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            … even through the hollow eyes of death

            I spy life peering.

            Shakespeare, Richard II, 2.1.270–1

            
                

            

            Love set you going like a fat gold watch.

            Sylvia Plath, ‘Morning Song’
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            CAKE

            20 August 1983

         

         My thirteenth birthday and I became a hunter for souls.

         I knew the moment that Mum called me something was going to happen. I heard it in her voice.

         ‘Ruby …’

         The open eye of the hall mirror watched as I came downstairs humming a nervous tune, my yolk yellow birthday blouse done right up to the neck and my brown cord skirt flicking against a knee scab.

         The light from the open kitchen doorway, where my parents waited, puddled onto the dirty carpet in the hall.

         On the Formica table was the birthday cake. It had white icing and Smarties. A big triangle wedge had been cut out and the sharp carving knife lay close by, pointing into the gap.

         I blinked. I’d expected punishment for some minor crime committed, a cup broken or left unwashed. The back door left open or closed or whichever way my father currently ordained its status. But instead my mum and dad had turned into dolls or puppets, or so it seemed. Hard lines had appeared, running from their noses to their chins. Mum’s cheeks were blotched with anxious red paint, corkscrew curls exploding from her head. Dad was strung stiffly behind her in his grey felt jacket. His arm came up and swiped at his nose. Mum jiggled, her shoes clacking menacingly on the lino.

         Her jaw opened. ‘Ruby. Now, we don’t want you to create a scene or start trouble but it’s time you knew.’

         From behind her Dad said, in that furred-up voice of someone who’s kept quiet for a bit, ‘Yes. Thirteen is old enough.’

         Between us the Smarties had started to leak sharp colours as if they’d flown and got trapped there and were now slowly bleeding to death.

         ‘Ruby, there’s something we’ve been keeping from you all these years,’ Mum said. She paused then spoke in a rush. ‘It’s that you are not our natural child. We didn’t give birth to you.’

         ‘Which explains a lot—’

         His voice got snapped off by my mother. ‘Stop it, just for this once, Mick. Leave the girl alone.’ She turned to me. ‘Ruby, you were adopted when you were four months old. You are not our child – d’you hear me?’ She turned. ‘Honestly, Mick, I don’t think she’s taking it in.’

         But I was.

         
            I ran into the garden and sang for joy.

         

         I burst out of the back door under a thunderous sky and air the colour of dark butter. Out, out into the waist-high grass. Beyond the garden, trees shaded the distance. This time, I ignored the Shadow sitting by the back door – and I launched off the step on tight sprung legs, running down the overgrown path with my hair flying in a wave behind and my arms outstretched to feel the feather tops of the grasses snaking under my palms. I glimpsed red, the corner of the toy ride-on plastic bus half embedded in the tangled growth, and the arm of a doll, its chubby fingers pointing straight up to a sky of seething grey scribble.

         Tall spikes of evening primroses glowing the brightest yellow punched up from the grass as I waded to the middle where I stood and sniffed at the sweet dust of pollen on my hands. Then, arms raised, I started my song to the storm clouds.

         ‘There’s a brown girl in the ring, tra-la-la-la-la. There’s a brown girl in the ring, tra-LA-la-la-la-la.’

         And it must have been my tenth or maybe twelfth time, ‘She looks like a sugar and a plum, plum, plum,’ when Mick’s voice crackled a cold path out from the back door.

         ‘Ruby. Stop that and get back in here, now.’

         I dragged my feet all the way back up the path. Just inside the doorway his fist jumped out like a snake and cracked my head.

         ‘Sit down,’ he said.

         I scuttled away and sat on the other side of the table, holding my head.

         ‘Dear, dear,’ Barbara muttered. She looked subdued, as if they’d been arguing while I’d been outside. ‘Dear God.’ She sat and folded her arms. ‘Ruby, you were only a tiny baby when you came to us,’ she said. ‘It’s hard to think of that now.’

         ‘So, smaller than …’

         ‘Yes,’ she said quickly.

         ‘But not like her,’ said Mick.

         Their daughter. Trudy. She died when she was three. Except Mick always called her ‘sweet pea’. When he got drunk he cried for her – big drops of tears slid down his face and dripped on his jacket.

         ‘No. You were small …’ Mum said. ‘But strong.’

         ‘A whiner,’ Dad interrupted. He was fiddling round with the gas stove now so he had his back to us. He struck a match to light the flame under the kettle and the sulphur smell took to the air. Three-quarters on from behind I could still see the quiff sticking out like a horn from his head. Now he was not so close I dared to release the protecting fingers laced around my skull although my temple still throbbed.

         Mum’s face looked strained under her mop of hair. So Trudy went and what she got was me, always falling down or causing trouble.

         ‘Was I born here? Here in the forest, I mean?’ The idea I could have come from anywhere else seemed strange and improbable.

         The Forest of Dean. Here we lived in one of a row of small stone cottages with trees stretching over us like children doing ghost impressions with their hands, surrounded by closed coal mines slowly getting zipped back up into the earth.

         Barbara screwed up her eyes as if she was looking, trying to see me being born in the distance. She nodded, like she’d caught a glimpse of it. ‘Yes, you were.’

         ‘What about my name?’ I asked.

         ‘Flood is ours but Ruby was the name you came with,’ she said. ‘When you were little you thought it was because of …’

         Without thinking my hand flew to the birthmark covering the left side of my face.

         ‘I know.’

         Mick started picking Smarties off the cake so Mum snatched it up and carried it to the sink.

         ‘Well, that’s over,’ she muttered, examining the pits the Smarties had left.

         ‘But, but … nothing else?’

         ‘No, not really.’ She let out a breathy sigh and the cake wobbled in her hands. ‘That’s all.’

         ‘Can I do my wish again?’

         ‘Why, what was wrong with the last one?’

         ‘I didn’t say it properly,’ I lied.

         ‘Go on then. Mick, give her the matches.’

         I arranged the yellow candles, their heads already bubbled from burning, and touched a match with its little ball of flame to each one and closed my eyes and wished and wished and wished. The twin stars of my real parents orbited my head, blinking on and off.

         ‘Come and get me,’ I whispered.

         
            *

         

         The Shadow from the back door had moved to the stairs now, his boy shape hunched over. He made way for me as I sat beside him and whispered, ‘Guess what? Mick and Barbara are not my real mum and dad.’ The curled bones of an ear brushed against my lips and I thought I felt him shiver in excitement.

         Then I shut myself in the bathroom and ran the bath so hot it gauzed the walls in steam. I imagined my real parents appearing to me through the white clouds. My mother looked like me but with an arctic sparkle of glamour. My father had the same crow’s wing hair as mine and a belted raincoat like the men wore in old films. I reached out to touch but my finger made them explode into a hundred droplets that fell in rain back into the bath, so I opened the tap to make more steam.

         ‘Come and find me,’ I begged again, hugging my wet knees to my chest.

         ‘Ruby.’ I wondered how long Mick had been behind the door, lurking. ‘You seem to be using an awful lot of hot water. That sounded like a fiver’s worth that just went in then.’

         ‘Sorry, sorry,’ I called, holding my cheeks so he couldn’t hear my smile.

         
            *

         

         I’d always been a scavenger of small things. The glittering dust mote I reached up and tried to grab. The layers of shadow in the corner like piled clothes on a chair. Sliding my hands under rugs for what might be living there. Grubbing in the dirt for treasure.

         But that night I became a proper hunter. Of true family. Of the threads that ghosts leave behind.

         Of lost souls.
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            2 January 1970

         

         Anna takes the turn up to the main road. It’s a bright day and the sky appears eternally high as it always does in winter when it’s clear and blue.

         Fear quickens her step. There’s been no period for – how long – she counts out loud – seven, eight weeks? Is it her imagination but does she feel a little swollen already; her flat stomach curving out slightly, visible from the side, like the bulbing of a convex mirror? She’s convinced that she can feel something tiny but determined clamping onto her insides, sticking there, strong and hardy.

         She shoves her hands deep in her pockets as she passes the telegraph pole and the shed by the side of the road. The copper beech is winter threadbare now. Old Turner used to be there every day with his fold-out chair and thermos. He’d built the shed himself – back in the day, back at the dawn of time. He puttered about on the common land, growing potatoes, swedes, cabbages, half of which he gave away. Nobody cared: things were freer like that when Anna was a child. Today there’d probably be a council eviction for building without planning. Now the structure looks ready to collapse so she sidesteps it in case it happens the moment she passes.

         She walks faster, making her boots ring out on the road and swinging her arms vigorously beside her. Perhaps she can break the thing loose, shake it out from its soft, pink nest. She starts trotting, purposely banging the soles of her feet onto the rough country road so the vibrations jar through her body; as the hill steepens she turns the trot into a run – a hobbled movement because of her skirt. At the top of the valley road she stops, cheeks flushed, out of breath, and looks out at the forest below. Bare branches bend and creak in the breeze. She checks her body again, exploring her stomach in its pencil skirt with her fingers. No, it’s still there; she knows it’ll take much more than a brisk run to break this loose. It’s much stronger than she is.
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            MADE FLESH

            23 August 1983

         

         I felt sure, the more I thought of it (and that’s about all I’d been thinking of since my birthday), that my real parents did not want to give me up. I expected that went double for my mother because mothers shouldn’t want to give their children away. I refused to believe it could’ve been easy. There must have been a reason for it, something completely terrible. They’d chosen my name, Ruby, and – the way I saw it – why would you choose a name like that for a child you didn’t want?

         Three nights after my birthday the moon rose as fat as a peach. I watched it from my window turn the forest canopy into a shifting silver sea. Now I had a name for the big white emptiness burning like a desert inside. It was called ‘Mum and Dad’ and tonight it felt bad enough for my bones to crack.

         Anything seemed possible in this light. My real parents, my flesh and blood, could be near, even living right here in the Forest of Dean. I just needed a way to find them.

         I left the pillow bunched in my bed, took the pillowcase with me and crept through the moonlit spaces of the house. On the bookshelf were two books from my gran – an aged one that used to belong to her – Pilgrim’s Progress – and the Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland she’d given me for my ninth birthday. I had the idea to open one on a chance page and see if somehow there might be a message from her there within the story. I hesitated, then picked Alice thinking even at that moment I’d probably chosen badly with these tales of disappearing cats and lizard gardeners. I put it in my pillowcase sack. I found the same sharp kitchen knife that had diced up my birthday cake and took it. As I left the house I used it to delicately fillet some ears of barley from the dusty flower display under the mirror in the hall and dropped them in the sack among the other things – a ball of red wool, some horse chestnuts, rags.

         The flowers of the evening primroses were wide open and floated pale above the grasses. The back gate creaked on its hinges. It led directly into the trees. As I glided through the forest in my plain white nightie I thought, with my sack and this knife sticking out in front of me, if anyone sees me they’ll think I’m a robber, and it made me brave, this looking-like-a-robber-girl and the belief that I could strike fear into the hearts of others.

         Murderer, though. Murderer too, walking through the dark with a knife and sack. The badness in me rose up and made me think I could be a murderer. The knife began to bounce and wobble in my hand so I carefully dropped it into the pillowcase, hoping the blade wouldn’t slice right through and cut my legs.

         I walked deeper then stopped by a tree whose outline had something human about it – its slender trunk – and I put both hands there. I caressed the sandpapery bark; it felt like an ash – us foresters know how to tell trees so well I could do it even in this light. Despite the night the air was warm and soft. I sat cross-legged under the tree and unpacked my pillowcase among the saplings that grew haphazardly wherever seeds had landed: some forcing their way, springing up from the ground even where there was hardly any light at all. The forest was a strong body pushing out life wherever it could. I put everything out on the smooth white of the pillowcase one by one: the ears of barley; horse chestnuts from my bedside drawer; torn-up grass; cloth and red wool from Barbara’s workbox.

         When my gran was still alive she’d shown me things behind the others’ backs. She’d drop a leaf into the stew when Grandad wasn’t looking and wink – a quick sly movement. Girls came to see her sometimes, always when Grandad was out. For girls who wanted to catch pregnant she’d make miniature babies out of string and straw for them to drop in their pockets and keep there, secretly. That’s what had given me the idea. She called it ‘invoking’ and said it had to be kept quiet because Grandad would disapprove. Everything you’d ever need was right here in the forest, she said – she’d never been away, not even as far as Gloucester. She died outside her cottage underneath the sycamore tree. They found her like a fallen doll against the trunk and said how sad it was she died alone. I think she’d decided it that way. There were sycamore keys in her hair. She had a lapful of them as if she might have to try a hundred different doors to find where to go next.

         When I was little I used to copy her. I’d bunch leaves and herbs together and mutter over them. I’d put a stone by the door for evil wishers to stumble on. Then I was only playing, but tonight I felt life tingle in my fingertips as though if I stuck a branch in the ground it might spurt green leaves.

         The knife winked as I lifted it up.

         ‘This is the third time of asking.’ I didn’t like the way my voice sounded so small among the trees. I cleared my throat and started again, addressing the canopy and the moon’s rays slanting through.

         ‘This is the third time of asking. I’m here, now, invoking Ruby’s real parents. After this, I’m not going to try again. After this, if you don’t come for me I’ll know I’m on my own for ever. Just a sign will do – something to show me you might come, not now but one day.’

         The moon had risen so high and bright above the trees I could see everything clearly, better than day even; the moon was an x-ray that could show right through to the forest’s bones. I started work: finding sticks from the ground and weaving them together with the red wool. Barley hands that looked like paddles on the ends of the four thin twig arms. I split horse chestnuts and popped out the gleaming conkers from inside for heads. Grass for hair. As I sewed the needle flashed quick and bright, in and out of the soft torn-up sheet I’d scavenged. I snipped and stitched into the night until I had two figures stuck into the ground on their single leg. Pegged out, they struck me more as crucifixes than dolls. The soft white rags meant to be clothes seemed to transform into limp white hanging bodies.

         I leaned against the tree and opened Alice in Wonderland on my knees. There was Alice, falling head first down the hole. I frowned; what kind of sign was this? A horrible fall. I shut it quickly.

         ‘For the last time. Come to me, Mum and Dad. You left me here with people who do not care for me. Well, Barbara is not so bad, I suppose, sometimes.’

         I stopped, wondering what would happen if my parents really did come. I’d imagined a procession of birthday cakes, for all the years they’d missed: starting at age one – that would be small, pink and round – and ending at thirteen. The one with thirteen candles would be the most magnificent: gilded, topped with jewelled fruits in the glow of soft flame. But, for the first time I wondered about Barbara. Would I ever get to see her again?

         I sighed. ‘But she does what Mick says mostly.’

         There was the rustling of the trees around me, the occasional scuffling of a small animal.

         ‘These people are not my flesh. They are not my blood.’

         I stopped and listened again. Everything seemed to have fallen silent.

         ‘Rescue me,’ I said, ‘please rescue me. I don’t know why you left me when I was a baby but I know it would have been a good reason. But now you have to come and get me back. You are my family.’

         Finally, I leaned against the tree and felt the scratch of it on my face, and as the moonlight swelled, the two faces seemed to flash out at me, once, like in a horror film, before everything grew dark and shrank.

         When I woke I stirred and flexed my shoulders, stiff from sleeping against the tree all night. A shower of leaves fell off my head.

         Something yellow was flickering through the trees. It took a moment to recognise it as torchlight. I flattened myself against the tree trunk as I heard voices behind the lights – one was Mick’s, I knew, and I almost stopped breathing for what seemed an age. By the time the torches were switched off the moon had gone and a thin, greenish light filtered down through the branches and fell on the tumbled objects in front of me. A breeze rifled the pages of the book and an insect that looked like a flea bounced across the paper with a pock pock sound.

         Somehow it was worse without the torches. I could picture them stalking through the early light using their dark-adapted eyes to find me.

         Something wound across at the corner of my eye, a slow worm, the early warmth rousing it. It crunched leaves as it moved and the crisped leaves rose in a tide either side of its thick grey body, then it curled in between the two stick figures making the man list to one side.

         Then into the quiet, close by, came crashing, the sounds of bracken and fallen branches being climbed over or kicked aside.

         ‘Oh, no,’ I breathed, my heels pushing into the soft earth as I tried to flatten myself against the trunk.

         Too late. Despite the dawn the beam got switched on again and pointed straight in my eyes. Behind it the outline of a tall man loomed. I recognised the lumpy shape of him. It was a neighbour who lived the other end of the row to us.

         ‘Mick, I’ve found her. She’s over here.’ The torchlight wobbled away from my face as he turned to speak. He sounded eager, like he felt he’d done well.

         ‘Mick. She’s here, she’s here,’ the neighbour called again, shining the light straight into my face.

         More crashing to my left. Then the walk slowed, became lighter, a confident step, a step of one who can relax now because the chase is over. The lights got switched off again. The morning struck harder through the ceiling of the forest, sickly pale but suddenly clean and clear on the rubbish of objects before me.

         ‘A cheap trick.’ Mick was panting slightly as he approached. The shape of him struck me as a giant who’d been made small. ‘An old trick – a pillow in the bed. Why you thought that would work when you left the back gate swinging open I don’t know.

         ‘And there she is.’ He slid his index fingers in the front pockets of his jeans and stuck out his hips. ‘We thought we’d been turned over. We thought burglars might still be in the house, hiding.’ He looked down. ‘What’s all this?’

         He put out his toe and stirred everything on the ground in front of me. I saw them through his eyes. Something had happened to the figures overnight. I’d glimpsed their turning transformation before I’d gone to sleep and now it was complete. They had become hideous – their mouths grinning in their conker faces, their grass hair matted and wild. They looked like a species between apes and humans that hadn’t been discovered yet. The hair of the man’s head fell off like a miniature wig leaving his shiny conker skull exposed.

         ‘What in God’s name?’ said Mick and an expression of disgust ate up all his features.
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            MONSTER

            24 August 1983

         

         As Mick marched me through the back garden his mood felt enough to make the shirts hanging on the line snap and clap their cuffs together.

         Inside, his temper took the form of bees. Attack bees, buzzing at the bottom of the stairs. I could almost hear them from my bedroom. The magic of the night before: only a thin vapour trail of it remained, hovering above the ruin of the garden I could see from my window. It was early; the sun hadn’t yet risen above the darkness of the trees opposite. When it did the vapour would burn away completely.

         Out there, in the old days, Mick had grown sweet peas for his real daughter, for his little Trudy, or so I’d been told. Neighbours still gave him sweet peas in memory of her and sometimes he’d come home with one in his buttonhole. The white with a lip of palest green were his favourite. The sweet scent wafted through the house smelling of Trudy’s ghost until I felt her frilled face, tinged with green, might show up in the hall. Like her, no trace of them remained. All submerged now under grasses and tall yellow weeds.

         Downstairs, the attack bees were threatening to make their way up. I padded across the floor and cracked the door open.

         ‘Hello,’ I called, through the gap.

         Sudden silence. Against the door my breath rasped against the wood. ‘Barbara, are you there?’ I could hear the tremor in my voice. ‘I said …’

         ‘Ruby, get down here now.’

         That was him.

         The two of them were dark shapes against the light that fell through the glass crescent of the door. One creature almost, one half of its head with curls exploding sideways.

         The head divided. ‘Look at you,’ said Dad.

         I looked down – there was mud across the front of my nightie and dirt wedged between my toes.

         ‘Mikey, Mick, really …’ Barbara pressed her fingers into her stomach, kneading the small pouch of her belly.

         He put a foot on the bottom of the stairs. ‘Shut the fuck up,’ he said. Around his mouth and nose was mottling white and purple like cut raw beef, marbled with fat. I knew this look. When it came – slaps could too, like birds’ wings flapping at my head.

         Most children I knew got their backsides tanned once in a while. This was different. One day, I knew, it’d end up killing me. I walked with death shuffling in its strange boots alongside me. Sometimes it was far behind. Other times, like now, it was so close it looked out of Mick’s raw beef face. It was saying in Mick’s voice, ‘So help me God. So help me God.’

         ‘Mikey, calm yourself.’ Barbara reached up her arms towards me like she was inviting me to run into them.

         He turned and batted her outstretched hand away so it bounced against the banister.

         ‘You leave her alone,’ I said, but I only whispered it. He didn’t hear.

         ‘Tell me what you were doing out there.’ He was yelling now. ‘Go on tell me. Always running away.’ He was on the third step now. ‘Always Jesus bastard trouble.’

         ‘Nothing.’ I started to cry. ‘Please, Dad. Don’t. I wasn’t doing anything.’

         ‘A loony. It must be in the genes.’ Sixth step. ‘Go on, enlighten us, Ruby. Tell us what you were doing at four o’clock in the morning with one of your gran’s shitty old books.’

         ‘Nothing.’

         ‘Was it voodoo?’

         When he reached the seventh step I started crying harder.

         He paused. ‘Shut up.’

         ‘Please. Please be nice to me.’

         He stopped as if in amazement. ‘I am. It’s you that’s the problem, not me.’

         ‘I want my real mum and dad to come and get me,’ I sobbed through the snot. ‘They must be better than you. I hate you. I hate you.’ The words must have been heavy. Their weight fell down the stairs and banged into him. He staggered then righted himself.

         The three of us seemed to freeze for a long moment and the peaceful sound of birdsong penetrated the hall.

         ‘Did you hear that, Babs?’ He turned his face to her, mock quizzical. ‘What d’you think of that then, Babs? See. I told you. She’s got a screw loose. Not right here.’ He jabbed his finger into his forehead. A red mark stayed where his finger had been. ‘Ungrateful cow.’

         ‘Mick, stop it,’ she warned, but he was coming faster now. I ran for my room, hearing his footsteps ring on the stairs behind me. I slammed the door in his face, some mad hope flashing that his nose might stick in there like an axe so he’d be pinioned, useless and swinging.

         Instead the door opened and he stepped inside.

         The colour in his face was darker. It frightened me. The bees must be inside him now. His body seemed to bulge outwards in places where they swarmed. I heard rapid footsteps and his quiff sticking out in a curled spike filled my vision. Over his shoulder I glimpsed Shadow in the corner jumping with fear, or excitement, as I fell backwards.

         Downstairs I could hear Mum wailing, ‘Oh Mick, Michael, be careful. Don’t go too far now.’

         She sounded far away. I must be falling down the rabbit hole, I thought, as I always knew I would one day, ever since I saw the picture. You’re not falling, though, you’re rising, Ruby. You’ve got it the wrong way round because, look – there’s both of us from up above. Look, look how his fists are going in and out like little jackhammers working. See how his shirt has pulled out of his trousers with all the effort. See how Ruby’s fingers are getting busted because she’s covering up her head with them. Ruby’s father, he intends to mash her into paste this time and smear her across the walls until she is no more. Maybe there’ll be just an eye stuck to the wall watching him as he goes to bed tonight that he’ll pluck off and lob out of the window like a golf ball. The eye will lie there looking upwards until it grows quite, quite dim and switches off …

         I sat up with a gasp. At my bedroom window the net curtains, with a pattern of flowers, blew softly. The sun, above the trees now, speared beams through the lace spreading orange daisies across the room. My arms and legs weren’t paste, at least. I could still move them although they felt hard and stiff.

         The doorknob turned and I flattened myself against the wall.

         Barbara poked her head inside. ‘Christ, Ruby.’ Her hands flew to her face and they looked like little kitten paws nuzzling each cheek. She bit at her lips, getting pink lipstick over her teeth. ‘Christ, Christ. I …’

         ‘My face is mashed. My face is mashed,’ I shouted out of my lopsided mouth. ‘And you just left me alone.’ I staggered to the bed and crawled inside.

         She sat on the bed, her bony knees pointing upwards. ‘If I’d thought it was as bad as that I’d have …’

         ‘Stop it.’ I buried myself deep inside the covers. There was a long pause and then a click of the door shutting.

         She came back with two bowls on a tray. One was warm water covered by a flannel, the other Heinz oxtail soup.

         ‘Soup?’ I lisped, pointing to my mouth. ‘It’ll all run out again if I try and eat that.’

         She hesitated, balancing the tray in her hands. ‘Yes, I see your point,’ she said, setting the tray down on the bedside table, and something cracked a little inside me because I knew she was trying to do something kind, as best she could.

         ‘Can I see my face?’ I asked.

         ‘I don’t think it’ll help.’

         I sat up. ‘Please. I need to check I’ve got all my teeth.’

         Barbara took a gold compact from the pocket of her blue gingham house dress with collars the size of a baby elephant’s ears. All her clothes were from the nineteen sixties. She’d never bought newer styles and when I’d once asked her why she said because they ‘reminded her of better days’.

         I hadn’t seen the compact before. I studied the pink enamel flower on the top before opening it with a click and bringing it to my face. An eye – strangely folded in on itself so the lashes stuck straight out like a tiny broom had been embedded there. I snapped the compact shut.

         ‘I’ll not stand for it, Ruby. I’ve just told him that. Dear God, a slap is one thing. Everyone gets a slap from time to time – but he should see a doctor for doing this. Honest to God, damn him. Damn him.’ She squeezed out the flannel in the warm water and handed it to me. ‘Here, use this.’

         Downstairs, the front door slammed and she forked her fingers in a V sign towards it.

         
            *

         

         Later, the pain kicked in as I knelt in front of the Sindy house. It comforted me still, sometimes, to play with them. A neighbour had given it to me whose daughter had grown too old for dolls. Sindy was jointed in sixteen places and had a boyfriend doll called Paul. I too had outgrown them because my play had changed. I now arranged for them to have little accidents about the house – a trip and a tumble down the stairs, or Sindy’s head stuck in the oven while Paul stood outside and watched her through the window.

         I opened the front door to the house and peered inside. Paul and Sindy were sitting at the table.

         ‘Catastrophe,’ I called through the door, and my voice vibrated the cardboard walls.

         It felt like I’d been cracked open like an egg. I needed to do something. If I didn’t this time, I knew somehow my cracks were never going to heal.

         So I sat cross-legged and, with the dolls staring wide-eyed, began to think.
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            7 February 1970

         

         Anna’s yellow patent shoe with its squared toe and chunky heel looks shiny and unnatural on the forest path.

         She is alone.

         Childhood stories have left her with a sense that every journey through the forest is an epic one, fraught with potential danger and adventure. She’s never lost that feeling. She has it now even though she’s only on her way to work.

         Her job in the chemist’s entails handing out bottles and packets of medication. Sweet-scented talcum powder in flowered tins. Bagging up Pears soap and cough drops and suggesting a bright pink ointment for a graze. It wasn’t supposed to last for ever. It was for now until she’d decided. Perhaps she’d train to be a nurse? She even harboured a strong hankering to be the real pharmacist with her own room at the back of the shop, filling out all the prescriptions – although this would almost be putting herself on a par with a doctor and feels quite impossible.

         All these options have melted away.

         She looks into the shadowy depths of the trees. They’d done it out here too. They’d done it wherever they could find a place. The trees had kept their secret, though now that secret was growing day by day. Looking up once with him inside her the dizzying web of branches and leaves seemed to circle in joy like a carousel. Now they remind her of tall gallows.

         She stops for a moment, transfixed, then shivers violently and hurries on.
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            THE SHIRT

            31 August 1983

         

         The idea came beautifully quickly. As all good ideas do.

         By the stove was the matchbox and the little pink heads inside began calling to me as if they had tiny squeaky voices. Mick’s favourite shirt was tangled with other clothes in the yellow plastic wash basket. I stuffed it up my jumper and left with the matches in my pocket just pausing to get paraffin from the shed.

         In the safety of the forest the paraffin-soaked shirt lit quickly. Soon it was a burning man – a burning Mick – the arms lashing about on the bare earth as if in pain. It blackened and crumbled and fell away. I stood transfixed, the smoking match still in hand, until I noticed the holly bush to my side shaking.

         ‘Who’s there?’

         A small figure in denim shorts wriggled out, yelping with pain from the prickles of the holly. It was Joe from three doors down, eight years old. I was the eldest of the children on the street. In the mornings a row of little eyes followed me as I went one way to big school and they went the other to their small one. Joe, like the others, looked like a forest child, with scratched legs and slightly greasy hair.

         ‘A holly bush isn’t a good place to hide,’ I said.

         He stood there chewing and the sweet smell of Bazooka bubble gum wafted over.

         ‘What are you doing?’ he asked finally.

         ‘I’m burning my dad’s shirt because I hate him, but you mustn’t tell. Promise.’

         He blew a large pink bubble and when it burst peeled it from his face and poked it back inside his mouth.

         ‘I won’t. My mam says it’s criminal what he does to you.’

         I shivered and pulled my sleeves further down in case any bruises were showing.

         ‘Go on, get off home and don’t forget to keep your mouth shut.’ As he ran I stamped on the ashes and a wave of fear passed through me that almost knocked me over. I felt about five again hearing Mick’s key rattling in the lock.

         I fixed on the charred remains in front of me and breathed hard. This day will ever be known as ‘the day of the burning shirt’, I said to the trees. The plastic buttons were still there, but disfigured from the flame, and as I ground them into the earth with my foot I noticed the metal collar tips had survived the fire. They were still hot to the touch and burned my fingers as I put them in my pocket.

         As I replaced the matches by the stove my skin rippled all over with what I’d done. It was so simple. Only one match gone and I’d witnessed the outline of Mick writhing on the ground. Despite the fear, it was beautiful.

         
            *

         

         That evening I saw a goddess on TV. Her face was carved like a mask, like a Japanese warrior’s, and dark hair flashed from her armpits as she moved and sang. Her name was Siouxsie Sioux, the ticker tape across the screen told me.

         I stood and stared. I could never copy the popular look at school: the bright white trainers with three perfect stripes, green or red; the thin plastic Adidas jacket done up to just the right point between the breasts; the love-heart necklace that you could wear as half a jagged heart, or with the organ intact depending on your current romantic status. These precious objects would never be mine. But Siouxsie looked like she’d run this all up herself from a pair of old curtains. This was achievable.

         
            *

         

         Once again I rifled Barbara’s sewing box. I laid out all my clothes on the bed. I cut holes and stitched seams tight. Chopped collars. As I sewed my needle seemed to fly.

         I backcombed my hair into a wide black crown, drew black lines on my eyes and made a dark red cupid bow for lips. When I stood back to see the whole effect in the mirror my breath stopped. My birthmark – it looked as if it was supposed to be there now. As if it was meant, like a mask that had been made especially for me.

         I looked around for the Shadow Boy to show him, the one with darkness round his mouth. He sometimes made an appearance around this time, the time when blueness began to tinge the air and clouds of rooks shook themselves out from the trees and wheeled up into the sky. His shape would spring across the room and stop at the window, but he was nowhere to be seen tonight.

         Downstairs Mick had come back from the pub and had made himself a sandwich. When he saw me the sandwich stopped on the way to his mouth and the bread flopped open to show the yellow cheese inside.

         ‘My God, I’ve seen it all now. Is this fright night?’ He looked at his watch, pretend checking the date. ‘Is it Halloween?’

         I shrugged and sat opposite, at the same time reaching into my pocket and rubbing the collar tips together between finger and thumb. They were still warm, not from the fire this time, but from my body.
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            SHADOW

         

         
      Ruby.
    

         
      I see you.
    

         
      I watch you play.
    

         
      Your dark hair swinging about. Sometimes I long for you to come and join me, but then I think – you’re not possessed of two arms and legs for a lot of time. You may as well hang onto them for as long as possible and run about. I try not to let the dread envy take hold.
    

         
      Your poor limbs. The one that hurts them – they say he once loved flowers. Well, now it’s the flowering season for bruises. They sprout all over you. Sometimes I kick his arse for that, though, of course, he can’t feel it.
    

         
      I was with you tonight. I saw you stitching. Because of the danger you are in day to day I thought ‘shroud’ at first. Then I could see it wasn’t a death garment at all and you were making new arms and legs for yourself. You were so busy you didn’t notice me. What a wonderful idea, I thought. Can I do that for myself?
    

         
      I looked harder again and I saw it was just clothes, not a new body you were fashioning – though you were so intent it might as well have been. I tried not to feel dejected. Sometimes I took charge of the needle and helped stitch and the thread flew then. It was better that, than trying to talk. So 
      
      often I get that wrong and my voice seems just a babble, like it’s full of stones and water is running through.
    

         
      The thing being, with each new beating I see how your eye gets cracked a little more, the hole that lets us in. Each time new Shadows slip inside, Shadows such as me. The crack becomes wider and wider as you grow. I’m afraid one day it will form such a chasm it will swallow the rest of you up. I’m frightened for you, Ruby. I’ve seen how close to death you have come. How it sniffs and stalks about you when the fists begin to fly. Then we come, the lost souls leaking into your eye, finding our way in, like rain into a building that isn’t sound. We swarm in and out like ants.
    

         
      Sometimes too, my longing to walk the earth once more becomes too strong.
    

         
      I can’t help myself. I eye you up and think how it would be if I could leap inside and shove you out. I covet. How I could feel the earth again, the wind on my cheek, the soft rain on my eyelids. I drum on your pillow in the night thinking to shock you into taking flight so I can crawl into the shell that’s left. I want to grab it, the suit of flesh you wear, and have it for myself. Life. Life. Life. I crave.
    

         
      Then I feel ashamed and creep away. I think about the time I did walk this earth wearing my own little suit of skin and bone and only jumbled fragments remain. I feel so lost. I try to remember more.
    

         
      In the meantime I spy.
    

         
      Ruby Flood. I see plenty in this house. I see there are flowers in the kitchen. They’re buttercups you gathered for Barbara that she’s put in a jam jar on the table. You don’t see how she stops and touches them, and smiles. How they light her on her way to bed.
      
    

         
      I watch you play for now. It’s time to gather strength while you can. There are beings murmuring in the trees, readying themselves. They won’t hold back for ever.
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            THE YELLOW DRESS

            10 September 1983

         

         When did Shadow arrive?

         He’d always been there. Sometimes he was dense as a nut and moved swiftly. Other times he drifted. Often, I could whisper in his ear and he would listen. Then he’d disappear for long weeks and I’d almost forget about him. Sometimes I wondered if he’d been my twin – if he’d slipped out behind me from the womb like black afterbirth and nobody noticed. Yes, the Shadow had always been there. If he’d jumped into the womb with me he must have grown alongside. Perhaps we’d whispered secrets to each other as we’d lain in the darkness, jokes too, though when I tried to remember them I couldn’t.

         The darkness round his mouth I thought was dirt – or mud perhaps – I couldn’t tell.

         The first proper memory of him was when I was three. He was sitting on a shelf and watching me as I scribbled on the wall with fat wax crayons. Perhaps he knew better than me the pasting I’d get for that. Perhaps that’s why he’d turned up that day.

         He could be an irritant too. Like today.

         Saturday, and Mick’s brooding was filling up the house like gas. I’d missed the beginning of term – Barbara had kept me off until the bruises faded and now they mostly had, but this beating had skewed something deeper. Sometimes it felt that I walked ever afterwards slightly listing to the left like I was permanently being knocked that way, like I carried my very own North wind beside me.

         I remembered Pilgrim’s Progress and took it outside because I still believed that books could hold clues, secret messages in their text waiting to be unscrambled. Outside two small girls from our street, Libby and Jayne, sat chalking on the ground. A tendrilled multi-coloured tide of it spread over the pavement and dripped into the road. They both wore the same grubby pink hairbands, though they weren’t sisters but lived next door to each other.

         Libby looked up. ‘Your hair looks lovely, Rubes.’

         I patted it and it felt crisp and shell-like from hairspray. ‘Ta.’

         ‘Will you do the same for us?’

         ‘Yeah, sometime. Not now, though.’ I indicated to the book to show how I had more important things to do.

         ‘Stay and chalk with us,’ said Jayne, scrunching her eyes up against the sun. She had dirty sweatbands too, round her wrists, jogger-style.

         I shook my head. ‘I’ve got to go,’ I said, and left them to it.

         I walked a good half mile. This time it was clover glowing purple in the feathery grasses, not the yellows of our garden. The day was hot and the smell of river water was in the air.

         There were fields among the trees, and a river that I knew would end its days down in the Severn, like all water did. As I walked I kicked up clouds of seeds. I hummed along to the juicy sound of the river, a mindless droning that matched the sound of the bees being swallowed into the open mouths of flowers. On the opposite bank I could see the Shadow keeping pace with me. Today he was fluid, light – he high-stepped along, skittishly lifting his feet and, I imagined, tapping at balls of clover to feel the sensation of the spheres cupping in his palms.

         I turned round to check there was no one about, as I always did before I spoke to Shadow. ‘Hello,’ I called. ‘Hello, I see you there …’ My voice bobbed out on the water.

         Shadow stopped. I saw him flatten himself behind a young tree, an ash sapling.

         ‘Oh, please yourself then,’ I said crossly and turned to go, and as I did I caught the sticky threads of thought from across the water:

         I hate this place. I’ll throw that book in the water I will, I’ll …

         ‘You’ll do nothing,’ I grumbled and made a chopping motion with my hand by my right ear to sever the filaments.

         I walked on and he continued alongside, a dark wind flowing through the tall grasses. The big book with its cracked leather binding was getting heavy in my hand. If the Shadow wanted to play silly beggars then I’d ignore him. He’d disappear soon enough. I was used to how he sometimes swarmed over walls or moved sharply from one end of the hallway to the other – almost in an instant. Here, there was plenty to keep him entertained – he could hop along the muddy riverbank. He could skim stones across the water. But when I looked up I could see him shrinking away until he was grey among distant, ragged weeds.

         ‘Good thing too,’ I muttered to myself and sat and opened the book.

         
            The Pilgrim’s Progress, From This World to That Which is to Come, Delivered Under the Similitude of a Dream.

         

         The pages were pocked and mouldering and the smell of damp flew up, making me do a messy sneeze over the grass.

         I wiped my nose on my sleeve then studied the black and white picture opposite this title. A man with a curly moustache rested his hand on what looked like a hollowed-out tiny mountain. On the next page was a miniature lion with the same curly hair as the man. A skull and crossbones peered out of the picture to the left as if looking for escape. In the distance a man with a large rucksack was climbing up a hill to some gates where a sun’s rays stuck out straight like it was a Christmas decoration. As I turned the page a dandelion clock exploded, mixing up seeds with words. The man, I read, meets

         Evangelist. Evangelist’s command leapt out at me:

         
            Flee from the wrath to come.

         

         A sound buzzed in my ears. I looked up sharply. It struck me that every blade of grass and rock had been trembling and seething in secret and had stopped when I caught them at it. I kept an eye on them for a while, my black plimsolls rearing up over the top of my book appearing far away and disconnected from the rest of my body. All quiet. I read on, scanning for more clues.

         
            Do you see yonder shining light? He said, I think I do. Then said Evangelist, Keep the light in your eye, and go up directly thereto: so shalt thou see the gate; at which, when thou knockest, it shall be told thee what thou shalt do.

         

         A dandelion seed drifted by and I blew at it as it passed, sending it away with its tail skittering before going back to the book. Evangelist was running from his wife and children who were crying out for him to come back, but, I read, ‘the man put his fingers in his ears, and ran on, crying, Life! Life! Eternal life!’

         I rode with Pilgrim out of Calvary. I followed him up the craggy mountain.

         Without looking I knew the grasses had begun their seething again. The day around me gathered and darkened like I’d been put in a drawstring bag. For the first time I noticed the bramble growing on my side of the river and how it coiled up towards my foot. The lines of the drawings in the book were fading, growing weak and ashy, falling back into the page. Maybe it’s the sunlight, I thought: after sitting on that dark dank shelf for years and years they can’t stand the glare of sun; the words too, they are shrinking from it.

         At first I thought it was a plane, the distant hum in the background. I checked the sky – an empty clear pale blue.

         I raised my eyes. Now every leaf, every blade of grass seemed to contain within it a vibration too, singing inside themselves, wanting to sway. The stand of trees on the opposite bank was joining in.

         The car that jerked out of the horizon was dark and frantic like a crazed black beetle. It disappeared into the mouth of the trees. A crash came, unexpectedly small, far off, like a joke quarry boom in a cartoon.

         I stood and the book fell, sending up a mushroom cloud of seeds. Hot air sucked at the grasses. The sky seemed to make a groaning sound, and lower itself a notch. I waded through the cold water on shaking legs, my feet slipping on the unseen rocks below, and scrabbled up the roots the other side then ran, scrambling through the buddleia on the bank.

         At the scene the car was upside down and jammed into a tree. If it was a beetle it was one whose back had got cracked. There was a ‘phut phut’ of turning wheels slowly grinding to a stop. I could see the gouge it had made in the earth. The nose of the car wedged up against a tree that was half bent over from the impact so it pointed into the distance. Occasionally, there was the hiss of steam or a clunk of grating metal as the car lurched, settling into position. Inside I could see something, swaying, dark. A clawing sickness gathered in my throat and the sky swayed lower again.

         Then silence. The wheels stopped turning. There was a smell, though – tough and acrid. It smelled of black things – grease and tyres, plastic bubbling. My feet tangled with each other as I approached, and I felt that North wind blowing, making me walk almost sideways in its teeth. Inside, a woman in a butter yellow dress hung upside down from the harness of the safety belt. A black stream of hair dangled, covering her face. The tips brushed the roof of the car.

         A revulsion turned over in me. This thing was horrible with its bush of hair going the wrong way. I staggered, my foot catching on a knot of grass so I touched against the flank of the car, felt its hot metal against my side.

         Death crawled out of her. I saw it happen. It came out of the window in its buttercup dress. It lay down on the ivy on the forest floor and fell into the ground. The shields of ivy leaves shone bright for a moment against the yellow.

         The wind blew me like it would a leaf. It blew me past a tree and I reached out and encircled it with my arms and put my cheeks against its rough bark. Oak. I knew its roots were deep. The leaves reached over me, spreading, safe. I clung on.

         Shadow pushed thought bubbles into my head.

         There’s nothing we can do.

         We ought to go.

         We mustn’t tell.
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