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August 1974



On the last day of their honeymoon, they thought they’d check out Agios Ioannis. Frankie had read in the guide book that although the cove was charming, tourists hardly ever went there because, unlike most of the other beaches on the island, it was small and fairly out of the way, unless you had a car, that is. But for those who persevered, it was well worth it, apparently.


So they hired a car for the day – a rusty black Renault with no seatbelts, a broken brake light and a cardboard air-freshener that swung, suspended by a string of brown prayer beads, from the rear-view mirror, emitting such a pungent fusion of citronella and furniture polish that they almost didn’t notice the crack that snaked across their horizon as they set off after breakfast before it got too hot.


Instead of turning right at the top of the main town, and down towards the harbour, they went the other way – the road climbing further and further up until they were approaching the island’s summit.


Frankie checked the map in the book as they juddered along. There was a chapel up on the rocks, it said, on the site of an ancient Byzantine monastery that had burnt down over three hundred years ago, and a shrine nearby, where two children in the 1930s had reportedly witnessed a vision of the Virgin Mary. There was a taverna, too, in the village of the same name, a couple of kilometres over the headland, run by a Daphne Mandrapilias – of the famous Mandrapilias Circus family – and her husband, Vasilis.


‘Daphne Mandrapilias,’ Frankie said to herself, imagining the owner of such an exotic name, frowning slightly as she pictured Daphne – lithe in a sequinned bikini, swinging from a trapeze. She checked her hair in the splintered wing mirror. It had lightened in the sun and she noticed the way her olive-green and gold striped going-away dress emphasised the flecks in her hazel eyes. She sat up straighter and turned her face to one side. Although the fabric was a bit scratchy, it hung pleasingly on her collar bone, reminding her just a tiny bit, whatever Callum might have said, of that little picture of Lauren Bacall with her second husband that she’d cut out of an old bridal magazine for the hairdresser.


When the Carpenters came on, Callum winced, fiddling with the radio until the fizzing dissolved into a tinny Greek pop song that Frankie had no recollection of having heard before. But by the time it finished playing, Callum was humming along as if he’d known it all his life. He winked at her, resting a hand – hot – on her thigh. Realising he must have seen her admiring her reflection, she squinted, pretending to wipe a speck of dust from her eye.


Callum’s perennial tan had darkened to such a deep nutty colour that people had been speaking Greek to him all week. She didn’t need to tell him how much it suited him and had been a little irritated when he, too, had looked over to notice the group of Greek girls watching him when he came out of the sea the previous morning, his faded red shorts slung low to expose a bright white stripe across his hips. She realised, glancing over at him – one elbow resting on the window frame – that he’d been singing not just for the whole journey, but for most of the holiday.


She had been feeling queasy for several days and the air-freshener wasn’t helping. Turning her face to the window, she closed her eyes and breathed in the hot dry aroma of pine and oregano as she tried to block out the smell of the car, not to mention the vision of the farm back home – sulking – in the dark and the rain, counting the hours until their return. She frowned, wondering how they were ever going to tear themselves away from this paradise the next day.


The sparse vegetation thinned out in time with the music, which grew more and more distant – like a child singing through a hurricane – until the road abandoned them altogether, leaving only a sandy track that looked as if it had been designed exclusively for donkeys. The car struggled to climb, tyres spinning in the dust. Callum swore under his breath as he tried to get it moving but it wouldn’t budge. And in the end, they got out and pushed it the final few metres to the top.


Everything was greener on the other side. But as the windscreen wipers scraped away the sand, Frankie was alarmed to see that the way down was narrow and steep, with almost no verge between the wheels and the cliff face. She gripped the door handle with one hand, Callum’s knee with the other, and didn’t open her eyes until they reached the bottom.


They parked on a desolate patch of gorse which suggested the edge of a dune but which gave way unexpectedly, a few metres on, to a strangely lunar landscape of bright white rock, adorned with large gleaming boulders.


Callum spotted a cleft in the rock that revealed, up close, a thin ravine of sand. Someone had drilled a spindly yellow rope banister into the side of the rock to guide people down to the beach, reminding Frankie – as she clung on, awkwardly – of a loosely carpeted staircase in an old country house.


She slipped, bashing her foot against the rock, and cried out, her hand flying instinctively to her stomach. Her toe was bleeding and she felt a flash of annoyance at Callum for not waiting, envying his easy barefoot agility as he dug his heels firmly in the sand, letting himself fall, in a steady gliding tread, like a skier, before clambering over the remaining rocks without so much as a glance over his shoulder.


The rocks concealed a perfectly formed cove, the colour of honeycomb. There was no-one else there. And the sea – prickling under the stark angry sun – was as still as a lake.


She hobbled over the burning sand and crouched down at the water’s edge to wash the blood off her foot. Callum came up behind her. ‘Look at the colour of that water.’ He grabbed her around the waist, as if to throw her in, so that she stumbled.


‘Careful,’ she said, too sharply.


He kissed her on the back of the neck. ‘What are you waiting for?’ he whispered, running one finger down her spine.


She leant back into him.


‘Get your cossie on.’ He waded out, snorkel dangling loosely from his slack jaw as he kicked the water behind him. ‘And if you’re lucky,’ he shouted, ‘when we get out, maybe I’ll help you take it off again.’


They left the beach just after one. Although Frankie felt they ought to visit the chapel, Callum was hungry, reckoning it would take a good hour or two to climb all the way up there – with no shade, either. The sun was directly overhead now, so that as they climbed the hill to the village, it felt as though someone were pressing drawing pins into her scalp. She reached into her bag for the thermos; they’d left it in the footwell of the car all morning and the water was warm with a strong petrol aftertaste. She was unsettled by how still everything was – as if the sun – having once been humiliated by the breeze – hadn’t yet decided whether to let it go.


Something caught her eye on the other side of the road – a little blue and white wooden shrine, like a bird house, on stilts. Inside was a candle, two plastic lilies and a tiny metal painting propped up against the back of the wood – an ikon, she realised, peering closer – of the Madonna and child, nestling in a bed of white ribbon that cradled a pair of powder-blue knitted baby shoes.


So this was the actual place where those children had their vision, she realised, half-remembering something she’d read in the guide book, and she called out to Callum to wait, but he’d already disappeared around the corner. The chapel must have been built later. She tried to picture them – laughing – barefoot in the dust and wondered where they’d been going that day – if they’d recognised the Virgin – whether she’d appeared as a spirit or whether she had looked like an ordinary woman at first.


Frankie stared at the little picture.


Mary’s face was flat, neither front-on, nor in profile, and the eyes looked sad – too pale – where the paint had peeled off – not quite meeting her baby’s gaze. Frankie leant in realising in that moment that, despite the way she was holding him, it wasn’t a baby. Jesus was depicted as a miniature man, with thick coils of auburn hair, wrapped in gold swaddling clothes. No – burial robes. And without knowing why, she crossed herself. ‘Please let it be a baby,’ she whispered. ‘I promise to take care of him – or her,’ she added, opening her eyes and glancing furtively around to check no-one had seen her pat her belly.


There was a crunch right behind her – like a smooth-soled shoe – slipping on the gravel.


She spun around.


There was no-one there – just a sudden intake of breath that arrived, from nowhere, to whip a fine grey dust through the pines.


And then it was gone, leaving everything even stiller than before.


She blinked hard and removed her sunglasses but her vision was still not right.


A cool sweat crept over her face.


She crouched down, hung her head between her knees and breathed deeply until she felt better. But when she stood up again, the sky looked wrong – too dark – as if a cloud had passed over the sun – the noise from the cicadas, that she hadn’t noticed until that moment – suddenly deafening, while out of the corner of her eye she caught a flicker, as the tail of a lizard disappeared behind a rock.


When they reached the taverna, although Frankie wasn’t sure quite what she had been expecting, she was a little disappointed by how dark and dingy it looked. The only sign of any famous circus heritage was a rather shabbily framed flier above the till from 1963 – the ink drawing – of a man leading a bear by a string – scarcely visible behind eleven years of intervening dust.


But the place was perfectly nice. She glanced around; drab whitewashed stone; battered wooden furniture; white paper tablecloths held down with metal clips. And the waiter could not have been more welcoming, she reasoned, sitting up straighter and frowning a little as she glanced over the wipe-clean menu that seemed to serve the same selection as everywhere else they’d eaten that week, breathing in slightly as she contemplated a sixth consecutive day of feta.


The air was hot and too close, their whispered conversation interrupted only by the occasional screech from a little girl in just a nappy and sandals, crouched under a table, trying to catch a cat, while her parents stared straight ahead. On the other side of the counter, two elderly men played backgammon in the shade of a trellised vine, slumped – in identical fishermen’s caps – over rounded tumblers of Metaxa.


Frankie flapped the back of her dress where it had stuck to her neck, and reached for the electric fan before realising it was broken.


The waiter who had shown them to their table was the owner, it turned out, introducing himself as Vasilis in such a soft reedy voice that Frankie had to lean in to hear him properly as he apologised again about the fans, explaining – one hand resting on her elbow – that they were having a bit of trouble with the generator.


He was quite a bit older than them – in his early forties, probably – slight, in a tight-fitting black suit, with an angular face and sparse black hair, slicked-back and combed, carefully, to conceal a prominent waxy forehead, which he wiped with an elaborate display of relief when Callum offered to give him a hand with the generator.


Although Frankie had insisted she would be fine with just a Greek salad, by the time the food arrived she was so hungry that she had to restrain herself from eating all of Callum’s moussaka, too, while she waited for him to finish helping Vasilis. She had just started to pick around the edges of it when the kitchen erupted into cheers as all at once the lights came on, the fans burst into life, and the unmistakable growl of Leonard Cohen came booming out of the stereo.


After bringing their change Vasilis lingered a little and struck up conversation once again with Frankie, asking if she had visited the chapel yet and whether she would like his wife, Daphne, to read her palm as a little gift, seeing as it was their honeymoon.


‘Oh, no, I…’ Frankie flushed, catching Callum’s wry smile as he put his sunglasses back on, brushing away a trace of sand from his cheek from where they’d been lying.


‘My wife’s incredibly superstitious,’ he confided, ruffling her hair a little too hard.


But she felt it would be rude to turn the offer down and, no sooner had she agreed, out came Daphne herself. She was not at all as Frankie had imagined – sturdy, forty-odd, about Frankie’s height, no make-up, with short permed hair and very flared jeans that almost hid surprisingly small feet, in brown, salt-stained espadrilles.


‘Ya, kalimera.’ She stared at Frankie, looking her up and down, as she shouted something angrily at her husband in Greek, before turning with curiosity to Callum.


Vasilis smiled, explaining how delighted she was to meet them.


‘She says your lines are unusual,’ Vasilis observed with a puzzled expression, leaning so close that Frankie could smell the rubbery scent of his aftershave as Daphne sat, perfectly still, staring through her in a trance-like state. ‘Very interesting for palm-reading… and so soft! Truly these are not the hands of a farmer’s wife.’ He laughed.


Daphne glared at him and shifted in her seat, pulling Frankie’s index finger so that the joint clicked.


‘And this line here…’ he explained, as Daphne scratched the side of Frankie’s hand ‘… is for children. You don’t have any kids, no?’


Frankie blushed and shook her head, resting one hand on her stomach. She stole a glance at Callum as he sat back to blow a lazy smoke ring, his face to the edge of the sun that was retreating now, behind the awning. But she could tell he was listening.


‘It says you will have a child, thanks be to God,’ Vasilis added, crossing himself rather half-heartedly as he glanced over at the other table to see whether they’d finished eating.


‘Oh, that’s good news.’ Frankie squeezed Callum’s arm. He smiled, almost in spite of himself, and idly examined his own hand while Vasilis and Daphne continued talking in Greek.


‘She sees an animal.’ Vasilis suppressed a yawn. ‘You have some pet? Little dog, maybe?’ He checked his watch.


‘My husband’s a farmer,’ said Frankie. ‘Like I was saying earlier – about the—’


‘Yes, yes.’ Vasilis waved away her explanation.


Callum rolled his eyes. ‘We should probably be heading back in a bit,’ he whispered.


Daphne was watching them carefully through eyes that made no movement. ‘No.’ She let go of Frankie’s hand and slammed the table with her fist, taking a deep breath.


Frankie looked to Vasilis, who seemed agitated. He muttered something to his wife, the words rattling out like bullets. But Daphne refused to interact with him. ‘No,’ she said again, more calmly now, switching to English and speaking directly to Frankie.


She drew a square with her finger in the air between them. ‘Children. One is special – very special for you, Mamá.’


Frankie shrank back in her seat. Her face felt suddenly much too hot.


Vasilis looked confused. ‘Special – how do you say – union?’ he suggested to Daphne.


‘No.’


They waited for her to go on.


‘Here.’ She jabbed Frankie’s hand with her finger. ‘This one is for a child – maybe two, although this second one is very soft which means, I don’t know, maybe a girl; it’s okay, no problem. But this third line…’ She pointed it out to Callum and shook her head. ‘This very strong special line is broken.’


‘What?’ Frankie looked down at the side of her palm, staring at the creases beneath her little finger, observing the way the skin still glistened, in the cracks, from the suntan oil, and unsure which lines the woman was referring to. ‘What does that mean?’


‘It means this child has problem. You have problem.’


‘Ela!’ Vasilis raised his hands and barked something at his wife.


Callum was frowning. He leant in. ‘Shall we call it a day? I don’t think we should get too involved here.’


Frankie nodded, her face trembling. ‘Thank you. I think we’ll…’ She tried to withdraw her hand but Daphne’s grip tightened.


Frankie wrenched her hand away, knocking the table as she stood up, causing the glasses to wobble precariously. She hurried to catch up with Callum, urging him – even though she knew it was pointless – to leave a bigger tip. But as they headed down the hill, she glanced back and raised a hand, just in time to catch the look on Daphne’s face before the other woman turned away, leaving Frankie uncertain, for a moment, whether she hadn’t caught a glimmer of a smile.


They walked back to the car in silence, Callum a few steps ahead of her. And when they passed the shrine, although Frankie knew it was silly, she shivered.


Callum watched her approach through the wing mirror and started the ignition before she’d got in, revving the engine as she sat down, the scorched leather seat burning the backs of her legs, as she reached automatically behind her, forgetting, again, that there were no seatbelts.


He didn’t say anything as they set off.


‘That was all a bit weird, wasn’t it?’ she said.


He didn’t reply.


She rested one hand on his leg. ‘Are you okay?’


‘You’ve no business bleating all that nonsense about the farm. You don’t know what you’re talking about.’ He wrenched the gear stick too hard so that the tyres skidded.


‘What?’ She laughed in surprise but her face stung. ‘I was just being friendly.’


‘It’s not friendly, it’s fake,’ he muttered.


He drove too fast down the hill so that she had to push, hard, with both hands against the broken glove compartment, aware all the time of the pressure against her stomach.


She apologised twice, but he didn’t say anything.


‘There’s no truth in it,’ he said eventually, pulling up at the car hire office in the main harbour and walking off before she had a chance to respond. ‘It’s just rubbish.’


She tried to get him to chat while they waited in the car park for the man to finish his cigarette. ‘Can’t we just forget it?’ She squeezed his hand. ‘There’s no point arguing on our last day.’


He came round in the end, though, explaining, as they watched the man wade out to inspect the car across a sea of bendy tarmac, that he had just been too hot and had realised that they’d forgotten to tell Ray to pick up that pump they’d ordered. He wouldn’t have been able to make a start on it.


‘Let’s worry about it when we get back,’ she said through gritted teeth, the acrid smell leaping from nowhere to surprise her, as she pictured herself, back in the rain, heaving that rusted iron gate through the dense overspill of slurry. ‘We’re on holiday. Let’s—’


‘Yeah… last holiday we’ll be taking any time soon,’ he murmured, getting up to talk to the man, while Frankie stayed seated, trying not to think about the farmhouse – the kitchen – too cold, in their absence, and all closed up, as if it were hiding something.


For they both knew that although there was no further damage to the car, something else had been spoiled by the day. And when they got back to their room, Frankie realised that Callum hadn’t once looked at her since the moment they left the taverna.





SCENES FROM CHILDHOOD




April 1998



While the nurse changed her cannula Frankie clenched her fist and looked out the window. The greying maternity block opposite was barely visible against the concrete morning sky, as if it had been cut out of cardboard and stuck on. And as she stared, trying to decipher a face in a tiny rectangle of yellow light, she remembered looking out of one of those windows the day Michael was born – wondering, dimly, whether she would die there too.


She yawned. The pain in her leg and her back was subsiding at least, but the morphine – although it made her drowsy – left her too nauseous to sleep properly. Instead, she felt as if she were already dreaming, lurching between memories that overlapped with the present before sliding back again so that she no longer knew what was now, or then, or still to come.


There was only one constant – in the foreground of her thoughts at all times.


And that was Michael.


Although she had done everything in her power to conceal the fact, Frankie had known, from around the time when Michael first started to talk, that her son was different. Not special, exactly – just different.


It was that Michael seemed to see things that other children didn’t see – that other adults didn’t see either, for that matter. Not at all like his older brother, John, who had shot into their world with such force that it was as if someone had fired an actual pistol – eight months, to the day, after Frankie and Callum got home from their honeymoon. And she had spent the best part of the following four years – before Michael came along – trying to catch him, as he stampeded and kicked away from her like a startled racehorse.


No, she could never quite find the right words to articulate what it was about Michael. He just seemed, well, sort of spiritual.


He had been rather a strange baby – always listening – watching – suspicious of her. As if he could tell that she was only pretending to know what she was doing. He was small, for a start, and had taken her by surprise when she woke one morning at six, just before the start of lambing season, alarmed to find her body descending rapidly into what would turn out to be a swift, violent labour, three weeks earlier than anticipated.


Frankie felt the light begin to fade.


She closed her eyes.


And after a while a door clicked as she began to lose all sense of her surroundings, save for the bleeping of the machines and the familiar squeak of the nurse’s plimsolls as she disappeared down the years to that morning in February when Michael was born.



February 1979



Callum would be gone all day. Frankie knew he wanted to set up the pens early, with the cold weather set to last. She’d barely seen him all week – clearing away the snow – getting the sheds ready for the lambs – repairing the roof.


She leant out the window. The sky was a strange pinkish-grey; the sun – the colour of sour milk. She called down but the yard was bare and through the mist the outbuildings seemed no more substantial than shadows – as if a child had shaded over the scene in chalk.


Surely there must be someone down there? Callum would probably be over in the main barn, she calculated as she tried to focus, her scalp starting to itch with sweat.


But what if he was all the way up on Conway’s field already?


She cursed him under her breath as she frantically leafed through the Yellow Pages, wishing she could remember the number for the taxi firm in the village two along from Misselden. The phone rang and rang but no-one answered. She swore loudly and slammed the receiver down, shoving Callum’s red Guernsey jumper over her nightie and some old tracksuit bottoms that still fitted.


The pains were starting again – stronger this time. She checked her watch. They were coming quicker. How was she going to get John to Rosemary’s?


Hearing music over the crunch of gravel, she was relieved to see the van pull up next to the stable. ‘Callum,’ she hollered.


‘No, it’s me.’ A red-haired boy climbed out; he looked familiar – in a battered wax jacket that didn’t do up properly over his boiler suit – but she couldn’t quite place him. ‘Everything alright?’


‘Have you seen Callum?’


‘No, I think he said he’s—’


‘What about Ray then? Or Jody? I need someone to give me a lift. Now. To the hospital. The baby’s coming.’


‘Oh, no.’ He stepped back, alarmed, wiping his hair out of his eyes as he looked towards the stables for someone to ask. ‘I don’t know. I could run you over there, I suppose? If that would help, I mean?’


She hesitated, weighing up the situation in her head. ‘Could you?’ She sighed in relief. ‘Thanks. I wouldn’t normally…’ The pain was coming again. ‘I’ll be right down,’ she shouted, barking out only the essential words, making sure he’d heard her. ‘I’ve got to drop my son at the cottage – the Willows. Come now.’


She stuffed her hospital bag in the pram, grabbing the little white woollen hat that her older sister Bobbi had sent for the baby – still in its wrapping paper. And she hauled John – bewildered and half-asleep – out into the yard. The ground was damp with sleet and snow, and as he ran in tiny steps to keep up with her, she imagined icy water seeping through the thin soles of his Rupert Bear slippers.


As she battled with the gate, she realised she had forgotten to lock up. Her jaw ached and her face felt too hot. She had a sudden image of Callum. Her heart started beating faster.


She stared back at the house, imagining herself – all alone – the baby coming too quickly – being carried into hospital by a stranger – and she looked away so that John wouldn’t see her cry. She couldn’t do this. What was she thinking?


And then a movement caught her eye.


She looked up – a shape – in the bedroom window.


She stared at the glass. It was too bleary. She wiped her eyes and the shape seemed to step closer. It looked like a woman, watching them.


‘Who’s that?’ Frankie gripped John’s hand tighter.


The little boy looked up at her through worried eyes – a line across his cheek from the crease of his pillow.


Pink light flashed on the glass. Frankie jumped. It was just a reflection; she knew that, but her neck prickled with sweat.


She stared hard at the window and blinked away the tears. But the glass darkened before her eyes as a cloud passed over the sun, rubbing out all the pink from the sky and turning everything blank again.


She gasped, clutching her stomach. The pain was shifting gear, ferocious now. She crouched down when it got the better of her, and the moment it started to ease, she flung the gate open and dragged John down the lane, trailing the pram behind them over the ice-hardened mud.


As they waited for Rosemary to come to the door, Frankie tried to take her mind off the mounting pain in her abdomen, staring up at the frosted mush of leaves that had collected in the gap beneath the roof, where the guttering had come away from the stone. ‘Oh, hurry up, Rosemary.’ She scrunched the scrap of paper with the number for the labour ward. And where was that boy? Had he understood? She’d just have to tell Rosemary to get the number to Callum as soon as possible.


A pair of inquisitive eyes peered around the door. ‘Good gracious. Mummy forgotten your coat?’ The old woman shivered and pulled her purple acrylic dressing gown tight. ‘You must be perishing, love.’ She turned to Frankie. ‘Anyway, I’ve been dying to tell you—’


‘I’m sorry, Rosemary,’ Frankie jumped in – keen to get the message out before the pain started again, prising John’s fingers from hers in order to physically hand him over to the old woman who had carried on talking as if there had been no interruption.


‘Sheila popped by yesterday. You’ll never guess. Said that girl from the post office is expecting again. You know the one?’


Frankie shook her head, feeling a powerful muscular shift inside her. Everything in her peripheral vision was darkening. She crouched down.


‘You do, love: plump; ginger; curls; husband had a to-do with that lady solicitor three down from Maggie Betterick’s daughter?’


John was pulling so hard on her arm now that when the van pulled up, music blaring, Frankie thought she might topple over. She wrenched her arm away, dropping the piece of paper as she did so, picturing the worry etched on Callum’s face as he headed into driving sleet.


‘Sorry about the smell.’ The boy leapt out to open the door for her, proceeding to skilfully dismantle the pram without her having to demonstrate. ‘I’ve been fixing the exhaust. We’ll just have to have the windows open, if that’s okay?’


He held out a hand. ‘Don’t cry.’ He smiled nervously. ‘It’s going to be fine.’


But she didn’t reply.


The van stank of petrol fumes and the back seat was muddy, covered in hair from Lulu, Callum’s sheepdog. Frankie grimaced as she hauled herself in.


Piano chords were crashing over a flute or something that was screeching higher and higher. It was Poulenc – one of Callum’s tapes – she liked it normally but it was the last thing she needed right now. She put her hands over her ears. ‘Turn that off.’


He immediately switched it off, glancing at her anxiously as he checked the back windscreen before reversing the van, fast, down the lane back towards the main road.


Letting the tears fall free, she leant out the window and waved goodbye to John, his furious howl growing smaller and smaller. Not able to bear meeting his gaze, she stared instead up at the gutter – her hot breath leaving a trail, like smoke, through the cold silence – as she concentrated on not letting her body give birth in the van and imagining herself stuffing the leaves into the end of the pipe where they belonged.


When Michael was born, an hour and a half later, the midwife sounded almost disappointed to observe that he was a lovely healthy boy as Frankie lay there, finally numb, like an old wrinkled balloon the day after the celebration.


She watched him coming towards her in the midwife’s outstretched hands – his little grey body defenceless to the onslaught of the morning. His hair was dark, his face squashed and alien – eyes glued shut. And as she fed him – her body seemingly remembering, without understanding, what to do – she noticed a bright red birthmark, like a crushed loganberry, just above his left hip.


Afterwards, as the midwife stood by the weighing scales, enfolding him in a worn white towel, the heap of bloody placenta dumped unceremoniously on the counter, she reminded Frankie of a butcher, wrapping a joint of lamb just before it is placed, fat and squeaking, on a thin polystyrene dish.


Frankie left the ward that afternoon, before having been officially discharged, knowing she couldn’t leave John any longer. A couple of nurses were hovering around the television in the corridor and as she hauled herself stiffly out of bed and over to the window, she overheard the reporter explain that the gravediggers in Liverpool had agreed to call off their strike. She stared down at the car park, picturing a body, dumped, in the snow.


Kneeling carefully to gather her belongings, she caught the start of Callaghan’s sentence but the jeering was so loud by the time he’d finished speaking that it was impossible to know what he’d been trying to say.


No-one seemed to notice her shuffling away.


She sat, awkward and shivering, on a wall near the bus stop. The bin was overflowing and a crust of icy footprints had started to melt, exposing a dirty trail along the pavement of crisp packets and Mars bar wrappers and cigarette ends. Whenever she put any of her weight down, she felt a thick, heavy ache in her perineum that seemed to shoot right through her, up to her jaw. And when she stood up too quickly, seeing silent headlights in the fog, it was as if her thighs had come unstuck from her torso. She leant against the pram as she edged towards the bus, like a survivor of an explosion emerging from the rubble.



May 1998



Frankie had been in hospital for three weeks after the fire before the feeling returned fully in her left leg. The physiotherapist said it was a miracle she’d survived, nicknaming her Lazarus with a dissatisfied sneer as she stood, hands on hips, scrutinising every movement of the trainee nurse who was silently disinfecting Frankie’s wounds.


‘Not had one as bad as this since that fourteen-year-old lad, have we? Climbed up a crane for some drunken bet; ended up falling twenty-two feet on to the roof of a JCB. Broke every single vertebra in his back.’ She gave a little snort. ‘And guess who had to break the news to Mum that he’d never walk again?’


Although Frankie did guess, it didn’t make her feel any better. If anything, she detected an unwelcome note of opprobrium in the physiotherapist’s whole approach, as if she were suggesting that Frankie had jumped for the sheer hell of it – just to make everyone’s life a little more complicated. And although Frankie was aware that she, herself, was probably coming across as surly and unco-operative, especially when she howled out as the nurse accidentally knocked her ankle – in reality, it was because she was terrified, despite the physiotherapist’s reassurance to the contrary, that her leg would be permanently damaged.


She was filled, all day and all night, with an unabating rage at her son, made all the more unbearable by the fact that she was finding it so difficult to move her leg. It was like a poison that had gathered in wells inside her, and she couldn’t shake it around or shift its weight to dilute it. She feared it would finish her off.


But of course, she couldn’t say anything to anyone else about any of that.


And so, instead, she closed her eyes and pretended she was somewhere else, finding herself dragged, almost against her will, back to that time when the boys were little.


He must have been about two – Michael – when he first saw it – two and a half, maybe. Yes, she calculated. They would have been in Oxford a year or so by then.


It all felt such a blur – that period after she left Callum and the farm. They’d stayed with Bobbi initially, near Cardigan, and then spent a few weeks along the coast in New Quay, in a run-down seaside B&B with carpet on the walls in the foyer. Callum had still found them, of course, as he always would, although it didn’t take him as long in those days. So they’d gone back to the farm after that. And hadn’t left again until Michael turned one.


But it was those weeks in Wales that had shown her that life could be different. And it was there that she had made the decision to move back to Oxford to be nearer her father, as soon as she was strong enough. She and Bobbi had never been especially close to him; both privately blamed him for their mother’s decision to leave them, a few days before Frankie’s thirteenth birthday. But it was reassuring to know he’d be there, if she needed him, in an emergency.


And once she’d spotted a place in East Oxford – an unremarkable red-brick end-of-terrace with a garden that looked out towards the car plant – he’d surprised her by agreeing not only to help her get the mortgage but also to pay the first few months until she found her feet.


It had felt so safe – so warm and light and empty, at first, after the loaded darkness of the farm – not to mention the constant worry of seeing her husband around every corner. And yet how she would grow to hate that house, too, and what took place there, with more and more intensity, as the years of John and Michael’s childhood gradually slipped away.



October 1981



Frankie was sitting on the spare bed with Michael on her knee – the door open – to keep one ear on John, still deep-sea diving in the bath. She had agreed to read one last story before she put Michael down in his cot that he was already beginning to out-grow, she observed again guiltily, but she had only just started working again – as a receptionist in the GP surgery round the corner from John’s school – and hadn’t yet the means to replace it.


When she closed the book, Michael turned to face her, reaching up to put his arms around her neck. He was warm from the bath and his skin smelt of camomile and talcum powder.


‘Right.’ She pulled away. ‘Time for bed.’ She kissed him on the forehead and he laughed, placing his hands on either side of her face. He pulled her close, his eyes bright. And then he kissed her on the nose and burst out laughing again, throwing his head back and slapping her on the cheeks.


She laughed, pretending to be cross. ‘What a rascal.’


He did it again and gazed, unblinking, into her eyes.


She looked away, momentarily afraid to look too long into those eyes.


It felt dangerous to love anyone with that intensity.


When one day they would be sure to leave you.


She buried her face in his chest so he didn’t see her tears.


‘Who’s that?’ he whispered.


She looked up.


He had stopped laughing. His eyes were still glowing but he was pointing at something just behind her. And to see the little face lit up like that from a different angle made it look, in that moment, as if it belonged to someone else.


She turned around to see what he was looking at.


The landing was in darkness.


She looked down at him, her pulse raised.


He was staring tenderly at the absence.


Frankie flushed. She stood up. ‘It’s bedtime now, Michael,’ she said loudly, her eyes flickering back to the staircase as she lifted him into the cot.


He sat very still, his little spidery hands gripping the wooden slats of the cot. He was smiling – a strange, beatific smile, his dark eyes resting on the space above her shoulder.


And then he nodded.


‘I’m talking to my mummy,’ he said.


Frankie felt a twinge in her chest and she lay him down, too firmly.


‘John,’ she called, trying to ignore the waver in her voice. ‘It’s time to get out now.’ She could hear him splashing and blowing bubbles with his snorkel. She went into the bathroom and snatched the plug out, accidentally catching his foot with the thin chain so that he cried out in annoyance.


And then she went back into the bedroom, closing the door behind her to block out John’s screams of protest.


She kissed Michael on the top of his head. ‘Goodnight, little one. Let’s lie down now.’


‘’Night, Mummy.’ He pulled the blanket to his chin.


Frankie glanced back at him as she closed the door and noticed a little flutter of his hand as he blew her a kiss.


It happened again, though, not long after that.


And by the time Michael had reached his third birthday these visions were happening frequently enough to occupy much of Frankie’s thoughts during the daytime, uncertain, as ever, of what was to come after the sun had gone down.


She had come to dread the evenings. It didn’t happen when John was there but he never wanted to have stories with Michael. She couldn’t blame him. He was almost seven by then and it was pretty much the only time in the day that he had on his own with her. Besides, of course he had no interest in that little Noah’s Ark picture book. He wanted her to read things that he couldn’t manage alone. They were halfway through The Ghost of Thomas Kempe; she remembered – for although she wasn’t to know it at the time – it would turn out to be the last book they would read together in that way. But Frankie was also a little afraid to admit that she wanted John in Michael’s room for her benefit – not his.


One time it happened it had shaken her insides and she found afterwards that, no matter what she ate, she couldn’t keep anything down. It felt like a form of reflux. On the days after an incident, while John was at school and Michael at playgroup, her mouth tasted of thick bile.


On that particular evening Michael had lain down, quiet and calm, in his cot as usual. She had leant over him and kissed him goodnight, but before going to John, she listened a few moments at Michael’s door.


And after a while she heard Michael whispering.


She pushed the door open a crack.


Michael was standing straight – his back to her – at the end of his cot, staring up at the bookcase.


‘Don’t cry,’ he said solemnly. ‘Mummy’s here.’


‘Who are you talking to, Michael?’ Frankie’s voice came out too loud as she tried to swallow the saliva-coated panic that she felt rising from the back of her throat.


He didn’t turn around. It was as if his eyes were fixed on something.


‘I’m talking to the lady.’


Frankie tried to block the back of her throat with her tongue. ‘Lie down,’ she growled, managing to wait until she was downstairs before giving in to her body in the way it so violently needed her to.


After she had bleached the sink, she threw the remains of the casserole in the bin and drank a bottle of red wine instead – glass by glass by glass.


Her throat burnt.


She thought she heard footsteps outside Michael’s bedroom that evening, as she did on so many occasions that would follow. But each time she went into the hallway to check, there was never anything there. And yet, that particular night, when she lugged her weary frame up the stairs to bed, having very nearly fallen asleep in front of Dynasty, she hesitated for a second, before deciding to leave the landing light on.



June 1998



In the end, the insurance company did pay out. But not the full amount. And thirty per cent less than she had been led to believe she would be able to claim (when she had paid for the damned thing in the first place) in the highly unlikely event of precisely such an eventuality coming to pass.


There was practically nothing left of the house – nothing to rebuild even if she had wanted to. Not that she did, Frankie reflected, wiping her eyes as John helped her out of the car and over to the hospital garden for her first outpatients’ session with the physiotherapist.


In fact, the very thought of waiting any time at all – let alone the eighteen months that she had been quoted – to build something that she didn’t really want anyway, in exactly the spot in which her son had left her for dead, filled her with a deep sense of revulsion.


She leant heavily on the crutches, while across the car park a boy with a wobbly pink helium balloon followed his father into the maternity unit.


Scarlet peonies lined the path to the small, enclosed courtyard garden, and as they approached she noticed a dead pigeon in the flower bed, positioned so that its body lay on the earth, and its head – with the neck perfectly twisted – on the path, its cheek resting on the stone, as though someone had placed it there as an offering.



April 1983



A year or so after those first disturbances, Michael started waking in the night, screaming – a piercing wail that Frankie mistook at first for foxes mating by the bins below her bedroom window. The first time it happened she sat up suddenly, still half-asleep, disoriented. It must be him, she thought, hesitating as she slid her feet into her slippers because he had rarely cried until then, apart from as a baby, of course. And since she’d moved him out of the cot, he usually just pattered across the landing if he woke in the night, climbing into her bed without a word, before going back to sleep.


This was different.


Children shouldn’t cry like that.


How on earth could John sleep through that noise?


She pushed softly against Michael’s door and the moment it clicked open the noise stopped. She looked into the darkened room. She could only make out a black, formless shape in his bed. She leant over his little sleeping body, feeling for his arms – stretched aside like wings. His breathing was calm. She didn’t know why but something made her rest one hand, very gently, against his cheek, to check it was warm.


‘A bad dream,’ it turned out, as he calmly chatted to his brother in that serious little voice the next morning at the kitchen table, while earnestly chewing his muesli.


‘Fire, fire.’


It was always exactly the same from then on. He would think that the fire would get them all. He would be frightened. It was his fault again. And Mummy was hurt. But Michael would be sorry.


Frankie always felt the same rush of relief that she hadn’t imagined the whole thing but she never said anything, in all that time. She would just stand at the window, soothing her hands in the hot soapy water of the washing-up bowl – anything to avoid those pebbly grey eyes that never seemed to reflect the light truthfully – like a memorial left there to prevent her from forgetting the man to whom – in the eyes of the Father – she was still married.


Some nights she woke up and rushed into him, convinced she could smell smoke herself. Other nights she managed to ignore it entirely, as if she had consciously decided to sleep over the noise or her mind had given permission to her tired old body to rest just a little longer before heaving itself upright again to face the new day.
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