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And hereupon it was my mother dear Did bring forth twins at once, both me, and fear

Thomas Hobbes 1588–1679
English philosopher




PROLOGUE

My friends used to tell me that I had it all. And I used to say that that was a matter of opinion. To which they would roll their eyes and tell me not to be so modest – that it was plain to see that my life was charmed, like living inside a snow globe or a doll’s house.

Often on such occasions, and increasingly so that winter, I would fall silent.

Even snow globes and dolls’ houses were made by someone, I thought to myself. Behind the luxury, shimmer and plastic, there was labour.

I had worked so hard for everything. My friends knew this, which was why they could tease me about my gains. They had known me since school. Not the cleverest or the prettiest, I had always had my hand up, my head down, my ponytail screwed on tight. I had even kept a scrapbook – an eighties version of the modern vision board, where I stuck pictures of my life goals as a way of manifesting them.

I still have that scrapbook. It is somewhere in storage, out of sight. Perhaps if I had heeded it sooner, had turned its glue-wrinkled pages to see what it had been trying to tell me, then everything would have been all right.

But I didn’t. The scrapbook stayed where it was, and in my stomach that January there grew a sense of unease.

It was strongest when my friends were gathered, perhaps because this was the only opportunity that I had to stop and ponder. I found myself drifting in and out of focus, catching fragments of the conversation. My head was turned towards the world outside, watching the skeletal trees twitching in the cold afternoon wind. It felt as though something were about to happen, as though life were about to lose its balance and tip over.

During those reflective moments, I often thought of something my mother used to say about not making the gods jealous. I had never known what to do with this piece of advice. It didn’t seem very progressive or positive. It felt intrinsically female, the fear of being seen to have too much. Yet it had been repeated so often to me as a child that the warning had been heeded.

Or so I thought.

Had I known what was about to occur, I would have put down my coffee cup and run straight home. I would have turned the key in the lock and held my children close. I would have nailed the roof tighter and shuttered the windows and barred the door.

That’s the thing about dolls’ houses.

Anyone can reach inside.


PRELIMINARY MEETING

Monday 27 March, 2017

From outside, the building is daunting. I hesitate at the foot of the steps, but then the large door swings open and a man appears. It is clear, even without my staring, that he is devastated. His face is ashen; he is holding a tissue to his nose.

I stand aside for him, gripping the handrail, feeling myself become brittle with emotion.

I hadn’t thought that there would be others here like me. So personal, so life-changing, the experience feels unique. Like weddings or funerals, you don’t expect anyone else to be going through the same thing, let alone on the same day, in the time slot before or after yours.

I glance at my watch, my stomach shifting nervously. Behind me, normal life goes on – shoppers with designer bags, tourists taking selfies. I don’t want to leave them; even though it’s an illusion, for their lives are no more normal than mine. Still, I eye a passing shopper with envy. She isn’t having to do this.

Or maybe she is. Maybe she just doesn’t know it yet.

I turn back to the door, tell myself that I am being cowardly. I must go in.

I ascend the steps. The brass door knob is worn yet shiny. I push it and the door gives. Inside I am swallowed up by the warmth – by smiles, leather chairs, fresh orchids, brochures.

It’s not the receptionist’s fault, but I know that I will regret the day that I first saw her.

‘How can I help you?’ she says pleasantly.

‘My name’s Suzy Taylor,’ I say. ‘I have a twelve o’clock.’
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The February morning that we buried my mother was so cold, the six-foot hole awaiting her was laced with frost, like a greedy mouth rimmed with sugar.

I gazed up at the sky, yet its white glare made my eyes throb. There was nowhere else to look but at the elm coffin. I had opted for The Chiltern – simplistic, white gown, white satin interior. The brochure wording had sounded oddly bridal to me.

As they lowered her down, tiny snowflakes appeared, tumbling on to the elm casing as though a flower girl were scattering rose petals after my mother, another poignant echo of her wedding day.

I sniffed and Mike drew me closer, tipping me slightly off-kilter. I balanced myself against him, grateful for his being there. He was my tall, handsome rock in his black pea coat, not that anyone would have noted this. There were too few of us: Mike and I, and half a dozen of my mum’s elderly neighbours – white-haired, arthritic, dewdrops on noses.

The reverend began to speak in a quiet voice. The graveyard was silent, as though the deceased were listening in. One of the mourners was cupping his hand to his ear, his hearing aid whistling forlornly.

‘Our eyes, dear Lord, are wasted with grief, as we remember the life of Annie Stone. And we pray for her only kin, Suzy Taylor …’ The reverend raised his hand towards me in acknowledgement. ‘… That she may find comfort in You …’

I was her only kin and never before had I been so painfully aware of the fact.

I had tried hard to bolster the numbers for the funeral, but there just hadn’t been enough people to invite. And now it was clear for all to see: my mother’s life had been small, insignificant.

I took a gulp of air and reached for my tissues, finding that Mike had beaten me to it and was unfolding a baby-blue handkerchief. I held the handkerchief to my face, inhaling the comforting scent of laundered cotton.

I was thankful then that my children were at school. Some people believed that children belonged at funerals. Perhaps I did too, just not today, not here. My distress would have scared and disturbed them. I had been doing my best to contain my grief at home, limiting it to after lights out; keeping it all together had been the hardest part of everything I’d experienced of late.

My mother would have done the same thing. I had learnt from the best.

I pressed the handkerchief into the sockets of my eyes, catching the tears before they fell. I was trying not to picture my mother inside the coffin – her floral socks, oversized knickers. No one ever talked about the details, forewarned you. It had come as a shock that I was to decide what to dress her in. Bra or no bra? That one decision had floored me. In the end, I had chosen no bra. Above all, I wanted my mum to be comfortable.

As the reverend said his closing prayers, I was thinking of the list of wording suggestions for the headstone. It was another awful choice, one that I had been advised to postpone. Yet it was bothering me nonetheless. I was convinced that the first item on the list of suggestions wasn’t even legitimate but planted there just for me.

Resting where no shadows fall.

I was being paranoid, I knew.

‘All right, my love?’ Mike squeezed my hand. He looked cold, his lips tinged lilac. I glanced about me, saw that the ceremony was over. The mourners were beginning to shuffle away. We had organised a wake of sorts in the village hall – tea and biscuits.

‘Do you need a minute?’ Mike said, reaching down to wipe a tear from my cheek.

‘Please,’ I said.

I’m not sure how long I stood there with Mike beside me. I wasn’t looking at the hole in the earth, but at the yew trees lining the graveyard. They were utterly still, sentry-like. My mother had loved trees. She used to say that trees and children were the most beautiful things in the world, that they made it all worthwhile.

‘Bye, Mum,’ I said, my throat swelling painfully. I didn’t stop the tears now, couldn’t have caught them had I tried.

If there was something else that I could have done to offer her comfort, I would have done it then. If I could have slipped the sun beside her to keep her warm or sprinkled her with stars to give her light, I would have.

But there was nothing more I could do.

I was turning away, when something caught my eye. I stared at the dark corner of the graveyard where the yew trees grew. The area was overgrown, with headstones leaning amongst the long grass as though bending back to talk to each other.

I had thought that something or someone was there. But it was nothing; a cat perhaps, or someone tending to a grave who had vanished through the back gate.

We left, our feet clipping on the concrete path. Each step felt as though I were being pulled away from my mother. It felt unnatural, like deliberately going in the wrong direction.

I could see her waiting for me by the school gate, stirring supper on the stove. I could see her tickling me, tucking me into bed.

I could see her thin wrists, her freckles, the telltale salty streaks of dried tears under her eyes.

‘You were a good daughter, Suzy,’ Mike said. ‘That must have meant a great deal to her.’

I nodded, too heavy-hearted to reply.

We walked the rest of the way to the village hall in silence, Mike’s arm around me. As we pulled open the door and a gust of warmth air-kissed our cheeks, I felt my stomach churn once more with doubt, misgivings.

I hadn’t wanted a burial for my mother. We hadn’t discussed the subject in the past. I had just assumed that she would want to be cremated as it felt like the softer way to go. Her written request for a burial had surprised me.

I didn’t have to adhere to it, could have overruled it. Yet I hadn’t wanted to do that either.

So, a burial it was. But why? My mum hadn’t been a traditionalist, a church-goer. Why would she have wanted to be incarcerated in the cold, deep earth?

This question had niggled at me throughout the funeral and the grey days that followed.

And then, within only a handful of weeks, the answer came to me.

You had to be truly frightened in order to understand the appeal of burial. To my mother, going underground must have felt like the safest place to be.
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My four-year-old daughter liked to play with her vintage paper doll set just inside our front door. On that particular Wednesday morning, I slipped ungracefully on a paper dress.

‘Mummee!’ Ruby said. ‘Look what you’ve done!’

‘Sorry, poppet,’ I said. ‘I’ll iron it later.’

‘Iron it?’ Ruby said, wrinkling her nose.

‘Yes. You can iron anything.’

‘Even snails?’

I smiled. One week after the funeral, my smiles were still tight, pulled on my eyes. ‘No. Not snails …’ I raised my voice: ‘Jakey?’

‘Are you painting today?’ Ruby said.

‘Yes.’

‘Can I help after school?’

‘P’raps not,’ I said, tugging her skirt straight. ‘You don’t want to get paint on your uniform, do you?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Maybe just a flapchat then.’

Flapchat was Ruby’s way of saying flapjack. Valinna was her favourite cupcake at my deli. I sometimes made them just so I could hear her say it.

‘Jake?’ I called again, buttoning up my coat. I hadn’t looked outside yet, but it seemed very dark.

There was a rustle in the doorway and Jake appeared, eyes downcast. When he was lost in a book, heaven help the rest of us.

‘I’ve got to go,’ I said. ‘Can you watch Ruby whilst Daddy’s in the shower … Jake?’

‘Huh?’ He gazed at me, blinking. He was tall for eight years old and dark like his father. Ruby was fair, like me. My friends said that we looked like a catalogue family.

‘Please watch Ruby for a moment,’ I said, kissing his forehead. ‘I’ll see you later, sweetheart.’

‘OK,’ he said, but was reading again.

‘Well, I’m off,’ I said, picking up my work holdall which was bulging with Tupperware and paperwork.

Mike appeared then, calling out to me. ‘Wait a sec, Suzes.’ He was coming down the stairs, towel around his waist, steam rising from his shoulders.

He halted before me. ‘Let me know if you need anything,’ he said, kissing me on the lips.

‘Will do,’ I said. ‘Bye then, everyone.’

And I left the house, going out into the jaundiced fog that had been hanging around the street for several days now.

That morning, as I walked down the hill to work, I didn’t feel entirely alone.

I didn’t believe in ghosts, not even now. There were things that I would have asked my mother were she to appear, but I didn’t think that was going to happen. I was forty and the years had somehow passed in silence, with my questions unspoken.

All the administration work surrounding her death had been completed, aside from clearing her apartment, a job that I would defer as long as possible. Everything about my mum was contained in that tiny space, as though she were homeless at heart.

I shivered, glancing about me as I continued on my way. It was so quiet, so still, I could hear a milk float purring along a neighbouring street, out of sight, bottles softly clinking. A rural city in the main, Bath was set in the base of a valley. It wasn’t unusual to encounter moments of silence within it, even in the centre, in its deepest pouches. At this hour, you could easily find yourself alone.

As I turned the corner on to the high street, I caught sight of my shop and felt my spirits lift. A beam of sunshine had struggled through the fog and was highlighting the new sign: THE BIG LITTLE DELI. It used to be just THE LITTLE DELI, two doors down. The old place looked lonely now, windows whitewashed, sign removed.

As I unlocked the door of the new premises, pausing on the threshold to take in the sight of the dust sheets, paint cans and cardboard boxes, I realised that for the first time in weeks I felt hopeful, happy.

That night when I arrived home, I was weary, my body aching.

I was just unlocking the door, pushing it open with my hip, when I stopped. I could smell smoke.

I set my bag down on the floor, looking about me. Mike and the children weren’t back yet from Ruby’s ballet class. The house was silent, a freeze-frame of activity, Jake’s sweater spreadeagled on the floor, Ruby’s paper dolls by my feet.

As I crouched down to pick up the doll set, I noticed something lying on the floor underneath the sideboard. Reaching forward into the cobwebs, I pulled out a red Rizla wrapper.

I set the wrapper on my palm and stared at it.

A sudden draught made me shiver. I had left the front door open. Behind me, the fog was yellow, shifting underneath the street lights.

I closed the door, lost in thought. How had the smoke and the wrapper got there?

Perhaps someone had been smoking whilst making a delivery earlier. They had dropped the wrapper and it was swept indoors by feet or the wind.

I didn’t have time to dwell on the matter. Mike was going out tonight with old friends from the police force. I scrunched the wrapper up and went downstairs to the kitchen to start making dinner.

When Mike and the children arrived home, it was later than expected so our meal was rushed. Mike kissed us goodbye and headed out again, telling me not to wait up.

Naturally, I did wait up. I always found it hard not to.

After settling the children down for the night, I got into bed with a cup of tea and a bundle of paperwork.

By the time Mike returned, I was yawning over my diary.

‘Did you have a good time?’ I asked, putting the diary aside to look at him. I liked watching him undress. Ten years of marriage hadn’t changed that.

‘Not bad,’ he replied, unbuttoning his shirt. ‘Just the usual.’ He noticed then that I was watching him. ‘What?’ he said, tossing his jeans onto the chaise longue.

‘Nothing,’ I said, smiling.

He had recently turned fifty but didn’t look it. Forced to retire from the police seven years ago because of a leg injury, relegation had kept him young, determined as he was to stay in shape.

He pulled back the bedcovers, got into bed. ‘How come you’re so awake?’ he asked.

‘Not sure.’ I glanced at the diary. ‘Did you know it’s …?’

‘Mufti day tomorrow?’ he said. ‘Yep.’ He yawned. ‘All sorted.’

‘Thanks, honey,’ I said, kissing him.

I felt like welling up with gratitude but didn’t. If I had cried every time Mike did something without my asking, I’d have been crying all the time. I knew how priceless he was as our stay-at-home dad. And if I ever forgot this, my friends would soon remind me.

‘’Night then, love,’ he said, kissing me before rolling over, taking a handful of duvet with him.

‘’Night.’ I lay still for a moment, gazing at his back. ‘Mike, did we have any deliveries today?’

‘No,’ he said into his pillow.

‘No one called round? Not a door-to-door salesman, oddjob man or anyone?’

‘No.’ He rolled over to face me again. ‘Why?’

‘Just that I found a Rizla wrapper. And I smelt smoke.’

‘Smoke? Where?’ He rested his head on his elbow, frowned.

‘Inside the hallway.’ I gazed at him. ‘Have you been smoking?’

He laughed. ‘What? I’ve never smoked in my life!’

‘Then who?’ I said.

‘I dunno. Jake?’

‘Jake?’ I said. ‘He’s eight!’

‘Not Ruby,’ he said, in mock alarm.

‘Glad to see you’re taking it seriously then,’ I said, hitting his arm lightly.

‘There’s nothing to take seriously. It’s just a freak incident. The wind changed direction … some kid having a sneaky smoke in next door’s garden … It’s nothing.’ He patted my waist. ‘Get some sleep.’

I sighed, reached for the bedside lamp, then lay down, staring into the darkness.

Mike was probably right. It was a freak incident. So why was it troubling me?

I changed position in agitation, the mattress bouncing.

That was one of the biggest challenges of grief – the way it addled the heart, stirred up the past until it was cloudy. Since my mother’s death, I had replayed almost every moment that I could recall spending with her, going back to my early years.

And in those early years, I could see the red Rizlas, my father’s fingers dexterously rolling cigarettes, his eyes screwed up against the smoke.

I had used the smoke as my official reason not to draw near, rather than confess to the dread and revulsion that I had felt just being in the same room as him.

‘You still thinking about that Rizla wrapper?’ Mike said.

‘’Course not,’ I said.

And I closed my eyes.
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