find it. It’s a sign.’


Verity stared at her sister. ‘Don’t, Meredith.’


‘Don’t what? How do you know? And even if it’s only an old sewing box, I found it and I don’t want you to tell anyone, including Nain.’ Her mouth pursed. ‘It’s – non-negotiable.’


Verity had no problem with secrets, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to encourage Meredith in what was beginning to sound like one of her obsessions.


‘Promise me, Verity.’ Meredith was looking mutinous. ‘You can’t say anything.’


‘All right, I won’t.’


‘Oh, you’re the best sister ever.’ Meredith clapped her hands together like a child half her age. ‘Shall we have a proper look?’ She began emptying the box, examining each item in detail. ‘Be careful mind. I want everything to go back in order.’ She picked up a square of yellowed lawn. ‘Look at those stitches. Is it a handkerchief? How could you see to make stitches so small? And imagine having to sew hankies?’


‘Imagine having to sew, full stop.’


‘Do you think she went to school?’ Meredith fingered one of the flannel hearts again. ‘Or did she sit in her room all day, making these. Maybe they kept her locked in the tower.’


Verity smiled. ‘I doubt it. She might have had a governess though. Girls did in those days.’


‘And that’s why she went mad.’


‘Don’t be soft.’


‘Well, I would; having some rumpled old spinster teaching me Latin.’ Meredith arched her eyebrows, adopted a faux accent. ‘Or how to play the pianoforte,my dear.’


‘Idiot. A girl in the 1870s wouldn’t have learned Latin.’


‘Why not?’


‘Most of them weren’t that well-educated.’


‘A bit like us then.’


Verity nodded. ‘Exactly like us.’ She ran her finger across the embroidered sampler. ‘Don’t you sometimes wish we could go to school?’


‘No way! I’d rather have a governess. You could escape from one of those. School would be horrendous and I never want to go.’ Meredith refolded the handkerchief. ‘It would be a nightmare. Allegra wouldn’t buy us the right clothes for one thing; we’d be freaks and no one would speak to us.’


‘Doesn’t it bother you that we don’t know anything? We’re quite ignorant, you know.’


‘No, we aren’t. We know loads of stuff. Well, I do.’


Verity didn’t believe they knew anything. ‘Speak for yourself. Most of the time, I feel like a total idiot.’


‘Silly, you’re clever as anything.’ Meredith began folding the sampler. ‘Nain always says you’re the smart one.’


‘Well, if I am, it’s down to her. She’s the one who made sure we learned to read and write and do our sums, not Allegra.’


‘I know.’ Meredith tucked the sampler into the box. ‘You can’t ever suggest it though, Verity.’ She paused. ‘School isn’t only about the clothes.’


Verity said nothing. She understood her sister’s ambivalence mirrored her own, in that it was about the scrutiny of her peers. Unlike her sister, Verity knew she would find a way to cope with school because secretly it was what she longed for. Meredith’s fear ran deeper. Singular and quirky, she inhabited a world largely of her own making – one she instinctively knew might make her the subject of ridicule and mockery.


‘You promised.’


‘I didn’t, actually.’ Verity raised her hands. ‘Oh, don’t worry; I shan’t say anything but we can’t go on like this forever, Meri. We’ll grow up completely thick and unemployed.’


Meredith began putting the contents of the sewing box away. ‘I don’t want a job. I’m going to be a writer.’


‘That’s a job, ninny. And you need to be able to spell.’


‘No you don’t. You write it down and people check it for you. It’s called editing.’


Laughing, Verity found a mixing bowl, took a bag of flour from a cupboard and dumped it on the table. ‘Okay, you win. No school.’


‘Right answer,’ Meredith said. ‘We’ll grow up illiterate and take rich lovers so it won’t matter.’


Verity reached for the measuring scales. ‘I shan’t. I’d rather die. I’m never getting married either.’


‘Well, as I shan’t fall in love, that’s both of us on the shelf.’


‘How do you know you won’t fall in love?’


‘Because nobody with a brain cell believes that true love’s kiss rubbish?’


‘I thought you loved fairytales.’


‘That’s you.’


‘No, I prefer myths.’


‘You’re such a pedant, Verity. And yes, I do like fairytales; so long as they don’t have dopey princes in them.’


‘Yes, it’s always the princes who mess things up.’ Verity wasn’t overly romantic, even so she did think if the kiss came from the right person it could turn out to be perfect.


‘I’m going to put this in my room.’ Meredith closed the lid on the sewing box, picked it up and hugged it to her chest. ‘I’m going to take care of it. And take care of her.’


‘It could be nothing.’


‘It’s something, Verity. I know it is.’ She held the box tenderly. ‘And don’t forget – no telling.’


Verity reached for the blue eggs. ‘Okay, I told you, I promise. About all of it. Go on, then come back and help me make a cake. At least it’s one thing we’re good at.’


‘And then I’ll let you take me to the beach.’


‘Well, aren’t I the lucky one.’


Meredith’s eyes sparkled. ‘If you keep my secret, I’ll stay on the beach until the sun goes down.’




Five


There they are.


From the window of her untidy bedroom, Allegra could see them, trailing along the beach. It would have been Verity’s idea; dragging her sister out in the freezing cold.


Over the years a path had been worn through the grass. It led from the edge of the garden where a great fallen oak tree the girls called the lookout lay, sloped down the field to a wooden stile and a ledge marking the beginning of the beach. A grey cliff reached toward the shore. As a child, Allegra had been afraid of it: her mother told her it was a dragon and the idea gave her nightmares.


She’s still ruining my sleep, always nagging me about something, as if I’m incapable of looking after her precious house.


Gull House oppressed Allegra; her mother’s unspoken assertion that she remained its mistress irked.


All shecares about is this dump, and her brother. If she loves me like she says, it’s not the way Pa loved me.


When her father died, Allegra had been distraught. She was seventeen and too young to deal with the death of a man she adored, and who adored her back.


It was the first abandonment but not the last.


Two years later, when Idris came on the scene, Allegra fell hopelessly in love. Idris was a loner and she, lonely.


He was shy at first and it had been endearing. They met in a clichéd moment you couldn’t make up, in a record shop in town. She was listening to Ketty Lester singing Love Letters and when he asked her why, she said why not and he laughed and called her a romantic.


His eyes were as blue as the sky and her insides twisted as if they’d come undone. Quickly inseparable they wandered along the cliffs, across the beach below Gull House where they wrote love notes to one another in the sand.


She had wanted to be married in church. Idris wasn’t a churchgoer; he said it would be hypocritical. It was the one and only time he won an argument with her. As a protest, she decided to get married in red. Everyone who knew her said it was a terrible idea. Red was for danger and debt and martyrdom; it tempted fate and tasted of rust and blood. Allegra was headstrong, and furious at being thwarted. And in any case, she knew better.


Ignoring the warnings, she stitched her wedding gown at night by candlelight. In the shadowy light the silk appeared darker and she sewed her tiny secret stitches, not noticing when she pricked her finger or the blood as it turned into invisible stains. On her wedding day the sun shone bright as hope. Allegra’s hair and dress glittered like fire and rubies and people found themselves digging out their sunglasses.


There was no honeymoon; nothing memorable to mark the day, only a blood red dress and a pearl ring so small it didn’t fit.


She hadn’t thought she minded.


Twisting the ring round her little finger, she tasted old tears on the back of her throat.


You left because my love was too much for you. Because you weren’t man enough.


From time to time a different man would cross her path and be invited in. Allegra would decide to give love another chance, until love let her down again.


Men were cowards and all the same.


Rolling a cigarette she struck a match and focused on the rock face – saw it for what it was – full of the kind of colours only an artist could see: gold, rust and sparkling quartz; slate grey and purple.


Art’s real. It’s the only thing I need.


Today the sea was full of colour too – steely blue threaded with bands of amethyst – storm colours more suited to winter.


It crossed her mind Verity might be right about the snow. Allegra disliked snow. She wanted to be warm and rarely was; she was too thin.


She couldn’t help wishing her elder daughter wasn’t so prosaic.


They’re obsessed with it. Every year the same: when’s it going to snow?


Pulling her shawl closer, she shivered. Watching the girls, heads bent close, whispering like little birds, Allegra felt left out of whatever conspiracy they were surely conjuring. Cigarette smoke trailed from her mouth and she stroked her neck, her breath dry in her throat, and coughed.


It isn’t normal. Daughters are supposed to tell their mother everything.


She watched the way Verity walked across the pebbles, her head tilted, the way his used to, and an old scar bruised the edge of her heart.


Allegra didn’t understand Verity one bit. She had expected a firstborn daughter to look like her, admire her and want to share clothes and secrets. Verity looked too much like Idris, and when Meredith was born – the image of Allegra – she wondered if a trick had been played on her. From the beginning, Verity claimed her sister. At night, if Meredith had a bad dream and woke up, she ran along the landing to her sister’s bedroom and crawled in beside her. Allegra experienced a jealousy that burned and left blisters on her heart. The following morning Meredith would always tell her mother about the bad dream; Allegra would stroke her hair and try not to mind it was Verity who had dried her tears.


Verity ought to tell me when Meredith has nightmares: send her sister to me.


Although she rarely said so in words, Allegra sensed Verity questioned her about everything. Her blue eyes sometimes held scornful lights. The scent of Verity was sharp as lemons; dusty as old feathers and dried-up roses. Once she saw which of her daughters smiled the most and admired her – the one who smelled of honey and stars – Allegra transferred her expectations from her eldest to her youngest in the blink of an eye.


She stubbed out her cigarette; cleared her throat and turned from the window.




I am afraid of the sea.


It wasn’t always that way.


Occasionally a maid would be instructed to take me (and my brother if he was at home) to the beach. These outings were an escape from Mama and her constant supervision. At one end of the beach the cliff unfolded in a rippling curve, a great primordial creature reminding me of a dinosaur or a dragon.


I loved the rough, salty wind coming off the ocean, sand blowing in my hair and clothes. The noise of the sea excited me. I admired the birds too, the waders with their orange heads dipping in and out of the rock pools.


My brother informed me they were oystercatchers and set about chasing them. When I protested, he laughed, took himself off in search of other victims – other birds to frighten and small creatures he could torture.
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