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I dream about Carmel often. In my dreams she’s always walking backwards.


The day she was born there was snow on the ground. A silvery light arced through the window as I held her in my arms.


As she grew up I nicknamed her ‘my little hedge child’. I couldn’t imagine her living anywhere but the countryside. Her thick curly hair stood out like a spray of breaking glass, or a dandelion head.


‘You look like you’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards,’ I’d say to her.


And she would smile. Her eyes would close and flutter. The pale purple-veined lids like butterflies sealing each eye.


‘I can imagine that,’ she’d say finally, licking her lips.


I’m looking out of the window and I can almost see her – in those tights that made cherry liquorice of her legs – walking up the lane to school. The missing her feels like my throat has been removed.


Tonight I’ll dream of her again, I can feel it. I can feel her in the twilight, sitting up on the skeined branches of the beech tree and calling out. But at night in my sleep she’ll be walking backwards towards the house – or is it away? – so she never gets closer.


Her clothes were often an untidy riot. The crotch of her winter tights bowed down between her knees so she’d walk like a penguin. Her school collar would stick up on one side and be buried in her jumper on the other. But her mind was a different matter – she knew what people were feeling. When Sally’s husband left her, Sally sat in my kitchen drinking tequila as I tried to console her. Salt and lime and liquor for a husband. Carmel came past and made her fingers into little sticks that she stuck into Sally’s thick brown hair and massaged her scalp. Sally moaned and dropped her head backwards.


‘Oh my God, Carmel, where did you learn to do that?’


‘Hush, nowhere,’ she whispered, kneading away.


That was just before she disappeared into the fog.




*





Christmas 1999. The children’s cheeks blotched pink with cold and excitement as they hurried through the school gates. To me, they all looked like little trolls compared to Carmel. I wondered then if every parent had such thoughts. We had to walk home through the country lanes and already it was nearly dark.


It was cold as we started off and snow edged the road. It glowed in the twilight and marked our way. I realised I was balling my hands in tight fists inside my pockets with worries about Christmas and no money. As I drew my hands out into the cold air and uncurled them Carmel fell back and I could hear her grumbling behind me.


‘Do hurry up,’ I said, anxious to get home out of the freezing night.


‘You realise, Mum, that I won’t always be with you,’ she said, her voice small and breathy in the fading light.


Maybe my heart should have frozen then. Maybe I should have turned and gathered her up and taken her home. Kept her shut away in a fortress or a tower. Locked with a golden key that I would swallow, so my stomach would have to be cut open before she could be found. But of course I thought it meant nothing, nothing at all.


‘Well, you’re with me for now.’


I turned. She seemed far behind me. The shape of her head was the same as the tussocky tops of the hedges that closed in on either side.


‘Carmel?’


A long plume of delicate ice breath brushed past my coat sleeve.


‘I’m here.’




*





Sometimes I wonder if when I’m dead I’m destined to be looking still. Turned into an owl and flying over the fields at night, swooping over crouching hedges and dark lanes. The smoke from chimneys billowing and swaying from the movement of my wings as I pass through. Or will I sit with her, high up in the beech tree, playing games? Spying on the people who live in our house and watching their comings and goings. Maybe we’ll call out to them and make them jump.


We were single mothers, almost to a man – as one of the group once joked. We clustered together in solidarity of our status. I think now maybe it was not good for Carmel, this band of women with bitter fire glinting from their eyes and rings. Many evenings we’d be round the kitchen table and it would be then he, then he, then he. We were all hurt in some way, bruised inside. Except for Alice who had real bruises. After Carmel had gone – oh, a few months or so – Alice came to the house.


‘I had to speak to you,’ she said. ‘I need to tell you something.’


Still I imagined anything could be a clue to the puzzle.


‘What is it? What is it?’ I asked, frantically clutching at the neck of my dressing gown. What she told me disappointed me so much I turned my face away and looked at the empty shell of the egg I’d eaten yesterday on the kitchen drainer. But when she started to tell me my daughter had a channel to God and could be now at His right hand – how I hated her then. Her false clues and her finding of Jesus, those wrists in identical braided bracelets turning as she spoke. I could stay silent no longer.


‘Stop it!’ I yelled. ‘Get out of here. I thought you had something real to tell me. Get out of this house and leave me alone, you stupid cow. You crazy stupid cow. Take your God with you and don’t ever come back.’




*





Sometimes, just before I fall asleep, I imagine crawling inside the shell of Carmel’s skull and finding her memories there. Peering through her eye sockets and watching the film of her life unfold through her eyes. Look, look: there’s me and her father, when we were together. Carmel’s still small so to her we seem like giants, growing up into the sky. I lean down to pick her up and empty nursery rhymes into her ear.


And there’s that day out to the circus.


We have a picnic by the big top before we go in. I spread out the blanket on the grass, so I don’t notice Carmel turn her head and see the clown peering from between the tent flaps. His face has thick white make-up with a big red mouth shape drawn on. She puzzles why his head is so high up because his stilts are hidden by the striped tent flap. He looks briefly up at the sky to check the weather, then his red-and-white face disappears back inside.


What else? Starting school, me breaking up with Paul and throwing his clothes out of the bedroom window. She must have seen them from where she was in the kitchen – his shirts and trousers sailing down. Other things, how many memories even in a short life: seeing the sea, a day paddling in the river, Christmas, a full moon, snow.


Always I stop at her eighth birthday and can go no further. Her eighth birthday, when we went to the maze.



















2





For my eighth birthday I want to go and see a maze.


‘Carmel. What do you know about mazes?’ Mum says.


If I think hard I can see a folded puzzle in my mind that looks like a brain.


‘I’ve heard things,’ I say. And Mum laughs and says OK.


We don’t have a car so we go on the bus, just the two of us. The windows are steamed up so I can’t see where we’re going. Mum’s got on her favourite earrings which are like bits of glass except colours sparkle on them when she moves.


I’m thinking about my birthday, which was last Thursday, and now it’s Saturday and I’m thinking about how my friend gets cards and presents from her nan but Mum doesn’t talk to her mum and dad even though they’re still alive. I don’t mind so much about the cards and presents but I’d like to know what they look like.


‘Mum, have you got a photo of your mum and dad?’


Her head shoots round and the earrings flash pink and yellow lights. ‘I’m not sure. Maybe, why?’


‘I just wonder what they look like sometimes and if they look like me.’ It’s more than sometimes.


‘You look like your dad, sweetheart.’


‘But I’d like to know.’


She smiles. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’


When we get off the bus the sky is white and I’m so excited to see a real maze I run ahead. We’re in this big park and mist is rolling around in ghost shapes. There’s a huge grey house with hundreds of windows that are all looking at us. I can tell Mum’s scared of the house so I growl at it. Sometimes she’s scared of everything, Mum – rivers, roads, cars, planes, what’s going to happen and what’s not going to happen.


But then she laughs and says, ‘I’m such a silly old thing.’


Now we’re at the top of this hill and I can see the maze below and it does look like a brain. I think it’s really funny I’ve thought about a brain inside my brain and try to explain but I don’t do it very well and I don’t think Mum really gets it. But she’s nodding and listening anyway and standing there with her long blue coat all wet from the grass at the bottom. She says, ‘That’s very interesting, Carmel.’ Though I’m not sure she really understood, but Mum always tries to. She doesn’t just ignore you like you’re just a mouse or a bat.


So we go in.


And I know all of a sudden it’s a place I love more than anywhere I’ve ever been. The green walls are so high the sky’s in a slice above me and it’s like being in a puzzle but in a forest at the same time. Mum says the trees are called yew, and spells it out because I laugh and ask, you? I run on ahead down the path in the middle where the grass is squashed into a brown strip and Mum’s far behind me now. But it doesn’t matter because I know how mazes work and that even if I lose her, we’ll find each other sooner or later.


I carry on round corners and each place looks the same. Bright red berries pop out of the green walls and birds fly over my head. Except I don’t see them fly from one side of the sky to the other – they’re above the high green walls so I only see them for a second and then they’re gone.


I hear someone on the other side of the wall.


‘Carmel, is that you?’


And I say no even though I know it’s my mum – it doesn’t sound quite like her.


She says, ‘Yes it is, I know it’s you because I can see your red tights through the tree.’


But I don’t want to go so I just slip away quietly. It starts getting dark, but I still feel at home in this place. Now, it’s more like a forest than a maze. The tops of the trees stretch up, up and away, and get higher, like the dark’s making them grow. There’s some white flowers gleaming and once I see a piece of rope hanging from a branch, I think maybe a child like me used it as a swing. It’s in the middle of a path and I go right up to it so my nose is nearly touching the frayed bit at the end and it twists and turns in the breeze like a worm. Dark green smells are all around and birds are singing from the middle of the walls.


I decide to lie under a tree to rest on the soft brown earth because I feel tired and dreamy now. The smell of the earth comes up where I’m squashing it and it smells dark and sweet. Something brushes across my face and I think it’s an old leaf because it feels dead and scrapy.


The birds don’t sound like they’re singing now, more like chatting, and the breeze is making the trees rustle. And I hear my mother calling me but she sounds just like the rustling and the birds and I know I should answer her but I don’t.
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I ran down hallways of yew. Each one looked the same and at the end, every time, I turned a corner to see another endless green corridor in front of me. As I ran I shouted, ‘Carmel, Carmel – where are you?’


Eventually, when there was only enough light to just about see I stumbled on the entrance. I could see the big grey house through the gap and the front door looked like a mouth that was laughing at me.


Across the field was the man who had taken our money, leaving. He was walking towards the brow of the hill and already a long way from the house.


‘Please, come back.’ My ragged shout didn’t feel like it had come from me.


He hadn’t heard. The sound was swept up by the wind and carried away in the other direction. Only crows answered me with their caws.


I began running towards him, shouting. He seemed to be walking very fast and his figure was disappearing into the last of the light.


Finally he must have caught my cries and I saw him stop and turn his head. I waved my arms about and even from such a distance I could see his body stiffen, sensing danger. I must have looked crazy, though I didn’t think about that then. When I caught up with him he waited for me to get my breath back as I rested my hands on my knees. His face under his old-fashioned cloth cap was watchful.


‘My little girl. I can’t find her,’ I managed to say after a minute.


He took his cap off and smoothed his hair. ‘The one with red legs?’


‘Yes, yes – the little girl with red tights.’


We set off towards the maze. He switched on his torch to show the way.


‘People don’t just go into mazes and never come out,’ he said reasonably.


‘Has anyone else been here today?’ I asked. My throat closed up waiting for his answer.


‘No. At least, there was a couple here this morning. But they’d gone by the time you arrived.’


‘Are you sure? Are you sure?’


He stopped and turned. ‘I’m sure. Don’t worry, we’ll find her. I know this maze like the back of my hand.’ I felt so grateful then to be with this man who had the plan of the puzzle imprinted on him.


As we approached the maze he switched his torch off. We didn’t need it any more. A big moon had risen and lit up the place like a floodlight at a football match. We went in through the arched entrance cut into the woven trees. In the moonlight the foliage and the red berries had turned to black.


‘What’s the little girl’s name again? Karen?’


‘No, no. Carmel.’


‘Carmel.’ His voice boomed out.


We walked fast, shouting all the way. He turned the torch back on and pointed it under the hedges. There were rustlings around us and once he pointed the light straight into the eyes of a rabbit that froze for a moment before bolting across our path. I could tell he was working through the maze methodically from the plan.


‘I think we should call the police,’ I said, after about twenty minutes. I was becoming frantic again.


‘Maybe. We’re nearly at the centre now though.’


We turned another corner and there she was, in the crook of the hedge. The torchlight flashed over her red legs poking out from underneath the black wall. I put both hands into the gap and dragged her out. Her body felt pliant and warm and I could tell at once she was asleep. I lifted her into my lap and rocked her back and forth and kept saying to the man smiling down at us, ‘Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.’ I smiled back at him and held her lovely solid warmth.


How many times I was back in that place that night. Even after we were home and safely tucked into bed, I kept dreaming I was there again. Walking round and round in circles and looking. Sometimes the rabbit bolted away – but sometimes it stopped right in the middle of the path and stared at me, its nose twitching.
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I like playing in the garden on my own, making dinners. There’s a tree at the bottom with twigs that if you skin off the bark looks just like chicken, white and flaky. So with twig knives and forks I can put out dinner. There’s old leaves though – black and slimy left over from ages ago – so I kick them away to make a gap on the grass.


I’m super safe here. Around the garden there’s a stone wall and I can only just about see over the top. Over the wall there’s fields and hardly any houses. But I can see smoke from chimneys puffing far away. There’s a long way I can see as Mum says Norfolk is flat like a pancake.


As I’m playing I see two big white birds flying side by side. One’s a bit in front of the other like he’s the leader. Their necks are stuck right out and they’re flying low down, wings flapping away like it’s hard for them to stay up. I climb onto the bottom of the wall to see better and, guess what? They fly right over my head and I have to laugh at their big tummies wobbling in the air and their orange legs dangling down flappy and useless.


But that’s when I turn round and see Mum’s face at the window. Oh, she tries to go back but it’s too late. I’ve caught her checking I’m still there, like she does since the maze. Then she comes out of the back door with her coat on like it’s nothing at all and I never caught her. She smiles the sort of smile people do when they want you to stop being grumpy.


‘What was funny, Carmel?’


‘What was funny, what was funny, Carmel?’ I mutter under my breath but so she can’t hear. But I feel bad because her smile looks a bit broken. Anyway I want to tell her about the birds.


‘Geese,’ she says.


‘Like snow geese or like goose that Alison had for Christmas dinner?’


‘Yes, both. They mate for life. That would be a male and a female you saw.’


I have to ask as I’m not sure. ‘Mate for life …?’


‘Yes, they stay together forever like they’re married.’


So not like you and Dad then. I don’t say that of course, even though she’s annoying me again, crouching down and pretending to play with my leaf plates because she doesn’t want to go back inside and leave me alone. She fiddles around with the twigs I’ve put down for knives and forks, making them all untidy. One of her brown boots stands on a plate and crushes it though she probably can’t realise and thinks it’s just a leaf.


I sigh and kneel down and straighten it up again as best I can. But now she says, ‘Carmel, you’re getting your trousers wet.’ And she starts stroking my hair and her hand feels very heavy on my head and I’m wishing she’d stop though I don’t say. I just carry on putting bits of chicken back onto plates and waiting for her to go away.


She goes in the end but now I feel mean because perhaps she just thought she was being nice playing with me. Being mean goes right into my stomach, sick and uncomfortable, like I’ve swallowed a stone. After the maze I’ve been feeling mean a lot. Last week we went to McDonald’s. I was so excited because we were taking Sara. Sara’s mum smells nice and so does their house and her mum wears the most gorgeous shoes with gold bits on them. We were in McDonald’s and me and Sara were laughing together about a silly secret but Mum’s there watching and listening. Oh, she was pretending not to but she kept looking at me without turning her head, just out the corner of her eyes like a spy. And then I had such a mean thought it made the McFlurry I’d just had go all hard in my stomach. It was – I wish Sara’s mum was my mum and I was Sara’s sister and we could all live together in their little warm house in town and maybe I could have some peace.


After we’d taken Sara home and we were on the way back on the bus to our house I was still feeling horrible. I was thinking maybe she wasn’t spying like I thought at all, maybe I’d just wanted it to be me on my own with Sara – more grown-up like, so I said, ‘I wish I could buy you some gold shoes.’


Mum turned and smiled a lovely smile.


‘What a nice thought, Carmel, but where would I wear them? To Tesco’s?’ And she laughed. ‘Tell you what, we could both have gold shoes and we could just wear them for shopping.’


I started laughing too at the thought of us trying to walk round Tesco’s in high-heeled gold shoes, tottering behind the trolley. Then I looked down at her feet on the bus floor. She was wearing her big brown boots she’s worn for so long there’s toe shapes in the leather. I remembered she has quite big feet with lumpy toes and I imagined seeing her there on the bus with her feet squeezed into tiny gold shoes like Sara’s mum wears and it made me feel a bit sad. So I looked out of the window so she couldn’t see my face.
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The maze was fading to a distant memory.


It was Saturday and we’d been shopping. We were walking down the lane with our Tesco bags when we saw Paul’s red Peugeot parked outside the gate. He got out of the car when he saw us and stood with his arms folded, smiling at Carmel. Then he opened his arms up wide as she raced forwards and flung herself at him.


‘Daddy,’ she screamed.


‘My girl,’ he almost shouted. ‘My lovely girl.’


He never looked at me once the whole time, but maybe, after all, I was relieved. I’d tried to keep myself together in the time since he’d left, for my own sake and Carmel’s – flowers on my blouses, deep berry colours, or summery yellows. A dash of lipstick, cheap and cheerful. The same with the house – I’d put bright orange curtains at the windows and hung little mottoes up on the walls, to try and fill the gap he’d left. But typically Paul had caught me on the one day we’d rushed out to catch the bus, me still looping my hair into a haphazard ponytail. And Carmel was ecstatic to see him and I didn’t want to spoil that so I unlocked the front door to let us in and waited till she went to hang her coat up.


‘What’s going on?’


He sat at the kitchen table looking bigger than I remembered. Tall and handsome with his legs lolling about like our little kitchen chairs were from a schoolroom. He smelled strange though, the chemical scent of fabric conditioner hung about him.


‘I’ve come to see our daughter, that’s OK, isn’t it?’


Then I heard her coming down the hall so I didn’t mention access agreements or how he was supposed to see her every weekend and hadn’t been near us for nearly five months. I was just glad for her that he was there. Carmel was bringing armfuls of things to show him – a cushion she’d made at school with her name painted on it; her last report; her new umbrella which had ears sticking up in little flaps when you opened it.


‘Never mind all that.’ Paul stood up and he looked so strong and handsome that I had to harden my heart. ‘Let’s you and me go and watch a film in town and you can choose a place to eat afterwards.’


He leaned down and unpeeled a strand of hair stuck to her cheek and tucked it behind her ear. Such a tender gesture. I wondered how he could have beared to stay away for so long. Then, like he’d been reading my mind: ‘I’ve been wanting to see you so much, Carmel. I’ve just been waiting till everything was settled …’ I realised he meant till I was settled. ‘We’ll have a lovely evening now. We’ll stuff our faces with popcorn.’


‘And Mum?’ Carmel was looking over at me. God, how alike they looked: clear hazel eyes; curly hair; strong bones.


‘No, let’s leave Mum in peace for once. Just you and me.’


I chimed in with a smile as bright as a piece of tin, ‘Yes, you two go. Enjoy yourselves. I’ve things to do.’


Carmel looked suspiciously at my tin smile so I softened my face and said, ‘I’ve got lots to do here, Carmel. I’ll be able to read in front of the fire without the television on.’ So she slowly put her things down and went to get her coat.


‘You could come, but probably for the best, eh? It would only spoil it for her, wouldn’t it? I mean, if us two fall out again.’


I said, ‘Yes, Paul,’ and turned away, conscious that my hair was in a scruffy ponytail with scrappy bits falling around my face and hating myself for caring. ‘You go,’ I said and willed myself not to ask about Lucy, and whether they still lived together, but I didn’t need to ask really. It wasn’t just the smell of fabric conditioner that was new, anyone could see he’d been dressed by a woman. Pink-and-green polo shirt, sweetie colours. A chunky Patek Philippe watch gleaming on his wrist.


‘I needed to talk to you anyway, Paul.’


‘OK.’ He braced himself.


‘About Carmel.’


‘Oh, yes.’ He relaxed.


‘We’ve had a parent–teacher meeting. They think, well, they think she’s quite special.’


His face dropped and he frowned, then looked round at the space where she’d just been. ‘What, like special needs?’


I let my breath out in a slow one, two, three.


‘No,’ I said. ‘No, the opposite. Clever, you know. Very bright … but …’


‘What?’


‘Dreamy. Too dreamy sometimes. Have you not noticed?’


Was it just me who saw those absences? When she stood rooted to the spot and her eyes became strange and stony – then as soon as they came, they went. Fugues, I began to name them. I wanted to talk to someone about it. Perhaps Paul was closer than he realised in his meaning of ‘special’. But after all, I couldn’t be sure – how can you tell when you only have one child, when there’s nothing to measure these things against?


Paul didn’t want to talk about this, I could see. I remembered how he used to be on accepting people as they are. ‘Maybe. But …’


‘What?’


‘I’ve always thought it was more like she has an old soul. The Chinese say that, don’t they, or the Hindus?’


‘Oh, Paul. She’s so pleased to see you,’ I burst out.


He looked uncomfortable. ‘I’m sorry I felt I had to wait until, you know.’


I did. Divorce is never pretty. Ours wasn’t.


‘But now. Now it’s all settled.’ For him I suppose it was. ‘Now things have settled we can do this more often, all the time.’


‘Look, Paul. I need to go over it with you, the meeting, there’s more.’


That’s when we heard Carmel coming down the stairs, so the conversation ended.


‘C’mon, curly mop,’ he said. ‘You and me hit the road.’


I watched their tail lights disappearing down the twilight road. Then once the last blink of red had gone I went and fished out some tobacco from the dresser drawer. The tobacco was old and had hardened inside the plastic pouch so it looked like chocolate-flavoured sugar strands. When I rolled the cigarette I had to twist both ends so the tobacco didn’t spill. I lit it and sat next to the window, smoking and looking out.


It wasn’t just a marriage with Paul – we’d run a business together buying and selling ginseng and specialist teas. When he’d left I’d been proud and angry and told him I’d rely on the reception job I’d found – not quite full time. We agreed that he would have the business and I would have the house. He had no need of a house now he was moving in with Lucy and it was better for Carmel to stay in the same place. Lucy had a small newbuild on the outskirts of town. I knew, because I found it one night, mad with jealousy. To her credit, she asked me in. So much younger than me; I burned at the cliché. As I was following her I looked at her behind, tiny in tight-fitting white jeans. My eyes followed the contours of her backside down to between her thighs and I thought, ‘Paul has put his cock inside there.’ And the thought made me feel sweaty and ugly.


Her feet were bare, with tiny pink painted shells of toenails, and I realised – remembering the shoe rack by the front door – that this was the sort of house where you’d take your shoes off in normal circumstances. Would Paul really do that? I looked down at my feet and wondered if after I’d gone, she’d be there with dustpan and brush and squirty carpet cleaner, rubbing at the cream carpet where my boots had been.


She told me they were in love and she was sorry. She seemed nice enough – I’d wanted her to be heartless and hard-faced and she wasn’t either of those things. But as I left I couldn’t help saying spitefully to her, ‘He’s unreliable and untrustworthy. He’ll do the same to you.’


She tried to still her face but I saw the movement flick deep behind her eyes, knowing what I’d said was possibly true. And I relished that flicker – took it home with me and turned it over later, Gollum-like, as though it was something to be treasured. It shames me now, to say that.


After Paul had gone the house slowly emptied of his presence. Every time the door opened the wind blew in and took with it a bit more of him. The smell of tea faded. We’d kept the dresser full of stock and it exuded smoky smells of Lapsang and deep stately tannin with a flowery trill of jasmine riding its wake. The smell of tea still makes me think of Paul. Even passing the tea section in the supermarket or taking the lid off the pot in a cafe to check the contents brings back our time together and the feel of him. After the dresser was emptied these tea smells faded away until it was strangely only the thin scent of jasmine that remained. I’d catch its sharp delicate breath in odd parts of the kitchen. Occasionally I’d find a piece of ginseng in a kitchen drawer, the rude rooty stub a reminder of something base and earthy. Once I came across a knotted ball of Japanese tea that had rolled behind the log basket. The dense packed ball looked like a form of root too but would reveal itself when boiling water was poured, growing in the cup into the form of a chrysanthemum.


The house became very quiet. The noise I made as I blew out smoke was a rushing wind in my ears. Sometimes the floorboards would creak upstairs or the old heating would clink rapidly for a few seconds. I stayed there until I saw the headlights of Paul’s car returning. I must take her out more, I thought.
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When I wake up in the morning everything’s wonderful. For a moment I can’t understand why. Then I remember: Mum’s said if the weather’s good we can go to the storytelling festival and that’s today.


My bed’s under the window. I look through the glass, in the shape of diamonds, at the sky.


It’s blue, blue, blue.


I lie here, warm under my quilt. I can hear Mum downstairs – the big old kettle clanks getting put on the stove and then pop when the gas is lit. When Dad was still at home I could hear his voice rumbling the floorboards. Or sometimes I could hear him arguing with Mum and they sounded like two bears snarling. When I went downstairs they’d stop and smile at me but they were making their faces smile, I could tell. People think when you’re a child that you’re just a mouse on the floor with a tiny brain.


My headmaster thinks that – that you won’t understand things. On parents’ day Mum was a bit late. My teacher – Mrs Buckfast – told me I could wait outside the classroom until Mum got there. While I was waiting in the corridor I heard Mr Fellows the headmaster inside the classroom say to Mrs Buckfast that my mum was ‘yet another single mum’. This made my face go a bit red with crossness because I didn’t think it was his business to say things like that. When Mum got there she was out of breath and saying, ‘Sorry, sorry, sorry. I couldn’t get away from work.’ But I didn’t mind, I knew she was only late because she had to walk when everyone else had cars. So I held her hand and said, ‘It doesn’t matter. It’s only ten minutes.’ When in fact it was more like fifteen.


When we went in together Mrs Buckfast said I was ‘highly intelligent but sometimes on another planet’.


Mr Fellows kept looking at my mum and I knew why – because she’s much prettier than the other mums. She’s got thick brown hair and blue eyes and a nose that goes a little bit up and very pretty big lips that look nice when she puts some lipstick on them.


The headmaster started talking. ‘Carmel’s vocabulary is extremely advanced. Her imagination is amazing, I don’t think she quite sees the world like the rest of us.’ Then he looked at me and said, ‘But you’d forget your head if it wasn’t screwed on.’ Which I thought was rude. Especially with what I’d heard him say about my mum. When I didn’t answer he said, ‘Like last week on the school trip when we couldn’t find you and when we did, you were sitting on a bench on your own looking like you were a million miles away. We were very worried, Carmel.’ And Mum said, ‘What’s this?’ I sighed then and stopped liking them talking about me. I started feeling upset and I was really glad when Mrs Buckfast smiled and said I’d grow out of it she was sure, so it didn’t matter too much. And Mum told me not to worry too and afterwards she took me for a pizza in town – not planned or anything – and we had a lovely time. She told me knock-knock jokes until I was laughing so much some Coke came down my nose.


These days I don’t miss Dad’s shouting but I do miss his rumbling voice. But Mum says it’s just the two of us so we can do anything we want. She says, ‘We can be two nutters together.’ Sometimes we dance in the kitchen round the old wooden table. We turn the radio right up and use big spoons for microphones.


Right now, I don’t try and stop listening, like I did when Mum and Dad were arguing. It’s like I’m all ears and they stretch towards any tiny sound. I think of Mum right under my bed in the kitchen, sitting down and drinking her morning cuppa. It makes me laugh – that I’m seeing exactly what she’s doing in my mind and I’m lying right over her and she doesn’t even know. Then I hear a noise like someone’s humming in my room.


I look up and that’s when I see a bee at the top of my window. It’s buzzing more than humming now and I kneel up. It’s the biggest bee I’ve ever seen in my life and it’s got white bits on its fur like it’s an old man – or, as Mum would say, ‘in the winter of its life’. Every time it bounces against the window it makes an extra loud buzz like it’s getting angry. It doesn’t know about the glass in its way – it can’t understand why it can’t just fly out free into the garden. So, very carefully, because I know bees have a sting like a poison dart, I open up the window. It bumps against the glass once more and then flies out. At first I think it’s going to fall and crash onto the ground but it soars up into the air and away into the garden over the top of the apple tree.


I get dressed in my leggings and my favourite purple-and-red stripy T-shirt that feels so soft and lovely against my skin and it’s got long arms and I can feel the day in front of me. Before I go downstairs I decide to draw a picture of the storytelling festival. I find a piece of paper and draw with a thick pencil a man sitting down. He’s wearing glasses and I imagine the story he’s telling so I put scribbly words coming out of his mouth. Then I do a rabbit at his feet with its mouth open because it’s listening so hard.


Downstairs there’s a toast smell in the kitchen and Mum’s wearing jeans and a flowery top – she told me flowery tops are her ‘haute couture’ and I got her to write those words down because I want to put them in my word collection – and I ask, ‘Are we still going?’ Because you never can be sure.


She turns round and smiles at me. ‘Yes, Carmel, yes.’
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DAY 1


 


 We took the train that day. I wanted it to be special for Carmel and taking a train rather than the usual bus was a treat.


She had crazes for things then, like any kid. Passions that flared up and then fizzled and died as quickly as they came but her love for the colour red seemed to be enduring. I’d bought her a red duffel coat and that’s what she was wearing. She’d asked if she could have red shoes the next time she needed shoes and we’d seen a pair in the window of Clarks. We looked at them every time we went into town to check they were still there. My wages didn’t go far, but I figured I might be able to buy them before she returned to school after Easter and prayed they wouldn’t be sold before then. So far, miraculously, every time we went into town there they were – on a little green felt-covered stand, like two big fat ladybirds waiting on the grass – even though the rest of the stock changed around them. As she put on her coat that morning I made a decision.


‘Tomorrow, we’ll go into town and if those shoes are still there, we’ll buy them.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes. Really.’


To hell with everything, I’d put them on my credit card and worry about it later. That morning with the spring wind blowing through the back door anything seemed possible. Perhaps I could even ask Paul to pay for them, now he’d made a reappearance. I’d felt he wanted the connection back with his daughter, even if he didn’t want anything to do with me. Perhaps it was time to accept the contribution he’d offered that I’d recklessly turned down, insisting that we’d manage without him.


That day on the train, for a while at least, the past got swept away by the spring, the sucking hot air from the trains as they speeded through the station and the excitement of a day out, just the two of us. I thought: I’ve been in such a state, such a terrible stupid anxious state this past year since Paul left. It’s time to stop it now. Time to start afresh.


Carmel sat opposite me bundled up in her duffel coat. The train was crowded. A tall young man with a dirty denim jacket and the tattoo of a spider’s web creeping up his neck from his open shirt got on and took the seat next to Carmel. He fiddled with his mobile phone for a while and then the guard looked at our tickets. I could see from the start the man in the denim jacket was desperate to begin a conversation. Words began to form in his mouth that he kept swallowing at the last minute, but after the ticket collecting he couldn’t hold back.


‘Good little girl you have.’ He was speaking to me.


‘Yes. Thank you.’ I smiled at him. It was peaceful and comfortable on the rocking train with Carmel right opposite me.


‘Day out, just the two of you?’


I nodded, then was it my imagination or did his sharp darting eyes glance at my ring finger? Though ridiculous that anyone should note such things these days – especially at his age.


‘Left the old fella at home?’


‘That’s right.’


Maybe it was just me conscious of my finger, as naked as a root, where less than a year ago a thick gold ring with a circle of silver flowers had gleamed. Either way I was relieved when he got off.


‘I’m glad he’s gone,’ I said.


‘Who?’ asked Carmel, her mind clearly on other things.


‘Mr Spiderman, of course.’


She didn’t laugh at my silly name-calling, just patted my hand – once, lightly.


‘You nutter,’ she smiled, dreamily.


Then it was just the two of us again, sitting opposite each other. The train went through an avenue of trees. Carmel’s hair splayed out with static across the nylon headrest of the seat as she looked out of the window. As we passed through the trees they made a pattern so her face was one moment in bright sunlight and the next in darkness. This is the image I remember most from the day. Carmel’s face being stripped with light and dark, flickering on and off, like at the end of a spool of film when it’s about to run out.
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Great flapping lines of flags are blowing upwards at the festival to the blue sky. While we’re queuing a woman dressed as a dragon walks up and down on stilts.


‘How do they walk?’ I ask my mum. ‘Can I have some stilts?’


I can imagine myself walking round the garden in them and being able to see right over the wall. Though I don’t tell Mum that bit.


‘They strap their legs up and have to practise a lot,’ Mum says.


The dragon goes past again, she looks down at me, and against the sun her golden face turns dark. She drapes her frilly dragon wings over me and I tip my head back so they can fall over my face and everything goes green and gold, then black. She walks on and I can see her bottom moving under her shiny tight green leggings. When a man dressed as a fly comes near I swap sides with Mum, in case he does the same, because I don’t really like the fly.


When we pay and get through Mum leans over me. ‘What d’you think?’


And I’m just nodding and nodding because I can’t say what I think except I love it. I love how everything seems weird, or too tall or upside down. That there’s people with sequins on their eyelids or dressed as bears and a giant book open on a page with the corner curling up – though when I touch it with my finger, it’s not paper but hard plastic. It’s like the place in Alice on the other side of the mirror, a place where I might be able to grow as high as one of the tents or talk to a cat. Mum’s explaining how in each tent there’s stories being told and when she says that I can feel words come shooting out of the tent doors and I just want to stand there at the openings and let them fizz on my brain.


Mum’s reading the book now that tells you everything that’s going to be happening. The programme she says it is, though I thought that was something on the telly.


‘What kind of story would you like to hear?’


I say fairies because I can’t put into proper words the things in my head: swords glinting in the dark; pirates with hard yellow eyes; things that happen under the sea; creatures with furry mouths that whisper secrets.


We find a tent called ‘Once Upon a Time’. Inside, there’s a pretty woman with silver glitter on her face and little pink wings drooping down her sides. The tent’s lit up with coloured lights that twinkle on and off. When everyone’s sitting cross-legged on the mat on the ground she reads this story about a fairy that has to earn her wings by doing good deeds. But all the time she’s reading out loud it’s like she’s trying too hard and it’s making her worry. Her forehead keeps crinkling up and when she puts on the voice of the fairy it’s high and squeaky and her wings start looking sadder and sadder. And as well the fairy’s just too good to be true, especially when she swears never to let a bad thought cross her mind ever again. Bad thoughts happen in everyone’s mind – I know I’ve got them. So when the story finishes I start pulling on the sleeve of Mum’s green jacket.


‘Did you like that?’ she asks.


‘Yes, it was lovely.’ I don’t want to say about the sad wings or the too-good-to-be-true fairy. ‘Can we go somewhere else now?’


We find another tent where a story’s going to start in half an hour.


‘Let’s bag a place,’ says Mum and because hardly anyone’s there yet we can be right at the front. I sit on the floor mat under the wooden stage and the empty chair that’s ready for the storyteller.


Mum’s looking at the programme again. ‘You’ll like this one, Carmel. It’s a real writer and she’s going to be reading a story she wrote herself.’


The tent’s soon full to bursting, even people standing at the back.


I look over my shoulder and it’s then I see the man.


He’s standing against the wall – if you can call it a wall as we’re in a tent – he’s got white hair and glasses and he looks just like my storyteller in the drawing. And I smile at him because he looks like that and he smiles back. He’s staring right at me.


The writer comes in from a gap in the tent behind the stage. She’s old with short spiky grey hair and she’s got on this long glittery pink skirt with little blue boots poking out from underneath and her dangly earrings are the shape of question marks. She’s got a basket too. It’s a long time before she settles in the chair. She takes a big blob of pink bubblegum right out of her mouth and glues it onto a piece of paper in her basket. In the basket there’s books and her knitting showing out of the top with the needles stuck into a ball of red wool. I’m getting the feeling she’s been knitting right up until it was time to start the story and then afterwards she’ll go straight back to it.


The first words of the story are: ‘The day her dad left Cassandra was so upset she went out into the garden and buried her favourite doll …’


I listen and listen because it seems to me that the girl in the story is just like me. I can feel Mum looking at me sometimes but I don’t let that take my listening away. The story finishes and the writer looks right over her red glasses and says, ‘Would you like to ask me any questions?’


There’s quiet for a bit then a woman at the back puts her hand up and asks, ‘Where do you get your ideas from?’ Though I can tell she only asks this because the quiet is embarrassing and she’s filling it up so it won’t be so bad for the writer. But the writer answers anyway. Her ideas, she says, come drifting towards her, and she’s got no way of knowing where they came from. They just come floating right towards her like out of a fog. It’s not much of an explanation but I can tell she’s telling the truth as best she can.


Other children start asking questions. ‘Why did you call the girl Cassandra?’ and ‘What happened to the dog that was in the beginning of the story and not the end?’ This question makes the writer smile and she says the dog was there through the whole story but she’s only written about him at the start and maybe that was a mistake. That’s very interesting to me, because I never thought you could make mistakes in stories. She starts saying things about who you can talk to if you are upset like Cassandra – teachers, friends and of course there’s always your nan and grandad.


That’s when I put my hand up.


She points to me straight away – like I knew she was going to, because all the way through I can tell she’s been interested in me. She kept looking over at me when she was reading and finally I think I have something quite interesting and unusual to tell her.


‘I don’t know any of my grandparents at all.’


She’s smiling and leaning forward, she is interested.


‘Why, dear?’


‘Because my dad’s parents are dead and my mum hasn’t spoken to hers since I was a baby.’


Mum pulls her arms in the green jacket round and hugs her knees.


But the writer understands, she leans forward even more and says, ‘How fascinating! I just knew you’d have something out of the ordinary to tell me.’


My question seems to finish everything and people start leaving.


‘Did you like that?’ Mum asks. But I just nod; I can’t really say anything after speaking like that in front of everyone.


‘Let’s go and have a bite to eat then, Carmel. You must be getting hungry. I know I am.’


And I’m grateful to her because I know she probably wants to ask if I felt like the girl in the story when Dad left, and I did, but I don’t feel like talking about it.


We buy hot dogs and eat them sitting on the grass on top of a little hill so we can see everything below: the tents; the big book; the crowds with the people on stilts standing up taller than anyone else. We chew for a bit then I look down again.


‘What’s that?’ I ask. There’s smoke on the ground and the people are sticking up out of it with their legs invisible.


‘Seems like there’s a sea mist coming.’


‘Oh, I thought there was a fire.’


‘No, just a bit of old fog and look, it hasn’t reached us here.’ She laughs and her blue eyes light up all bright.


I put the last bit of hot dog in my mouth and squish it with my teeth. I decide I like the mist. It makes everything seem even stranger than before and I like that.


‘I love it here,’ I say, because I do and the feeling of it has suddenly rushed through my body.


‘Do you, honey?’ Mum’s finished her hot dog and she’s sitting with her face turned up to the sun. ‘I do too.’ And she looks happier and prettier than I’ve seen her for ages.


But then she turns into a spy again.
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DAY 1


 


How many times have I gone over what happened next? How many times more? Fated for it to run and run, a tape that as soon as it ends rewinds back to the beginning to start again.


After lunch it got busier – the prospect of a children’s storytelling festival a magnetic draw for parents of bored holiday kids. The lovely weather of the morning that had lured so many people on a day out was changing. The sun kept trying to break through but the cold mist poked its fingers into us, so we kept our coats on. I felt the first pricklings of a panic attack – something I imagined I’d left behind – but Carmel was still excited, buoyed up with being somewhere new and the ancient magic generated by the stories. We walked among mothers pushing buggies and families studying their programmes and the people in costumes handing out leaflets or free bottles of water. At first I just kept glancing down to check for the flash of red beside me.


It became noisier. There were bangs and smoke from firecrackers being let off, the smoke mingling with the creeping mist. Cheers as a mass of yellow balloons was let off and careened across the sky like a crazy wayward double of the sun dislodged from its mooring. Smoke from burning burgers infiltrated its meaty smell into pockets of the crowd. Thoughts of the school trip started coming back to me, where the teachers had lost her. The maze where she’d disappeared.


So I held onto her hand but it felt slippy, always at the point of breaking loose, so sometimes all I had was a finger or two. Don’t fuss, I told myself, just make sure she’s next to you. She wants to be a big girl now. But I looked for that flash of red and it was gone, replaced by a fat woman who didn’t seem to feel the cold, the jellied weight of her arms hanging down beneath the short sleeves of her pink T-shirt, silver stars bursting across her breasts. She leaned down and stabbed a shiny blue helium balloon on a stick inside a pushchair. ‘Here,’ she grimaced. ‘Now shut up.’ Then the red of Carmel’s coat appeared and I could breathe again. I reached for her hand, feeling just thin air and this time a man in a Fair Isle jumper, carrying a little girl in pink boots on his shoulders, had come between us. ‘Can you see the bear?’ he called upwards. ‘Can you see the bear?’ Then some leaflets were thrust at me and there was Carmel again and I dropped the leaflets onto the churned-up ground and found her hand and held it tight, so I couldn’t lose it. Then the air began to get more and more lacy with fog.


‘Just keep hold of my hand,’ I shouted down.


My resolve on the train, how quickly it had been dismantled. And everything, I know, would have been forgotten if that day hadn’t been preserved forever, my panic a brick in the building that was made, hour by hour, of events – standing there for all time instead of crumbling away into memory. I didn’t mean to but maybe I sounded cross too – I expect so. So sometimes the very worst thought becomes a train that doesn’t stop.


The thought: Was it my fault? Was it my fault? Was it my fault? Was it my fault? Was it my fault? Was it my fault? Was it my fault? Was it my fault?
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Mum’s voice turns sharp and cold like the fog. We cross the field to the biggest tent where they sell books. The fog comes in the tent with us like it really is smoke. There’s some thin rain too, the kind that gets you very wet, so everyone is coming inside. And I seem to be able to hear her better inside, exactly what her voice is saying: ‘Carmel, stay here. Stay so I can see you. I nearly lost sight of you then.’ When all I’ve been doing is stopping to look at books.


There’s tables piled high with them and she buys me a couple. While she’s paying I turn round and I’m facing the stomach of a man. I look up at his head and it’s the man from the tent and from the drawing again. He’s tall and old-fashioned in a way I can’t really explain. There’s nothing like a top hat or long hair or anything but he’s not quite the same as the other men around him, like he could have stepped out of olden times. He’s got on a white shirt very ironed and with no collar and a black rough suit. I smile up at him again but he’s gone.


I turn round back to Mum and she’s taking a plastic bag of books from the lady behind the stall.


But even inside she wants to hold my hand tight, tight every second. That’s OK at first but if I want to stop at a stall and hold a book it’s annoying.


‘Look.’ I point over. ‘Look over there.’ There’s puppets of knights and horses hanging up and jiggling about by themselves. I want to go right up to them and see how they work.


She doesn’t even hear and her hand’s feeling sweaty and slippery so I make mine stiff like a claw so it’ll be difficult to hold.


‘If you don’t hold my hand, we’ll have to go straight home.’ She’s sounding tired and cross and I’m really angry with her now for spoiling our lovely day. I try to nip the anger back in and explain.


‘It’s just that I want to look at books and I can’t because you won’t let me go.’


‘Well, we can stop holding hands when we get to a stall. How about that?’ She smiles a stiff little smile that’s not real.


I say, ‘Oh, alright then.’ I still feel cross with her because it’s not fun any more now I know she’s not enjoying it.


We come to a stall piled up high.


‘Let’s look at this one.’ I only say that because I want a rest from her.


I look at the books and they’re so babyish – Where’s Spot? and things like that. I don’t want to go back to being yanked about so I look very slowly and carefully. Spot with his bone, Spot’s day out. And the baby books make me feel even crosser but I carry on looking anyway, picking each one up.


‘Why d’you want to look at those, Carmel? They’re for little kids.’


‘I want to look at those fairy stories over there.’ I go moving up the table.


I turn over the pages of a fairy story book. The drawings aren’t that good but I look at each one anyway: the princess with her pea; Cinderella in rags; the wolf looking silly in a frilly red cloak. I move up to look at something else. People press around me and I’m being whacked on the back of my head with someone’s handbag.


I’m in such a bad mood now. It’s not often I feel like this and I don’t like it. It’s like everything’s wrong – especially me. Now I just want to be on my own. To go back to this morning in my room when the sky was blue and everything was lovely. Everyone has come into this tent now the storytelling has stopped for lunch and people want to buy something and get out of the rain. I’m getting so squashed I think the table is going to cut me in half.


Then I have an idea – to scrunch myself right down and walk like I saw a toad walk once, till I’m under the table. So I do – the tablecloth only comes halfway down but it feels free and safe and secret under there. I decide to look out for Mum’s boots that she’s got her jeans tucked into and then I’ll come out.


There’s a box of books and I take a peek into it and there’s piles of the book I used to read when I was little about a skeleton. I take one out and it’s not like when I was seeing Spot the dog. I don’t feel babyish, it’s like being back little again but I like the feeling it gives me this time. So I read Funnybones and look at the pictures. Sometimes I touch them too, I don’t know why.


When I get to the end I realise I might have been ages. But I’m not sure. Sometimes things happen so it feels like I’m not really there at all. It’s like the time the headmaster was talking about when I was sitting on the bench – looking at a tree blowing about – somehow my brain got slipped and in the world there was only me and the tree. Then it slipped more and I was in a creepy dark tunnel where I’d been before but that day was the longest time it had happened for. Though I didn’t want to try and tell them about that.


And just now the same thing happened with Funnybones and there was the book and me but I didn’t go as far as the tunnel. I went back to being five for all that time and it had felt nice.


There’s less legs now so I crawl out. I’m a bit worried that I might have been a long time, I’m not sure. I look about and can’t see Mum.


I carry on picking up books. I don’t know what else to do. I should look for her, I decide. Maybe I’ll find her waiting for me at the end of the table but I get to the end and she’s not there. I stand there for a bit. Then I think, she must have got pushed back by the people and I try to look but I can’t find the back of where everyone’s standing. They just seem to melt into other people and it’s the opposite from earlier, I’m longing to see her now. My breath starts coming in and out quickly because I want to find her so much. I walk round the tent for a while. I go back to the same table where I lost her – twice, three times – and she’s still not there so I walk out of the tent and across the field.


Outside, I can hardly see the tops of the tents any more or the flags – just people coming out of the fog. And only if they’re close. All the sounds have gone thick and quiet like when I put my duvet over my head at home. I shove my hands deep into my pockets to try and stop me worrying and I think – our lovely day’s gone and we may as well go home now, back on the train. I stop, wondering what to do, and the people I can’t see, I can hear – muttering around me. Then, stepping out of the fog right in front of me is the man from earlier with the round glasses. Because of the fog he comes out of nowhere, like a genie does.


‘Oh, dear.’ He looks upset, his face crumpling up. ‘What’s the matter?’ I ask. There’s a horrible feeling at the bottom of my throat. Sick and tight.


‘Oh, dear. Oh, dear …’ he keeps saying. ‘Something’s very wrong.’


People’s voices muttering in the fog sound like the humming of the bee from this morning and I squeeze my hands tight and dig my nails into my skin because it feels like I might fall over.


‘Where’s my mum?’ I nearly shout, except it comes out quite small because my throat feels so tight.


His face goes a bit less upset and straightens out. ‘I need to check, what’s your exact name?’


‘Carmel Summer Wakeford,’ I say, trying not to cry. But everything happening’s so wrong I can feel a big sob blocking up my throat and the snot in my nose starting to run.


He’s nodding, like he’s got the right person, and says in a slow voice, ‘Carmel, it’s your mother. She’s had a terrible accident.’


There’s a rushing in my ears and the fog cuts us off so it’s just me and him.


‘Who are you?’ I ask.


And he says to me, ‘I’m your grandfather.’
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