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This story is for my children, Cleo and Dylan, who are good, kind, clever and funny. Love always.
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The loss of my mother is like a missing tooth: an absence I can feel at all times, but one I can hide as long as I keep my mouth shut. And so I rarely talk about her.


It’s a sad place to start my incredible little story, but please don’t misunderstand me, I love my life. I’m quite an ordinary thirty-something woman with two daughters and a husband, Eddie, who’s training to be in the clergy. He seems to think I’ll make the perfect vicar’s wife but I’m not sure I’m up to the challenge. Compared to my husband I’m what you might call more rational, a little more scientific. But I suppose, after what I’ve been through, I should be able to believe in anything.


Eddie says I have all the necessary qualities, and I admit I think I’m a good person. For instance, you can tell me anything and I won’t judge, and if I can’t help raising an eyebrow, it will stay on the inside, to protect your feelings. And I never lie. I’ve always been completely truthful with Eddie, it’s a thing between us, not a single lie. Until now.


Now, I’m a liar. Now, I’m a thief.


And I can no longer say hand-on-heart that I’m even normal. I’ll let you make your own mind up. Lying to my husband makes me feel sick and I’m desperate to stop, but lies are like toes; where there’s one, there are always more close by. The biggest confession I have is that I’ve been visiting my mother and lying about that, but I’ve also been scratched and scarred, and lied about that too, so many things. If I told him the truth, Eddie would try to understand because he’s a good man. But logically – logically – he’s more likely to think I’m mad.


Maybe I’m being unfair to him, because as much as I love and need my husband, he loves and needs me, and over the past few months I’ve realised something important. I can’t tell Eddie what’s been happening, no matter how much I want to. Not because he won’t believe me, but because he might.


And if Eddie believes me, he’ll try to stop me.





Let me explain things from the beginning, although I wonder where the beginning really is. Time is not as easy to understand as I once thought.


It started with the photo and the box, but oh, there’s me saying started, and that’s the same as beginning. We’ll make a deal, I could get philosophical about ‘the beginning’ and what that really means, but I don’t want to talk about that right now and I appreciate you’re not up to speed with the situation, so we’ll hold off on that discussion (it will come up again later, I guarantee it). Let’s just say this: the sensible starting place for my story is the photograph.


It’s the kind of photo a billion people have in their possession. You might find it tucked inside a book you haven’t opened for years, or it will fall out of an old album because it’s lost its stick. I bet you have one in a shoebox somewhere, hidden among other bits of life-debris: love letters, postcards and christening pictures of unknown babies. Mine fell out of a cookbook. A cookbook with no pictures, but with spattering on various pages indicating best-loved recipes; chocolatey fingerprints and a few handwritten notes. My mother owned this book and had a sweet tooth; the page for chocolate brownies is particularly smeared as is the recipe for sticky toffee pudding.


The photo is of me. On the back it says ‘Faye, Christmas 1977’. I turned it over in my fingers and smiling up at me from thirty years ago, my six-year-old self grinned. Rosy cheeks, brown eyes and messy curls. I’m sitting in a box in the photo, a Space Hopper box, and I look so much like a doll I could be climbing out of my packaging on Christmas morning. I’m wearing a soft-looking pink dressing gown with a little rounded collar, and the Christmas tree behind me is heavy with coloured lights and tinsel. I look so happy. Of course. I was a kid, it was Christmas morning, and my mother was taking that photo. It would have been a perfect, carefree day. My mother, who I hardly remember, would have been soaking up this little girl’s gaze of love. My love. I peered closely, trying to see beyond the photo, trying to see more than it was capable of giving me.


I work at RNIB (blind people, not lifeboats), designing products for people with partial or no sight, and a year ago I was researching cameras, all very high-tech. There’s this blind guy I work with – my friend, Louis – and he was taking part in the discussions about cameras of the future, and what they might be able to do. What he really wanted was to pick up a photo and feel everything in it, not just what you can see, but round the back too. He said he’d like to be able to put his arm round the shoulders of the people in the picture and felt sure that one day it would be possible. He’s always been blind and I think he thinks sighted people already get more out of photos than is actually possible.


I understand what he means though, because when I look at the photo of me in the box under the tree, I want to put my hand in and touch the face of my mother. She isn’t in the picture, and yet she’s there. I’m desperate to see her and touch her. I so very much want to climb in and spend a few minutes under that Christmas tree with her.


So, you know I lost my mother a long time ago and I told you I’ve been visiting her, and that if he knew about it, Eddie would try to stop me. But I guess you also know that if I was visiting her in the cemetery, Eddie wouldn’t have a problem with that. Please don’t give up on me when I tell you what I’ve been doing. Put yourself in my shoes and imagine telling your partner, or your boss, or your best mate. I think you’d lie too, because if you kept insisting it was the truth, you’d end up in a mental unit.


I hesitate in case you scoff or smile affectionately, or back away, slowly reaching behind you for the door handle. And I really don’t want you to do that. I want you to keep a straight face, look me in the eye and say, ‘Go on,’ and when you do that, I’ll tell you the rest of my story.


I’ve been visiting my mother, who died when I was eight, and I’m not talking about the graveyard, I’m talking about flesh and blood, tea-and-biscuits-on-the-table visiting.


So there you go, I’ve said it now. If you want to leave I’ll understand.





The people I care about most in the world are Esther and Evie. Eddie’s next, but it’s not that simple because there’s Cassie and Clem, my best friends, and they’re like sisters to me; the sisters I never had, but if I could have chosen – or created – them, then they would be it. In a conversation we once had, which probably happened after two in the morning, we girls talked about who we would throw the last lifebelt to if we were on a sinking ship and the rest of us, including our children, were in the water. My hesitation in answering earned me a lot of abuse, including a cushion thrown with some force. The natural reaction is to throw the lifebelt to one of the children, but my thinking was save the life of the ones who’ll save the ones you love. I threw it to Eddie. ‘What about us!’ Clem had wailed, and then she asked who I’d throw the lifebelt to if just she and Cassie were in the water and – honestly? – that was the harder question. When you’re a teenager with no real family, and you meet girls like Cassie and Clem at college, well then, suddenly you do have family.


My life used to go like this: my daughters, Eddie, our friends, work and domestic chores. That was about it and it all pretty much worked beautifully. But then this thing happened, and it touched everything. My focus changed; life wasn’t simple anymore.


Since I found the photograph I carry it with me everywhere, like a good luck charm, a polaroid tucked neatly into my wallet. I worry about losing it, but I’d rather have it with me than not. More than ever in my life, I’ve been thinking about my mother and what I missed out on. And as my children get older I think about what she missed too; by the time I was their age, she was gone.


It was just the two of us when I was little. No father or family that I knew of. I have some fleeting images of my mother in my mind, but they’re like butterflies: fragile, floating into my vision and out again before I’m able to get a proper look. And when she died, well I don’t have any clear images of that: a feeling of loss, but also expectation and disbelief. I thought she would come back, really believed I would see her again. She was ill, I knew that; a chesty cough and no energy, although she would always smile for me. I could go to her for hugs and kisses anytime: open door, feet padding on carpet, climb into her bed, open arms, warmth. All a bit vague, but a good feeling. And then one morning, I woke up and she was gone. I went to a house I knew down the road and knocked on the door – an old couple – and told them my mother was sick and I didn’t know what to do. I stayed with them that night, Em and Henry, and I stayed with them the next night too. They made phone calls, there were hushed conversations and a policeman, and they told me my mother had died, but I’d be okay. I ended up staying with Em and Henry for ever, or rather, until college. They never gave me any details about that time, and I didn’t feel I could ask. We drove to a churchyard on a few Sundays to put flowers on her grave, but apart from that she was basically just gone from my life.


I had questions that could probably never be answered, and I filled in the gaps with guesses. I guess cancer killed her, but I don’t actually know, because why wouldn’t there have been doctors, and why wouldn’t she just be dead in her bed? Maybe, like Louis, that’s why I wanted this photograph to give me more information than it could, and the more I looked at it the more I focused on the Space Hopper box and tried to think where I’d last seen it.


Not long after I lost my mother and was staying with Em and Henry, I went into my new bedroom, old-fashioned but comfortable, with lots of pink frills, and in the middle of the floor was the box that my Space Hopper had come in. It looked battered but the sides had been taped up with brown parcel tape, to strengthen it, and I opened the lid to reveal my things. Em and Henry must have finally decided that my stay with them was going to be long-term, and had gone to my mother’s house to pick up some of my toys.


I lined up my Smurfs neatly on the carpet, there were about five of them and they fell over in the plush pile, and then my slinky. There was a white plastic telephone on wheels, with eyes that rolled when you pulled it along, too young for me by then. There was my Little Professor and Major Morgan; I laid them next to each other like a pair of tiny, electronic uncles and their happy faces made me feel sad. I switched the Little Professor on and a mathematical question popped onto the screen. It was too easy for me but I deliberately got the answer wrong. After three goes, he silently gave me the correct answer, and while a part of me wanted to smash him against the wall, I laid him carefully back down next to the Major. A pack of Happy Families playing cards and my books were in the box, mainly Enid Blyton, The Magic Faraway Tree and The Wishing Chair, and hidden between them like a stowaway was my mother’s cookbook, the only one I ever saw her use; small and well-thumbed with a soft, pliable black cover, like an old-fashioned Bible. I opened it to a page covered in smudges, ran my fingers over what I guessed were her fingerprints and traced some of the tiny writing that was in the margin, and the tiny tick she’d put next to one of her favourite recipes. I kissed it and tucked it away carefully with my other books.


In the bottom of the box was a pair of roller skates, and I held them to my lips, the metal of the wheels was cold and rough and embedded with tiny stones from the path outside. The skates were adjustable, and Henry would help me loosen them, so they would fit. There were other things in the box, and I emptied everything onto the pink carpet. The Space Hopper itself was in the corner of the room; its sinister grin upset me, it looked like it knew something I didn’t, so I turned it to face the wall. When the box was empty I flattened it and stored it in my wardrobe. And when I moved out years later, I vaguely remember that box; I strengthened the sides with more tape, and it must have come with me for every house move I ever made.





The next time I saw that box, after I found the photo, was the day I made a cup of tea for Eddie and knocked on his study door, he turned on his swivel chair and took off his headphones, pressing ‘pause’ on the video he was watching on the computer. He stretched out his long legs, and flexed his fingers, as he always does when he’s been working.


‘What are you doing?’ I said, putting the tea on his desk and running my hand through his ruffled brown hair. Is it wrong to think Eddie is too handsome to be a vicar?


‘Learning about the book of Revelations, and how it relates to certain services.’ He pulled me onto his lap and I straddled him, snuggling my head into the crook of his neck.


‘You smell good,’ I said, and he wrapped his arms around me. He’s so tall and I’m so petite I think he could wrap his arms round me twice. His thumb found the base of my neck and rubbed it. I leaned back to look into his kind brown eyes and he kissed me. Best kisser ever. I thought that the first time, still think it now. And I could feel him stirring.


‘Revelations turns you on?’ I said, smiling into his mouth.


‘It’s pretty weird stuff.’ He kissed me again.


‘Want to get kinky later?’


‘Let me think about that,’ he said, and I pinched him playfully behind the arm. As I rested my chin on his shoulder, I noticed a battered box in the corner of the room. Like an old soldier, it had outward signs of wear that suggested it had a story to tell. There was a faded image of a girl on the box, wearing long white socks and black shoes, with a yellow dress, impossibly short – seventies-short – bouncing right at you on her Space Hopper. Some of the writing was hard to read, because it was obscured by brown tape, or had torn away some of the box when tape was removed or replaced.


‘Where did you get that box?’ I said, sitting up slightly straighter in his lap.


‘The attic. I was looking for some of my old text books, and I brought them down in that. Looks ancient, doesn’t it?’


‘It’s the one from my photo,’ I said, and I leaned back so I could look him in the eyes.


‘What photo?’


‘My photo, of me and my mother, except, well my mother’s not in it. The one under the Christmas tree.’ I got up and went to retrieve it from my bag, bringing it back like a piece of children’s treasure: the thing that feels like treasure to the owner but not necessarily anyone else.


Eddie took it from me and, with his finger, touched the face of me in the picture. ‘Look at you.’ He smiled, first at the photo and then at me. ‘You’ve fared better than the box,’ he said. ‘You still look perfect, but that box looks like it’s seen some serious action. We should probably throw it out.’


‘What?’ I said, getting off him abruptly and going over to it. I removed a couple of books from inside and lifted it up, holding it protectively. ‘How could you? This is in my photo. Part of the proof I was there.’


‘I only meant that, given how bashed up it’s getting, if you put something heavy in it, the bottom might drop out.’


‘Well then, don’t use it. But don’t you dare throw it away.’


Eddie held up his hands like we were playing cops and robbers. ‘I won’t, I promise. Sorry!’ He grinned at me as though I was a nutcase that he loved dearly, and I pulled a face to show him how crazy I could get if I really wanted to, and hugged that box a little tighter.


There was a quiet knock at the door, and I turned to see Esther standing there, holding her hands together in a little prayer.


‘Hello, sweetheart,’ I said, and put the box down as she came and wrapped her arms round my legs, burying her warm face in my stomach. I stroked my hand over her glossy brown hair, tucked it behind her ears and gently squeezed an earlobe. I always felt like I wanted to pop one of those earlobes in my mouth like a piece of gum. She pulled away from me and bobbed down in front of the box.


‘I like this,’ she said, using her finger to outline the image of the little girl who looked about the same age as her. I realised the girl on the box would be in her forties now, at least, and yet here she was, like a time traveller, who had bounced from 1970-something into our attic and now into Eddie’s study. Who knew where she’d end up next?


‘Can I have this?’ Esther said.


‘No,’ I said, a little quickly and Esther just said that was okay.


‘What do you want it for?’ I said, feeling bad, just as I did every time I said no to the girls.


‘I was just going to cut it out or something. She’s so lovely, isn’t she?’ Esther said, still looking at the girl from the past.


‘Yes she is,’ I said, bobbing down next to my sweet daughter who loved to cut out all the beautiful things she found in magazines and on cards. I once found her, aged six, tongue between teeth, with a tiny pair of scissors and a slim, black, out-of-date diary that she bought for ten pence at a car boot sale and never wrote in. Every page of the diary was lined with shiny gold and she was trying to trim it off. When I asked her what she was doing, she said the gold was the best bit and she wanted to separate it from the other part of the diary.


‘You’ve got to take the rough with the smooth,’ I’d said at the time.


‘I don’t understand that,’ she’d said, still concentrating on her cutting.


‘I mean that sometimes the best bits are attached to the not-so-good bits, and we just have to accept that.’


‘I know what it means, I just don’t understand why we can’t just have all good bits. We’re all good bits: you and Daddy, and me and Evie, and our house. There’s no bad bits.’


‘What about when I tell you off?’ I’d said. And she stopped cutting and looked at me thoughtfully. ‘Even when you tell me off, that’s a good bit, because I know you love me. If it was another mummy telling me off, then that would be bad.’


‘It really would!’ I’d said.


But still, I remember Esther had trimmed off all that gold and then the diary looked worse than before, and the little bundle of shiny strips didn’t look any good either. She’d cried, and we’d cuddled and I thought of my own mum and how Esther was right: how I would love my mother to be here even if it was just to tell me off about something.


‘This box is a bit important to Mummy,’ I said to Esther, and just then Evie came into the study, thumb in mouth, wrinkled from having been in there for so long, and her messy hair made her look like she’d just risen from a nap, when in fact she always looked like that: dreamy and warm. I sat properly on the floor and Evie climbed into my lap, head to one side, and stretched out her hand to touch the box as well. For a moment it felt like we were all connected to the box: Esther and Evie touching it, me touching it by virtue of holding Evie, and even Eddie, who was sitting there, arms folded, watching us as though we were a bunch of kittens, was connected to it through the carpet that it was sitting on, and radiating up through his feet.


‘Why is it important, Mummy?’ Esther said, and Eddie leaned down to pass her the photograph.


‘Who do you think this is?’ he said, and Evie shuffled forward in my lap, her thumb loosening, but still slightly wedged behind her teeth. The girls peered at it.


‘Is it me?’ said Evie, around her thumb.


Esther looked from the photo to her sister. ‘It does look a bit like Evie, but that’s not her dressing gown.’ And it was true, Evie was about the same age as me in the photo and apart from a different haircut, we looked about the same.


‘It’s me,’ I said, leaning forward and taking it gently, thinking they might pull at it or get spit on it. ‘And can you see what I’m sitting in?’ I said.


‘The box!’ said Esther. Evie looked at the taped-up battered box.


‘That’s old,’ said Evie.


‘Oi! Same age as me, roughly,’ I said, squeezing her and pretending to be offended.


‘But that’s just a silly old box,’ said Evie, ‘and you are our cuddly mummy.’ She snuggled into my armpit and I felt a rush of joy at the warmth that was coming at me from all directions: from Esther and Evie, and from Eddie watching over us. As always, when I was in these moments, I felt an emptiness. As though there was a corridor inside me with a door at one end, and when the rest of me thought everything was wonderful and perfect, the door would open and cold air would rush through and I remembered what I’d always missed. My own lovely mother. My eyes filled with tears and I looked up at Eddie, who nodded and smiled like he knew what I was thinking, but he didn’t, not all of it.


‘So can I have this box?’ said Esther.


‘No,’ I said, softly. ‘I need this, and I don’t even know why.’


Evie – pouncing on the fact that she knew I hated to say no – picked just the right moment to ask for something.


‘Mummy, can we have some popcorn and watch a film?’


‘Now that is a yes,’ I said, and the girls cheered.


Eddie put his headphones back on and turned to the computer. I popped the corn and the girls snuggled up on the sofa to watch Mary Poppins. Again.
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While my family were occupied, I decided to put the box back in the attic where it would be safe from scissors and bins. I stood on a chair and pressed the hatch in the ceiling. It clicked and released a heavy ladder that flew down like it was worried I’d change my mind, metal scraping against metal as it descended, trying to take my fingers. I climbed up, the box dangled lightly from one hand while I used the other to grip the cold rungs. At the top I felt about for the cord and pulled it so that the single bulb gave a weak glow, lighting up first one side of the space and then the other as it swung about. Near the edge of the hatch was a chunky, yellow torch. I turned it on and crawled in, dragging the box in with me.





The attic was warm – the summer sun was beating down on the roof – and it had a comforting smell like a mechanics workshop; a smell I love that’s both fresh and old and reminded me the attic is not a part of real, everyday life, but a place for storing the past; things we can’t part with, but that we don’t keep at the surface of our lives. Oh, and the Christmas decorations.


I sat cross-legged, with the box in front of me, in a thin, baggy old jumper – one of Eddie’s – and jeans. The jumper swamped me, but I loved it. I was barefoot but glad my arms and legs were covered, in case something brushed against me. I pulled my unruly hair into a messy ponytail and pointed the beam of the torch around the dark space. The loft is not a place I often go. Like the recesses of my mind, the attic was a part of my house that I felt reluctant to visit in case the remnants of the past opened something up inside me that was better off closed. For me, the attic is a challenge, one I am happy to let Eddie deal with usually. But I didn’t want to trust the box to anyone else, so I took it up there myself to make sure it was safe. And while I was up there, I may as well look around. The first sign of a spider, I promised myself, and I was out of there.


The attic became a series of snapshots as I used the torch to highlight objects in turn. There were stacks of plastic boxes, with layers of books and papers inside. And brown cardboard boxes with writing on them like ‘kitchen’. A couple of small cardboard boxes, tied with string that said ‘Important, do not throw out’.


There was a plastic McDonald’s container, which looked like a house but the size of a football, and when I prised open the roof of it, it was full of marbles, all different colours. Why do we keep this stuff? I thought. But I admit, I didn’t want to take it downstairs and bin it. There was a memory here, too hard to discard, too easy to keep.


When we go to the beach, Evie and Esther pick up stones and give them to Eddie and me. Finding the smoothest stone, a perfectly round one, or one that looks like a face, or a dog, or the shape of a heart, all these things transmit treasure-status onto these small, ordinary objects. The moment they’re picked up and admired – the longer they’re held on to – the harder they are for the girls to throw away. The stones end up in my pockets, Eddie’s pockets, and holding his hand in one of my hands and rubbing the stones between my fingers in the other, is the feel of the beach to me. When we get home, cardigan pockets misshapen by the weight of these stones, I don’t know what to do with them. I can’t throw them away. Eddie’s happy to put them in the garden, but I feel like that’s abandonment too. So I started having jars of stones around the house. I even bought some vases to display them. I just couldn’t put them in the loft, it would feel like an insult to the girls and our days at the beach. But we do have a lot of stones. I guess one day they’ll have to go.


We keep stuff in order to hang on to what’s important, but it’s an illusion. My pain at the thought of throwing away those stones is my pain at losing those days with my daughters. The pain of knowing that one day I will look back and they will be so far in the past that I’ll feel like a balloon that has silently unravelled itself from the hand that’s holding it, and drifted out of reach into the sky. As long as I have those stones, I can persuade myself that I still have those days. What I can’t admit is that those days are already gone. Stones or no stones, the past is as far away from us whether we’re talking about ten minutes ago, or ten years. These objects are not bridges to the past, they’re bridges to memories of the past. But they are not the past.


That was how I felt before I went into the attic.


By the time I left it, I’d changed my mind.


The torch created a tunnel of light from me to the far side of the attic and in truth, even then, it was like reaching out to a different place and time. I saw a brown suitcase I’d taken to Greece as a teenager. Inside were the girls’ baby clothes, too sentimental to give away. But now the idea of preserved clothes felt like Miss Havisham’s stuff; it would have been better to pass them on. The suitcase had a worn-out sticker on it of Shaggy in his green T-shirt and maroon trousers, saying Scooby-Doo, where are you? My boyfriend, when I left for Greece, was a bit of a hippy. He had the same green T-shirt as Shaggy and the same haircut, and he smoothed that sticker onto my case, saying, Send me postcards. This sticker is to remind you that I will be wondering where you are and what you’re doing the whole time. I’d forgotten about that, and probably would have gone my whole life never thinking about it again if I never saw that case.


The tunnel of light fell on other things that made me smile: a proper old telephone, cream coloured with a rotating dial and heavy handset; a tennis racket with a wooden frame, must be Eddie’s. A basketball that looked a bit grey, but with a wipe I think it would be orange again. I decided to take it downstairs with me, Eddie could put up a hoop at the back of the house. I’m a pretty good shot, and the girls would love it.


I have so little of my mother, missed out on so much. I don’t blame Em and Henry, but I think they could have told me more, should have talked about her with me. When they took me in, they were already old and had no children. They were kind, and I was lucky that they were there for me, and later they adopted me. It was like living with sweet grandparents, and life could sometimes feel very quiet, but they treated me well, and what they did, I suppose, was try to ease my mother’s death for me, by never mentioning it. They said she got ill, which I knew, and then died, but I didn’t know a person could die from a cough and a cold. When I get a cold myself these days, I worry so much that I make myself even sicker, wondering whether my children will grow up without a mother, when all I’ve got is a sore throat and a high temperature.


I realise now that it must have been something more serious, but at the time I allowed myself to believe it was as simple as that and I didn’t question it. Maybe I had more memories of her at the time, but my mother was like a fairy tale to me, and as I grew up I suppose she became what fairy tales become to all adults: an illusion, a magical story that seemed to say one thing, but mean something else. There were very few bridges to my mother. I suppose that’s why the photograph was so important to me, even though she wasn’t in it.


I sighed. I knew that coming into the roof would make me think, make me remember. Wanting to remember and not wanting to remember at the same time. All of a sudden I longed to be downstairs, back in the real world, the present, the place I understood, with my daughters, whose laughter I could faintly hear, and Eddie, who I wanted to kiss again.


I stood up, and held the box, wondering where would be the best place to store it, and whether to fold it up or keep it as it was. Being short I could have stood upright, but I instinctively ducked as I went along, placing my bare feet carefully. I would paint my toenails later, I thought. As I slowed, I hit my head on the lightbulb. There was instant darkness except for the torchlight, and a tinkling sound as the glass fell around me. I automatically squeezed my eyes shut, and when I opened them I felt my face. I was fine. I shone the torch on the floor. Tiny shards of glass were scattered everywhere, over the wooden slats and yellow insulation, all around my feet, surely this was more glass than makes a single bulb? If I moved, I knew I was bound to step on it, and pictured tweezering slivers of it from my skin. I set the box down carefully, and stepped inside it: a safe-zone; a glass-free area.


I opened my mouth to shout out for Eddie, hoping he could hear me with his headphones on. But then I closed it again, before I made a sound. Standing in the box had given me the most extraordinary feeling of nostalgia. My photograph was still in Eddie’s study, but I could picture it perfectly: myself as a child, grinning out over the edge of the box. And like that girl on the front of the box who was bouncing out at me from the past, here I was, the girl from the future, back inside the box of my photograph. The tiny child I had been would never have imagined that one day she would be standing in that very same box, too big to sit right inside it now, and having grown up entirely without the sweet mother she had loved so very much.


And then I felt myself drop just slightly to the right, the feeling was unnerving, like when you sit on a chair and one leg is a fraction shorter than the others, and the world feels completely off-kilter for a moment. But I was standing in the box, and there were no legs to be shorter than the others. Then it happened again, this time the left side felt like it jerked slightly downwards. I realised the box must be on a weak part of the attic floor and I was about to fall through. I froze, I held my breath, I closed my eyes, but none of these things could make me lighter or levitate. And then, as Eddie had predicted, it felt as though the bottom fell out of the box completely.


I dropped fast. My breath was whipped away from me so quickly there was no chance to scream. I shot straight down like a silk scarf being whisked from a hook on a wall. And it was pitch black.


I knew I hadn’t fallen through the ceiling; if I had, I would have hit the floor already. My legs scrambled in the air, instinctively seeking something to connect with. Sheer velocity meant I couldn’t keep my arms by my sides, they were straight above my head, and the rush of air pulled my jumper up and over my chest. It caught on my chin, then the wind ripped it over my head and away.


The air streaming upwards flooded my nose and mouth; it was like trying to breathe in through your nose with your head hanging out of the car window (which I don’t recommend by the way). The roar in my ears reminded me of a time I stood behind a waterfall, intense, powerful. I know it’s hard to believe but the fact is that one moment I was standing in a box in my loft and the next I was falling at high speed, in the dark, and showing no signs of reaching the ground.


I sensed a slowing, the air felt thicker and I was able to take a breath through my mouth. As I slowed, my legs took on a more graceful swimmer’s kick. I was doing front crawl, but vertically. A glimmer of light appeared below me.


Remember in the Disney version of Alice in Wonderland, when Alice falls through the rabbit hole at such a casual pace she has time to look at all the other things in the hole? I think there were lamps, and clocks and playing cards. I was falling that slowly now, but there was nothing to see. Like a cave animal, I felt my eyes getting bigger in order to eke out any morsel of light available. Below me – a long way off – a multitude of coloured lights were spinning like a lethargic kaleidoscope. I watched as those colours gathered, seemed nearer and more focused, and my feet continued to kick. For a moment I decided I must have fallen through the loft, hit my head and passed out. Eddie would find me and revive me.


But as soon as I started to feel confident with the idea that I must be unconscious in the real world – surely the only possible explanation? – I found myself fighting for breath as though I had a corset on and it was getting tighter and tighter. I scrabbled at myself, trying to get my fingers between my skin and whatever was suffocating me, but it was impossible, because there was nothing there. I couldn’t breathe in or out. Eddie, find me soon, otherwise I’m going to die. The rushing sound of water vanished, and the silence was broken by another sound, soft and menacing: a rhythmic thud like wild horses running on a beach. Or the heartbeat of a giant when he’s just swallowed you whole.


In my suffocating descent, I curled into a foetal position, my lungs ready to burst. I sped up again – free-falling – hair flying upwards. The fear of not breathing superseded my fear of anything else. If I didn’t breathe soon, I would die. I watched the colourful lights below as I spun: they charged towards me and I squeezed my eyes shut again, bracing for impact.


I hit the ground so hard I felt like part of me had gone through it. The force of the landing split my invisible corset and I took a noisy, desperate breath. I was still in the foetal position, the muscles and bones on my right-hand side shrieked and I gulped in oxygen.


I managed to turn my head and look up from the floor. It was night, I had landed on a Space Hopper box – although this one looked newer – and practically crushed it, and above my head, twinkling festively, were the fairy lights of a Christmas tree.
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I didn’t move for a few minutes. Breathing in and out hurt. I thought maybe if I just laid there, some explanation would make itself known. I’ve watched plenty of movies where the seemingly inexplicable was ultimately explained. I was hoping that would happen, right about… now. But it didn’t.


I looked up into the tree and the face of Father Christmas – a glass bauble version – moved gently, close to me. His beard looked like shiny whipped meringue, his tiny pursed red mouth glinted through his moustache, and his scarlet hat glinted in the tree lights. The holly around the rim of his hat gave me pause. I knew this face – correction – I knew this bauble; I had hung it myself on this tree, about thirty years ago.


I looked at the carpet, flat and grey, and as familiar as the bauble – more so. This was the carpet I had felt under my feet every day, a long time ago. I laid there, certain that I was about to discover I had died and gone to heaven.


Or something even more unbelievable to me than that.





A few minutes passed, I guess, and then I carefully eased myself out of the box. When I stood, pain shot through my hip like a bullet and it felt like my wrist was broken, though it wasn’t. I looked around the room, turning on the spot like a damaged ballerina in a musical jewellery box that starts up when you lift the lid.


I knew this room. When I looked at the tree, I saw what was in my photograph, but it was the things that lay outside the border of the photograph that shocked me. Too familiar. Like my own bed, or my coat, or the smell of my children’s hair; this room was practically a part of me. When people say that something is like coming home it’s that strong powerful sense of belonging; intensely normal. And here I was. Home.


People talk about what heaven is like. Some think it’s clouds and angels playing harps, some think it’s a golden city bathed in afternoon sunlight. I’ve heard some people say it would be the place they loved most on earth: a beach; a field; throwing a Frisbee to their dog and playing til they’re muddy and running back to a warm kitchen where their mother and father are calling them in for dinner: hot, buttered bread rolls and chicken soup.


When my mother died, heaven was a blur to me, soft focus, but I believed she was there and if I’d had to describe it as a child I would have said it was most like the clouds-and-angels version. When I got older I stopped believing in God and heaven, but when people died, it still brought me comfort to imagine them somewhere else. So I visualised them sitting at a long bar, drink in hand, and then when another person I knew died, I pictured them joining the others at the bar, laughing, smiling, welcoming each other with a pat on the back. I even imagined a small TV on the wall of that bar with images of what was happening back on earth. I guess if there is a heaven, we don’t get to choose what it is. But surely I was dead? In which case my heaven was my old living room.


I hadn’t imagined that dying would be so difficult. I had imagined maybe a flash of discomfort, then a bright light, walk towards it, etc. then… nothing. But my passage into heaven, if that’s what it was, had been a lot more difficult than that.


As I rotated in the living room of my childhood, I had to be honest with myself. I was quickly beginning to think that I might not be dead, but rather, I’d gone back in time. I knew it wasn’t possible and when people normally travel back in time (I’m talking books, films), they don’t usually get so hurt. Don’t they just walk into a cupboard and step out the other side? But the big difference was that this was real. Of course it wasn’t going to be the same as storybooks and films; after all they’re not autobiographical. The point is that at the time, in the living room, I was starting to think I wasn’t dead. I didn’t feel dead. Maybe you would expect me to wonder if I was dreaming, but I’ve had hundreds of dreams, and this was no dream. I tested it in all the clichéd ways, I even pinched myself.


It had always been hard for me to believe in things I couldn’t see with my own eyes, I had always been sceptical about everything I read in a book. Non-fiction could be as fanciful as fiction to me when I considered that those books were written by people who were simply telling me something they’d read or heard somewhere else. I suppose it’s why I’ve found it hard to believe in God, and share Eddie’s faith. If I can’t see it, I’ve got a problem with its existence. I mean, I believe in germs, even though I can’t see them with my naked eye, because they are at least there to be seen under a microscope.


If only, if only, God could be seen under the microscope.


There were more abstract things I believed in, even though I couldn’t see them, or understand them, like electricity and how it makes bulbs light up, or aerodynamics and how those forces get an aeroplane off the ground; the physical results of those things were evidence enough for me.


All this in an effort to explain that I had always, always, trusted my senses. I pressed my toes into the carpet and touched the needles on the Christmas tree. I jiggled one of the ornaments and heard the tiny bell ring inside it. I licked my lips and tasted salt, and a tiny bit of blood, I closed my eyes and breathed in hard, I could smell my childhood home. A thing that can’t be described but is as distinct as the pattern on the wallpaper.


Never before had I mistrusted my senses in the face of such overwhelming evidence. If I could see it, smell it, hear it, feel it and taste it, then it had to be real. But now, my sense of reality was reversed, the confirmation of my physical surroundings was giving me proof of something that I knew simply couldn’t be true. I had never had such unequivocal solid proof of something being real, and yet – at the same time – not believe it. I wasn’t sure I had enough faith to believe in what every single sense was screaming at me: that the only possible truth, impossible as it might be to accept, was that I had travelled back in time. That was the most reasonable explanation I could come up with. And for a girl who thinks God is far-fetched, that was really something.





I considered the strangeness of my immediate situation: it was night-time and I was in someone else’s house, they were probably asleep and if they found me, it was going to be difficult. And when I say ‘they’, I am of course talking about my mother. My mother. My heart stopped for a moment, skipped a beat, and when it started, it pounded hard. Would I see my mother again? Was she upstairs?


The issue of getting home again, by which I mean back to Eddie and the girls, hadn’t hit me until I reasoned with myself that I must be in the past. I don’t feel comfortable when my children are out of arm’s reach, or shouting distance. I’m only truly at ease when I’m in the same building as them. The only exception is when I know they’re with Eddie, because he’s the only other person in the world who loves them like I do. And there, I suppose, is the most faith I have in the world: when I can’t see my children, but know they’re with Eddie, for me, that’s faith. A version of fear – that I have nothing to compare with – rose up and filled every cell of my body, a fear like no other that I might never see my children again. The times I had lost sight of them as they turned the corner at the end of a supermarket aisle, the time Evie wandered off in a shopping centre and security locked all the doors, and I wailed, What if she’s already outside those doors? All the imaginings I’d had, daily, of every possible thing that could go wrong, that might mean they were lost from me for ever, those imaginings were nothing compared to this.


This time everything was different because it was me who was lost. They couldn’t find me, and I couldn’t reach out to them. If I became a prisoner in time, then my daughters – like my mother – would be relegated to memory only, and I would be relegated to theirs. I was suffocating with fear, and then I was forced to engage a level of faith I had never required before. The girls were with Eddie, but I was not in a different building or a different country, I was in a different year. The fact that I was thirty years removed from my daughters made everything go grey, and the air buzzed in my ears, and my arm swam about looking for something to hold onto.


I crouched down and pressed my hands to the floor. It struck me like a hammer that if I couldn’t get home to my children, then I was like a mother who had died suddenly, leaving her most beloved to the care of others. And so I prayed that Eddie would be safe and well and strong, because my girls needed him. I tried to remember the last moments I spent with them: in the study; it was good. It would be a good memory for them, of me. I squeezed my eyes shut and pictured Esther and Evie in my mind’s eye. ‘I’m going to get back to you,’ I whispered.


I stood slowly, my hands on my hips. I swayed, but I was okay. ‘I got here,’ I said out loud, in a shaky voice, ‘I can get home again.’ I was being my own air hostess, the only woman on board who could reassure me that I would, at some point, make it back to the place I started. And I didn’t quite trust her unsteady voice, but what choice did I have?


I felt the need to safeguard the box: it was my ride home, my ticket to see my children again – or so I hoped – so no wonder I had the presence of mind to protect it.





Although it was dark, I knew my way around the house, took a right and went to the kitchen, unlocked the back door. The rush of freezing air added fuel to my conviction that I was neither dead, in a coma or dreaming in any way whatsoever. I was in my bra and jeans and bare feet, having lost Eddie’s jumper on the fall here, and I hobbled down a little path to the garden shed knowing the washing line was running parallel to my right. The bolt on the shed door had always been a bit stiff and I knew just how to wiggle it loose. I threw the Space Hopper box inside and bolted the door again before returning to the house. I didn’t lock the kitchen door in case I needed to get out quickly. I braced myself by the sink for a moment before doing the thing my heart was longing to do: I went up the stairs to my mother’s bedroom.


In her doorway, I hesitated. The room was dark, but pre-dawn light bathed the room, making it grey, rather than black. I was half in fear that she might be awake, and half in fear that it wouldn’t be my mother in the bed; so that was one hundred per cent fear of one kind or another. I could tell from her breathing that she was asleep. I’d been holding my own breath and it came out as a shudder, my mouth was dry, palms damp. Could I be about to see my mother for the first time in thirty years, a mother I had only known in all that time as being dead? Hope rushed through my veins, while the rest of me was paralysed. I hoped, I prayed, for the impossible.


I found movement and padded round to her side of the bed, crouching down.


My mother’s sleeping face; I took a sharp inward gasp. Her lips were slightly parted and her breath touched me, soft and warm, the very essence of alive. This is my mother’s breath, remember this, I thought. Her light brown hair swept across her forehead. She had a longish fringe and looked as if she’d dreamed about standing at the front of a ship at sea, letting the breeze do what it wanted with her. I looked at the miracle of her eyelashes, and her fingers that were curled under her cheek. I leaned closer, to smell her skin, and my eyes filled with tears: her face cream, a hint of roses. I had smelled the exact same scent on a lady in the supermarket once, and had followed her for a bit.


My face was an inch from my mother’s. I tilted my head forward a fraction; my nose nearly touching her skin. Tears leaked from the outside corners of my eyes and I felt them meet under my chin. I wanted to wake her. A silent sob escaped me, and I wanted to shake her and say: ‘Mum, I’m here.’ I whispered the words, needing to say them out loud. But I was older than her, by more than ten years, and I knew, despite my emotional unravelling as I knelt at her bedside, that I would scare her if she woke now.


I lifted the covers a fraction and felt the warmth of her sleeping body. The urge to crawl in beside her, as I had done many times as a young child, was overwhelming. But I was no child. And yet. And yet I was her child. And I had missed many years of falling asleep with her hand draped over my waist, with her falling asleep mid-sentence as she told me a story to chase away a bad dream with a good one.


She sighed, and I quietly stood, just watching her for a moment. Now was not the time for a reunion. I would have to think of some way to make that happen. I was still just wearing my jeans and a bra, so I got a jumper and some socks from her drawers and pulled them on, and walked backwards out of her room, reluctant to lose sight of her.


I went to my bedroom, to look at me. And there I was, a beautiful child. I was more confident with my younger self than I had been with my mother, and sat on the edge of the bed making it dip so that my sleeping self turned away from the wall and towards me. The action unwedged her little thumb from her mouth, and I could just make out tiny bite marks in the skin. I brushed her hair away from her face, my face; a curl disobediently bounced back. I stroked my thumb over her perfect cheek and whispered into her ear, ‘You are good, you are kind, you are clever, you are funny,’ which is what I whisper into my children’s ears every night while they’re sleeping. I don’t know why I started doing that, although you may have already wondered if it’s because I did it to myself when I was six years old.


It was getting lighter outside and the child’s eyes flickered. She said, ‘Mummy,’ in a voice stuffed with sleep, and I kissed her – kissed me. I paused briefly on the way out and touched the spines of the books in my old bookcase, The Magic Faraway Tree, I had loved that, then I went noiselessly downstairs.


I leaned against the kitchen counter, my heart thumping. My mother was alive and upstairs. Alive. I was the child asleep upstairs. What now? I bounced on my toes a little, took a few paces forward, shook my head, took a few paces backwards – I literally didn’t know what direction to take. I exhaled sharply, a long thin steadying breath. I stopped and held my palms in the air, as if quieting an excitable audience. I needed to get a grip. Despite everything, I had to be sensible and I said, ‘Get a grip,’ out loud. I needed to engage my brain, before my heart catapulted me back up those stairs and into my mother’s arms.


Although it was cold outside, I couldn’t stay in the house. So I quietly opened a drawer that I knew would be bursting with wrinkled plastic carrier bags, and pulled one out. I cut a couple of slices of bread; a whole missing loaf would be noticed. I did everything slowly and as silently as I could; I took a knife and a jar of jam. There was always lots of jam in the cupboard, and I remembered it was because Henry had an allotment and made loads of his own. There were no plastic bottles to fill with water, although my mouth was dusty dry, so I drank straight from the tap. I wanted to take some water with me, but didn’t know what to put it in. Then I remembered my mother cleaned and kept the empty jars to give back to Henry, so I filled a couple up, screwed on the lids, shook them to make sure they weren’t going to leak and put them in the bag with the bread.


I needed shoes, and there were two pairs of wellies by the back door: a small yellow pair (mine) and my mother’s black ones. Clearly the absence of boots would be spotted, but right now my need was greater, and my mother would have other shoes. So I put them on, and went to the shed, to eat, wait, and decide what to do next.
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