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Poppies whose roots are in man’s veins


Drop, and are ever dropping;


But mine in my ear is safe—


Just a little white with the dust.


Isaac Rosenberg, ‘Break of Day in the Trenches’




This is a work of autobiography entirely from my own perspective and allowing for the elisions and imperfections of memory.





Prologue



Sheffield General Cemetery, November 1980


They say witches float. Late afternoon, late after school, late November, late in the year. I am late for tea. Although my mother is still at work, a peanut butter sandwich wrapped in tinfoil and a Kit Kat await me on a plate on the kitchen table, to scoff while ostensibly doing homework or, the more likely scenario, lying on the dining-room floor, eyes closed, Siouxsie and the Banshees on the record player. Refracting, edgy beats matched by dolefully menacing lyrics, telling me that the house is happy, all is well, and that there is no hell.


Except there is hell, and it is here, it is surrounding us. The misty drizzle is replete with it. Five girls stand on Montague Street in Sharrow, at the eastern end of the old General Cemetery. It is past dusk or twilight – no one knows the difference – on a Friday afternoon, five o’clock. The end of the first year of a new decade, the first year of the tenacious grip of Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government and the industrial unrest that will mark the next few years. In Sheffield, known as the Steel City, 1980 has been marked by the national steelworkers’ strike which has seen workers out picketing and clashing with police in a vain attempt to save jobs in an industry under threat.


We are thirteen: a glittering, dangerous age. We are not supposed to be here. We are spotty but invincible, and also bored, an admixture which has brought us to the corner of this abandoned place, away from warm sitting rooms with the hiss of gas fires and Sapphire and Steel on the telly. Our school uniforms – a muddy dark brown – are each subtly customised, as much as we dare, for our teachers are self-important in their scrutiny. Rain trickles into the open hood of my duffle coat and down my neck. We are suspicious of each other, and silent. On Fridays the school day finishes at lunchtime; it is that sort of school. But there had been another murder at the beginning of the week, of a student in Leeds, an hour away from Sheffield. The killings, which began when we were small children, so that we have grown up alongside them as if they are our shadow selves, are increasing, as are the attacks on women and girls walking alone. A new name added to the list read out on the radio and TV bulletins, another blurred photograph printed in the newspapers. The names and photographs are of somebody’s daughter, mother, wife, sister, friend. Those who escape are the ‘lucky’ ones. Somehow, they got away from the man I see in nightmares. And although he does not appear in human form, I instinctively know it is him. The Ripper.


At night, as I sleep, he manifests at first as a small black dot in an otherwise untroubled sky, like an eye mote at the border of vision. The dot increases in size, metamorphosing in shape with alarming rapidity, until my sight is overwhelmed by a huge, oily-feathered bird coming in for the kill. I usually wake up just at the moment when my face is covered and blotted out, my mouth stuffed full of soft black feathers.


As autumn proceeds, the afternoons growing shorter and the nights longer, a quiet panic has begun to set in among our parents. Therefore on this Friday we are not allowed to become our weekend, individual selves – not yet. Instead, we are collected at the school gate in assorted bundles and ferried to each other’s houses in cars or on buses or on foot.


The group I am with, randomly assembled, has little to say to each other; an unnatural and awkward collective. We spend a couple of desultory hours flicking through old copies of Jackie and Smash Hits, outwardly scornful of the urgent anxieties expressed in the former through anguished letters printed on the ‘Dear Cathy and Claire’ problem page: How can I make him like me? Can you get pregnant the first time? In reality we are completely naive in terms of our own experience. Mostly we speculate on where the Ripper will appear next – for it was of course he who had committed the latest murder.


Despite the fact that it took place in a different city, the proximity, the electric terror sparked and magnified each time he strikes in towns and cities across Yorkshire, is substantial. It also inflames something else: rebellion. And so, this late afternoon, we sneak, by tacit agreement and in single file, through the kitchen and out the back door onto the indifferently lit, rain-slicked streets of Broomhall.


This particular street appears blandly innocuous: comfortable Victorian villas like the one from which we emerge, with protective trees and huge hidden gardens: but its outer edges, towards the ring road and town, nearer Havelock Square and Hanover Street, are a mix of terraces, bedsits, run-down flats; the area known as the ‘red-light district’. Much of it will be demolished in 1982. The vast bulk of Viners, at the corner of Broomhall Road and Hanover Way, is also doomed – by the economic downturn and cheaper imports from abroad. Once the biggest cutlery factory not only in Sheffield but the whole of the UK, the firm will go bankrupt in 1985.


As we slink like cats from street lamp to street lamp we pass a couple of women standing at the corner of where Broomhall Road meets Victoria Road, waiting blankly in the rain for a car to slow down. They look cold in their thin jackets and skimpy skirts. We stare, frankly, although we aren’t supposed to look. These are the women whom the press and police vilify. The so-called ‘good-time girls’. They don’t seem to be having a good time, to me. They look tired, resigned, and vulnerable.


We continue, crossing the busy main road, and then up an ominously quiet and empty Montague Street.


Ahead of us is a long path winding through the cemetery which, as I inform the others – it being my foolish and ingratiating suggestion that we come here, my contribution to the group – leads to catacombs, and a deserted church. Bordered on either side by a dense forest of gravestones, it is shadowy in the murk. Somewhere to the left beyond the trees a spooky walled-up chapel surveys its clammy kingdom. The imposing Egyptian-style gatehouse, thick columns sculpted on either side with two snakes, their tails in their mouths, marks the exit to Cemetery Avenue – less than ten minutes’ walk and many pounding heartbeats away. There might be skulls, and other severed body parts lurking amid the undergrowth: a large number of the graves are smashed and broken. There are certainly hundreds of dead people underneath our feet. Beside us is Stalker Walk and the Porter Brook river, where, one winter a few years before, out with my mother, I saw a kingfisher flashing by in a whirr of blue and green. ‘It means the halcyon days are coming,’ she told me, but whatever the halcyon days were, they had not come. Instead, my father had left us not long after.


Having consumed only half a Twix since lunchtime, I think longingly of my peanut butter sandwich growing stale on our kitchen table, and the new season of Dallas due to begin that evening, which my mother and I like to watch together as a Friday night ritual. My brother recently went away to university in London; the house feels big and lonely. Tomorrow is Saturday, the day of the dreaded fortnightly ‘access’ visit with my father. I prefer not to think beyond Dallas.


It had seemed a good idea to break up the boredom and frustration of the afternoon and also to defy our parents, just for an hour. We aren’t supposed to be out alone once it gets dark. One of us quietly sings that old song about a killer on the road, and we giggle nervously, fidgeting in the cold. Someone else lets off an extravagant burp. My voice embarrassingly thin and pleading, I suggest diverting back to the streets, to get chips on nearby Sharrow Vale Road, but Lucy has a different idea. She is one of the self-elected ringleaders of our form, along with her sidekick Nina. The pair terrorises the leaden minutes before registration each morning, posturing at the front of the classroom, heaping humiliation on anyone deemed unpopular or shy.


Nina isn’t part of this afternoon’s group, so their poisonous dual effect has been somewhat neutralised by her absence, but now Lucy is beginning to enjoy herself. She possesses all the hauteur of a Marie Antoinette in training. They say witches float – if you throw them into water – this directed at me (we are studying Arthur Miller’s The Crucible and it has left an enthusiastic impression). Shall we give it a go?


There is a horrified, excited pause. No one speaks either to corroborate or dismiss the suggestion, and for one long, icy moment I picture myself being marched to the scene of my execution, the kingfisher – now posing as a harbinger of doom – appearing to smirk at me from a safe distance. Then, an intervention. Don’t be daft, Anna says, mildly, and Lucy narrows her already narrow eyes and flicks her annoying ponytail: I was only joking, idiot. The others titter anxiously. We brace ourselves as Lucy, affecting nonchalance, weighs up the situation, the only sound the steady drip of the rain from tree branches that can by now scarcely be made out in the gloom. After some deliberation: Let’s have a dare. Lucy’s white teeth flash momentarily, like a switchblade cutting through the semi-darkness. We are to run through the vigilant stillness of the cemetery and out the other side. Whoever’s last has to buy chips as forfeit. We’ll show the Ripper we’re not afraid of him. Bloody FUCKING Jack the Ripper – the last emphasised with care by Lucy, savouring the forbidden swear words.


She points at me with a stabbing action: You first, or are you too frit? I freeze. An uncomfortable pause. Again, to my surprise, Anna comes to my rescue. ‘You suggested it,’ she says to Lucy. ‘Why don’t you go first? Hesitation, but Lucy cannot back out now. Another toss of the ponytail switch. Count to ten and then the next one follow me … and she is off, her long legs and that swinging bell of hair quickly disappearing from view as the path darkens before her, before us all.


One by one those remaining run in the direction Lucy has gone, scattering as deer from an invisible hunter. Their breath hangs in the chilly air like ectoplasm. Left alone, I shiver on the cemetery’s periphery. I am afraid of the dark. Some nights I sleep with my childhood lava lamp on, its reassuring hyperactive glow standing between me and the blackness beyond. Now, as I try to move forward, a strange paralysis seems to creep up my legs as if twisting ropes of ivy are surging out of the earth beneath, binding me to the spot.


There is nothing and no one in front of me; the longer the delay the more likely that the others will not wait. The Porter Brook rushes on obliviously somewhere to the right. Ahead is not to be contemplated. Behind, Montague Street – with its car park and few office buildings – is deserted, one lone, wan street lamp flickering on and off like a half-hearted signal. The lights and traffic of the main road – Ecclesall Road, at the very far end of which is my house – are increasingly faint.


A loud crack interrupts the silence: a branch bending under the weight of water. Or the tread of a foot, snapping a twig, and a blunt instrument swinging by the side of a figure as yet unseen.


The invisible ivy tendrils loosen from my immobilised legs.


Now I can run, but not forward, into the black hole of the cemetery. I will not complete the dare. I have failed. At registration on Monday morning there will be ridicule, which will be deserved, because I am frit. Turning back, wheezing and sobbing in painful gasps, a stitch in my side, I race downhill to Ecclesall Road, merging gratefully with the rush-hour crowds. I visualise the others bitching about my cowardice. Sprinkling salt and vinegar onto hot greasy chips, linking arms, their mocking refrain of ‘Riders on the Storm’ fading into the night as they saunter down Sharrow Vale Road.





Chapter One



Pre-history


The summer of 1976 was the hottest in Britain since records began. As well as the intense, endless heat, the sweltering nation endured a severe water shortage, standpipes in the streets, and a plague of ladybirds moving across the UK’s cities and towns. During those drought-heavy weeks, the water levels of Derbyshire’s Ladybower reservoir shrank so low that long-submerged secrets were revealed. The ruins of Derwent village, which, along with its neighbour Ashopton, had been evacuated and drowned in 1945 to make way for the creation of Ladybower, rose up through the water like a ghostly revenant. Seeking relief from the heat of Sheffield, my family drove past the reservoir one evening, the moors too parched to visit during the day. One building, partially re-emerged from the watery depths, resembled a warning finger, pointing towards something I wasn’t yet able to see.


1976 would be the last summer of our family as it existed up to that point. A typical family and an ordinary story, although neither the family nor the story seems commonplace when it is your family and your story.


At school, I was relentlessly unpopular, in an imprecise way. But after that year something much more compelling and unsavoury would replace the general apathy and animosity – at least when taken apart in the busy hands of my peers – when I achieved the singular honour of being the first person in my class whose parents had split up.


I did say that mine was an ordinary story.


That long scorching summer turned out to be the dividing line between an all-too-brief before and a vast, messy after. It remains filtered through a syrupy haze. The faultless past and the compromised present are, I’ve found, unreliable lenses through which to view the world. What is certain is that I recall the years before 1976 only in fragments and impressions, without a fixed chronology. The period that followed hardened my perception, while simultaneously blurring the outlines I had presumed were solid. By the time I was old enough to ask what really happened? the once-familiar faces had altered. Some had turned away for good.


Any excavator of personal history must assume the role of private investigator into their own life. I have always loved detective stories. When I was very young, just before bedtime, I would sit, wrapped in my dressing gown, with my father while he sipped his one glass of sherry or beer, and watch American shows on television: Hawaii Five-0, Kojak, McMillan & Wife, Ironside and our favourite, Columbo.


The last intrigued me most because of its inverted narrative structure: the perpetrator of the crime is revealed to the audience at the opening of each episode. It is left to the perennially and deceptively rumpled detective Lieutenant Columbo to go backwards; examine the variables, work out the formula – like a masterclass in algebra – and in that way apprehend the criminal.


In my own unearthing I am both investigator and culprit.


To start at the beginning, or at a beginning.


Light. Pointing fingers of harsh bright sunlight inserted themselves through vertical slats of metal. They were seeking me out. They were all I was aware of. I raised my hands instinctively to pat and catch this light, but it was elusive, if pleasingly warm.


Nothing else, then, until a tremendous movement, a rocking. A strong smell of coal tar, a sense of propulsion, of purpose. Air composed of sticky salt spray. Many voices, tumbling over each other, and laughter. Exclamations. ‘Bella Caterina! ’


Then quiet. The hot sun, the Pacific light, the rocking movement, the multitudes, all vanished, and I was looking up at a windmill on a red and gold autumn afternoon, the air now chilly and smoky, crisp leaves under my pushchair. It was late September in Essex, England. I was two and a half years old. We had travelled all the way across the world by Italian ship from New Zealand, where I was born. We had arrived.


Still only slivers of memory, sharp shards. A house near a pig farm, the animals a jumbling, snorting, stinking mass of pink, on an incline called Inkerman Hill in Buckinghamshire. My eldest brother was building a go-kart in the garage. There were apple trees in the garden, and the house had a name, not a number – Orchard View. I turned three, and a tricycle magically appeared on the front lawn. My mother, answering the telephone to someone, said, jiggling the receiver, ‘I was just thinking about you.’ Did thinking conjure a person up? Before many more years had passed I would learn that it did not, no matter how concentrated the effort.


I was starting to write. While my mother was busy, I scrawled my three initials over and over again on my doll, and then on anything else I could make my imprint upon.


This was not our house, it was temporary. We were in England because my father had something called a ‘sabbatical’. After six months he went back to New Zealand. I thought we would all return too, although I no longer remembered the bungalow in Waikato, or our black and white cat; just that powerful light and heat. In England we had no cat, but a tortoise called Abraham. There was an electric thunderstorm one night while my father was away and all four of us children huddled in the big bed with our mother.


A year passed in this new country; it was autumn again. In New Zealand I was born in autumn, but in England my birthday was in spring. This upside-down fact made no sense to me. Our suitcases and boxes were loaded into a car and we drove away from the apple trees, the lovely dip in which the house was set, and – to my secret relief – the pigs, all the way up the M1 motorway north to Sheffield. My father was still in New Zealand, serving out his notice at Waikato University, but he had a new job in this unknown city. It was left to my mother to sort out finding a house and schools. My sister, the oldest, a veteran of many moves, stayed behind in Buckinghamshire to start sixth form.


At the initial approach to Sheffield from the M1, the enormous twin cooling towers of Tinsley Viaduct rose from the mist like two mythical beasts. Ominous on that first occasion, I could not know that they would soon become a welcome sign of home. Sheffield was grey, grim, and wet: steep roads, forbidding buildings. Our house was very cold. Coal for the fire was kept in a special cubby-hole behind the back door, and came off onto my fingers, soft and very, very black. Stone crags loomed at the end of our road, Den Bank Drive in Crosspool. The city was entirely surrounded by moors and gritstone edges, covered with heaps of dry bracken in autumn and winter and, from June, glowing with purple heather. The back garden of the house bulged with rhubarb. We ate a lot of rhubarb. I did not especially like rhubarb. The room I slept in upstairs at the front had a bed that rocked like the ship on which we came to England. At first light every morning I would hear the milkman’s van gliding along the street and the clink of milk bottles placed on doorsteps. This was how I knew another night had gone by.


Christmas Eve: first sight of snow, and my sister was coming home for the holiday. I had a bad toothache and we were all waiting, longing, for her to arrive, because then the toothache would stop, I would stop crying and Christmas would begin. I imagined my sister, with her waist-length hair and long belted winter coat from C&A, carrying a suitcase full of presents, walking though the deep snow all the way to Sheffield from Buckinghamshire, sinking into the drifts. Her glasses had steamed up in the cold. The lamps were on in the street outside and I was distracted – toothache temporarily forgotten – by the blank whiteness, its silent perfection, punctured with the criss-cross marks of birds and small animals. Later, half asleep in bed: out of nowhere carol singers outside started singing ‘The First Noel’.


Little interrupted the hermetic seal of family. I had no real knowledge of the world outside, although it was beginning to intrude, sometimes in unexpectedly violent ways. One afternoon my father and I were standing at the bus shelter in Pinstone Street in the city centre, when a woman wearing a tight leather jacket and gloves crashed her motorcycle into the back of a stationary van, right next to us. The woman’s helmet was wrenched off by the impact of the collision, her bright auburn hair spilling out, swiftly becoming saturated with blood. I stared, fascinated, at the flow of colours, like the ones I mixed in my paint jar, and at the abruptly unseeing eyes, even as my father picked me up and rushed me away.


A troubling viral infection on my right wrist. Herpes simplex, an unlovely, thick bracelet of raised, pus-filled blisters. At the Children’s Hospital a doctor stuck a needle directly into the centre of the chaos. As I opened my mouth to scream in protest my mother popped a Polo mint into it.


Like most small children, my routine fears had elements of both rationality and illogic. Nightscapes were filled with fierce and violent dreams; too afraid to go to sleep, I would lie rigid in bed rocking my head from side to side and singing. I named this comforting process ‘nid-nodding’, convinced that something unspeakably nasty awaited me in unconsciousness.


Most of all, I feared other children. Despite our many likenesses – which included snotty noses, grazed knees, and similar-sized bodies – I knew that if a general enemy existed, it was within this mass of small humans. I was now five, and had started ‘proper’ school. In the playground the boys ‘encouraged’ us girls to show them our knickers by chasing us and pricking our cold bare legs all over with holly leaves.


Feral speaks to feral, even when disguised in party dresses and ribbons. The mysterious and uncontrollable rites of children often occurred at seemingly innocuous birthday gatherings. Those first forays into party land were tiny traumas. At one such party – at which I was, for once, wearing the correct (long) party dress for that year’s fashion, with a pattern of small violet flowers on a white background, and a thin strip of purple velvet underneath the bodice – the children – all girls – were sent to play ‘nicely’ in the garden. The birthday girl led us away from the neat lawn and flower beds, up a less cultivated path towards the back wall, occupied by a scattering of garden tools, a watering can, and a compost heap. The house seemed far, far below us. As if already prepared and waiting, a ceramic basin had been placed prominently on the ground. One by one, in total silence, almost by telepathy or prearranged mutual consent, each little girl carefully lifted her impeccably ironed dress, pulled down her white underpants, and, without preamble, emptied the contents of her bowels into the bowl, one shining brown turd coiled on top of the other, like a foul-smelling serpent. I was transfixed. No one spoke, although it was indicated that my turn was next. As I countered feebly, an adult voice broke through the trance, calling from the kitchen door for us to come and wash our hands for tea. Without looking back, the others ran down to the house, with me trailing disconsolately behind, feeling, not for the first time, that I had failed some important test.


Years later, I wondered: was that bowl still there, the excrement fossilised, the motive eternally obscure.


By this time we had moved to Ranmoor, and my dream house, for the number on the door was the same as the day of my birthday. The attics were huge, big enough for my brothers to run a giant Scalextric car track the length of one room. In the back garden, a millstone – the symbol of the surrounding Peak District – leant against a wall. A giant stone circle with a hole in the middle, it dated from the nineteenth century, when it would have been used in a water mill to grind grains into flour. The millstone’s appearance in our garden was a reminder of that past; I used it as a peephole. More prosaically, my father grew white roses, hollyhocks, foxgloves, and an angry-looking plant called a red-hot poker, the blazing red and yellow flowers of which I was too scared to approach in case they burned me. At the garden’s far end, blue forget-me-nots ran wild and I lifted up large rocks to watch the beetles and woodlice scuttle for shelter.


Now aged seven, I had more independence, and the ‘Charley Says’ public information cartoon on TV urged us not to talk to strangers. Across the road from our house a narrow, leafy gennel ran alongside the Bull’s Head pub where my father liked to go for a pint. I would skip, blissfully and importantly alone, down the gennel to the sweetshop, clutching the sixpences which the tooth fairy left under my pillow with happy regularity. The sweets lay in glorious wait in large old-fashioned glass jars, fetched down from high shelves and carefully dropped with tongs into tiny three-cornered paper bags which resembled minuscule hats for scaled-down sailors. Penny chews and black jacks, chocolate cigarettes, liquorice and sherbet dabs, pear drops and fizz bombs all helped to rot my baby teeth. Once, snooping through my mother’s jewellery box, I had been startled to find a row of small, bloody fangs placed on cotton-wool balls as if they were precious stones.


After a bus ride, we reached school via a shortcut up sunless and silent Frog Walk, running alongside the General Cemetery, the site of future teenage terror. The Walk always seemed claustrophobic, twisty, endless. I held tightly to the hand of the adult I was with.


Learning to read to myself was a revelation: now I could fully inhabit my own world. I was three Wide Range Readers ahead of the rest of the class, I was not being ‘challenged’ enough, and, after visiting a dark, cold building and writing the answers to some questions on a sheet of paper (apparently known as an entrance exam) I was told that a new school awaited. On the first day, my mother walked into the classroom with me and introduced me to the assembled girls. There were no boys in this school, I noticed. In that moment I was acutely aware of my mother’s accent, which had never sounded less English. Once she had left, the reaction to this awkward entrance was mostly antagonistic. That hostility would be there, in one form or another, for the next nine years.


Despite school there was our family, our house, our garden. There were weekends in Derbyshire, playing on the stepping stones at Padley Gorge, and trekking up Monsal Dale. Whitsuntide brought a reminder that Derbyshire was once a pagan place. In early summer, the annual well-dressings unique to the county appeared throughout its villages. The wells would be decorated with scenes composed out of vibrant flower petals: in ancient times these served as offerings to the water gods. Over Stanage Edge we watched the hang gliders swoop like giant birds, and in Hathersage churchyard visited Robin Hood’s sidekick Little John’s surprisingly capacious burial place. In Castleton we climbed the steep path to the ruin of Peveril Castle and visited the underground limestone cavern, where the semi-precious mineral known as Blue John is found. At Eyam, the village that shut its doors to the outside world in 1665 when the plague arrived in a parcel of cloth from London, the crosses marked on the doors of the doomed cottages could still be seen. All of this ignited my nascent imagination.


Whatever the weather, my mother packed a cold bacon-and-egg pie and a thermos of orange squash, and we sat on the rough grass picnicking among the sheep droppings, our hair vertical and eyes watering in the fierce wind blowing across the moors.


The 1970s were inching forward. At sixteen, my eldest brother left school, cut off his much-disapproved-of long hair, put on a suit and got a job in town at Cole Brothers’ department store in Barker’s Pool, near to Josephine’s nightclub, where my parents sometimes went to ‘dinner dances’. I envisaged them on these occasions gyrating while somehow manoeuvring the trays in their hands, piled high with food and drink. My sister, meanwhile, had started at Sheffield University, and was living with us again, stylish in a navy-blue PVC maxi-coat which crackled when she moved, Mary Quant sparkling nail varnish to match, and wide trousers known as ‘Oxford bags’. She and her friends took me to see Nana Mouskouri sing at Sheffield City Hall, opposite Coles. For the performance everyone sat on orange scatter cushions on the floor. ‘Is this your kid?’ someone asked my sister during the evening. I was alarmed. Was I? ‘No.’


Apparently school wasn’t enough in terms of social activity and I needed to ‘join in’ more. The Brownies, which I attended weekly, was not a success. The badges I was compelled to acquire – Housekeeping, Needlework – seemed even at the age of seven or eight to hold diminishing returns, and I lost my eyebrows after an ill-judged candle placement at the December Christingle service. One spring afternoon, at the end of the school day, walking home from the bus stop with my mother, she told me that she was going to leave her job as a schoolteacher in Walkley and open a bookshop, an ambition which had flickered since she was a child growing up in rural New Zealand. Although I liked the thought of having more access to books (we went each week to Broomhill Library), I was worried. Midweek evenings were devoted to swimming at Heeley baths, near the school where my mother taught. The tang of chlorine and synthetic taste of cheesy Quavers from the vending machine were inexpressibly bound up with Heeley: no other pool would ever come close to that first tentative immersion.


Preoccupied, I neglected to listen to the rest of what my mother was saying. Turning the corner into our road, I experienced the shock of a ‘For Sale’ sign outside our house. The sign, an aberration, had definitely not been there that morning. My mother explained that in order to buy the shop premises we would have to sell our house and move somewhere cheaper. This betrayal – I could view it in no other terms – had clearly been planned for a while. Our house – my house, where I assumed I would live always, even when grown up, would instead belong to another family. A different child would fossick around among my forget-me-not patch at the end of the garden, sleep in my bedroom, roam the attics. For the first time, I actually hated my parents. Sullen and powerless, when prospective buyers came round I refused to tidy my room, glaring at them through a curtain of deliberately unwashed hair.


Even so, the house was sold. The new house was at Hunter’s Bar, directly opposite Endcliffe Park. Tall, thin, Edwardian, with spooky cobwebbed cellars, and a sundial in the back yard. At dawn on cold, misty May Day mornings – my mother’s birthday – at exactly five o’clock, a team of Morris dancers with their bells, swords and handkerchiefs would welcome the Beltane at the park’s entrance.


We didn’t have money to change the décor, so it remained the same for all the years we lived in that house, including the rough and resilient Tintawn sisal carpets we had brought with us from Ranmoor and tacked through every room, even the bathroom. Doors painted dark purple, loud wallpaper, and stained glass in the inner door of the front porch. The blind at my bedroom window was decorated with a print of giant green and purple grapes, resembling a cluster of haemorrhoids. The window faced an outhouse in the dark recesses of the garden. Scrambling up a steep rocky patch, I would perch on its roof, looking up through the leaves of the trees that sentinelled the surrounding high wall and back again at the house, feeling apart and together all at once. I had a swing of my own, a compensation for moving from Ranmoor, and would rock for hours back and forth, singing the most morbid hymns from my electric blue Songs of Praise school hymn book, alternated with current chart hits such as Abba’s ‘Fernando’.
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