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Light breaks where no sun shines;

Where no sea runs, the waters of the heart

Push in their tides;

And, broken ghosts with glow-worms in their heads,

The things of light

File through the flesh where no flesh decks the bones.

‘Light Breaks Where No Sun Shines’ – Dylan Thomas – from 18 Poems (1934)
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2023

No matter how many times she comes back, the house always looks wrong. Like a badly fitted false tooth, it’s too modern compared to the buildings on either side. The windows don’t match; the roof tiles are a different shade of grey; the harling has fewer cracks than the neighbours’, even if there are more this year than last. None of the houses in this quiet cul-de-sac are the same any more, although she remembers a time when they were. A generation has come and gone, multiple owners making their small marks of difference, but the buildings are all essentially the same. Same shape, same dimensions, same size.

Except the one in the middle.

She sits in the car, unsure whether she has the strength of will to climb out, get closer. The view intermittently blurs and clears as the windscreen wipers sweep away the lightest of smirrs. There is no one left in this little community who would know who she is now. No one who would understand why that one house in the scheme is not like all the rest. On the passenger seat beside her, the bunch of flowers seems unnecessary, even a little vulgar. What would people think if they saw her placing it beside the low wall that separates the front garden from the pavement? How long would they stay there after she left? Why does she even keep coming here, year after year?

Survivor’s guilt, they call it. Although really it’s more complicated than that. She survived, it’s true. But the alternative would have meant she survived too. And there would be no need to come here every year, sit in her car and stare at a house she never lived in. That’s what she tells herself, at least. And sometimes she almost believes it too.

Movement to one side is a twitch in the curtains of the house two doors down. She’s been noticed now, and no doubt someone will be calling the police soon enough. It’s that kind of place, a Neighbourhood Watch roundel pinned to the nearest lamppost. She checks the clock on the dashboard, is five minutes enough? More than enough, she’s sure. It’s not as if anyone’s going to take her to task for her lack of respect. Nobody told her to come here, after all.

She starts the car, turns awkwardly in the narrow space of the cul-de-sac. As she glances in the mirror, for a moment the blurred image is lit with red from the brake lights and the scene takes on a hellish feel. As if that oddly ill-fitting house is ablaze. The thought has barely enough time to catch her breath before the rear wiper clears it away. Still, it sends a shudder through her, and she reaches for the button to turn up the heat a little.

She shouldn’t have come here. Time, surely, to put this annual pilgrimage behind her. As she checks the traffic before pulling out onto the Edinburgh road, she see the flowers still in their cellophane, lying on the passenger seat. Cheering and colourful, they’ll look nice in her living room, brighten the place up a bit for a change.
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1985

The train clattered over worn tracks, noisy and slow and packed with far too many people. Normally Phoebe would expect the carriage to be colder at this time of year, but this one seemed to have stored all the heat missing from all those other trips she’d made in her twelve years. She stuck a finger in the collar of her blouse, scratched at her neck and felt sweat trickle down her back. At least she’d managed to nab a seat, unlike half of the school trip.

If they’d been on the train they were meant to catch, it would have been fine. But Morag Carstairs and her gang had decided a trip to the National Museum was too boring and bunked off to go shopping or something. By the time they’d been rounded up and given a pointless stern lecture by Mrs Erskine, the whole group was an hour late. When they’d finally reached Waverley Station it had been chaos, thanks to faulty points, whatever they were. No trains out to Fife for hours, and two teachers trying to keep a bunch of increasingly fractious twelve-year-olds in check. When the trains had started running again, four hours after they should all have been home, the rush to fit five times as many people into each carriage as it was designed to hold had been brutal. Good luck to any ticket inspector trying to work his way down the aisle.

On balance, Phoebe didn’t mind the delay too much. She’d bought herself a Mars Bar and a bottle of Irn-Bru, found a bench and slipped her headphones on. She loved to watch people come and go, make up stories about their lives. There was so much going on in the bustling, chaotic station she could have sat even longer. After all, the alternative was an evening in her room, on her own, flicking through copies of Smash Hits and wishing she was old enough to go out unsupervised and hang out with her friends. As she stared through the dripping condensation on the glass at the slow-moving darkness outside the train, it struck her that this noisy, sweaty, smelly place was far preferable to the strained silence of home.

The train stopped everywhere, its cargo of squashed passengers slowly leaking away with each new station. By the time they’d pulled out of Markinch, there were enough seats for everybody. With an exaggerated gasp of relief, Jen slumped into the seat beside her, squeezing up against Phoebe far more than was strictly necessary.

‘What you listening to, Feebs?’

‘Nothing.’ Phoebe slipped off her headphones and hung them round her neck, picked up her Walkman. ‘Batteries ran out an hour ago.’

‘You’re weird, you know?’ Jen stared at her, frizzy brown hair tumbling over her eyes. It stuck out at odd angles with the static from her fake fur-lined hood and whatever material the seats were covered in.

‘Stops people bothering me. Mostly. Creepy guy over there was staring at both of us all the way to Kirkcaldy.’ Phoebe gestured to the far side of the carriage and a set of four seats now occupied by Morag Carstairs and her gang. Of course Morag took that moment to look up, scowling like she always did. For a moment Phoebe thought the girl might come over and make something of it, but apparently everyone was too fed up and tired even for that. There’d be words at school in the morning though. No doubt about that. No one could hold an unwarranted grudge like Morag.

‘Ugh. Makes my skin crawl just thinking about it.’

Phoebe might have asked Jen whether she was talking about the creepy guy or Morag and her gang, but the train had begun to slow now, approaching Cupar and home.

Gathering up her things, Phoebe followed Jen and the rest of their group of pupils and teachers out onto the cold night platform. The young and the old trudged up the stone steps to the road and headed their separate ways or stumbled across the car park to waiting cars and anxious parents. At the far corner, she spotted the familiar shape of Mrs Dalgliesh’s dark-coloured Range Rover, twin wisps of steam curling up from its exhaust pipes. Jen’s mum at least was on time.

‘You want a lift?’ Mrs Dalgliesh wound down the window to speak to Phoebe as her daughter climbed in on the other side.

‘Thanks, Mrs D, but Dad’s going to pick me up. Mrs Erskine said she spoke to them.’

Mrs Dalgliesh smiled at her. ‘OK, hen. You take care now.’

With a low rumble, the car pulled away, Jen waving from the passenger seat as if they would never see each other again, rather than both being in school the next morning. Phoebe stood alone in the car park, hands shoved in her coat pockets against the chill. A couple of taxis moved off, then quiet fell upon the town. She looked up the road in the direction her father would come, seeing nothing. Maybe she should have taken Mrs Dalgliesh up on her offer. Chances were her dad had fallen asleep in front of the telly, and Mum would be in bed long since.

Phoebe took a deep breath and noticed for the first time the faint smell of smoke on the breeze. Chilly enough for people to be lighting their fires. She hunched her shoulders, shoved her hands deeper into her coat pockets in search of warmth, and began the walk home.

The first police car was silent. Whistling past her at twice the speed limit, it disappeared round a bend in the road with a slight chirp of tyres. Phoebe paid it little heed.

The second police car had its lights flashing, and flipped on its siren as it passed, jolting her out of her reverie. It was then that she noticed the smoke again, only this time it wasn’t the sweet smell of burning logs. This was more like that time Dad forgot to put the fire-guard in place and a spark flew out onto the carpet. Burning hair too close to the barbecue.

A fire engine roared past and Phoebe quickened her pace. All these vehicles were going the same way as her. Flickering movement caught her eye. She looked up to see the cloud base, low now, swirling with orange patterns and dark, dark smoke. Someone’s house was on fire and it was horribly close to where she lived. She needed to get home and let her parents know she was all right.

She ran the last few hundred yards, rounded the street corner and launched herself up the hill towards the end of the little cul-de-sac. Another police car sped past, followed by an ambulance, and then Phoebe started to see people. Some dressed in night clothes, others in dark blue uniforms, they milled around in the road like a street party for oldies. All of them had their backs to her; all stared at the inferno straight ahead.

The noise hit her like a jet fighter from Leuchars, roaring overhead. Only it didn’t quieten, didn’t fade into the distance at supersonic speed. Phoebe pushed through the people, all of them too fixated on the fire to notice her. She needed to get closer, had to get home.

‘Keep back, love. It’s too dangerous.’ A firm hand clasped her shoulder, stopped her in her tracks. She looked at it, not quite understanding what was going on, followed the length of the arm up to a shoulder, then a face. Dark shadows strobed blue and orange in the light from the police cars, the glare from the burning house.

‘But I’ve got to get home.’ She pulled against the strong hold.

‘Home?’ The policeman bent down to her level and she could see sweat from the heat of the fire beading on his cheeks and forehead. ‘Where you live, then, love?’

Phoebe pointed beyond the fire engine, towards what looked like a wall of flame. Her house, her home, her parents. There was something not right in her mind, and she couldn’t think what it was. Some huge thought that she couldn’t quite form.

‘In there.’
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It was stupid really, but all she could think of was the poster they’d been shown at school as part of fire awareness. A melted plastic clock in a pile of rubble and ashes and the caption ‘I didn’t check the battery because I didn’t want to wake the children.’ As if that made any sense at all. She knew the fire alarm at home worked fine. The batteries were fresh, and the system was wired to the mains. She can remember all too well dad’s delight in setting off the kitchen alarm and hearing all the others ring throughout the house. State of the art, he was dead chuffed with it all.

Now he was just dead.

Phoebe sat at the front of the church. There were two coffins in front of her. That had to be a bit weird, didn’t it? She’d not been to a lot of funerals; Jenny’s gran last year was the only one she could think of. But normally you would bury one at a time. Two took up too much space in front of the altar. There wasn’t enough room to get them down the aisle side by side. And who decided who was to go first; Mum or Dad?

Mum or Dad. They were in those wooden boxes. Not ten feet away. Phoebe fought a perverse urge to open them up, look once more on the faces she had known all her life. She wanted to ask them what they were doing, how they could leave her without even saying goodbye. But she couldn’t move, numbed by it all.

People stood and sat around her, up and down like some fairground ride. Music came and went, hymns, readings. None of it meant anything. Phoebe glanced sideways at the people in the front row. There was Jenny, her oldest friend, eyes puffy and wet, a handkerchief clutched in her pudgy hand. Mr and Mrs Dalgliesh were still alive, and looked very serious, dressed in black. To the other side, a man she barely remembered. Mum’s older brother, Uncle Louis. As he stared unblinking at the coffins, Phoebe thought she maybe understood something of what was going on in his head. But then he wiped at his eyes with his hand, and a single tear trickled down his cheek. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed his grief, as if his stomach would know what to do with it any better.

Phoebe turned her attention back to the priest, though his words seemed to be in a foreign language. It sounded like English, but she couldn’t for the life of her understand what he was saying. As if his accent was impenetrable, even though she knew he lived in the manse at the back of the church. The sights and sounds of normal life came close, but couldn’t quite penetrate the cocoon that surrounded her. It was too big, this change that had swamped everything. She needed to hide from it, to run, to scream at the sky. She needed to cry, but the tears wouldn’t come.

Why could she not she cry?

Phoebe stood by the church doors and watched as the two coffins were placed in separate hearses. Flowers removed, she had no idea which was Mum and which was Dad. Without much further ceremony, the black-suited funeral attendants climbed in the front and both vehicles drove off. For a moment she panicked. Was she meant to be going with them? There had been talk of cremation, hadn’t there? She wasn’t sure. There had been lots of talk, lots of serious adult faces and words which she knew but whose meaning she couldn’t quite understand. Nothing much stayed in her mind these days, or if it did it was lost in the fog. All she could see, all she could remember, was the wall of flame as it devoured her home.

‘You OK, Phoebe?’ The question came at the same time as she felt the gentlest of touches on her elbow. Looking round, she saw her uncle just behind her. He had crouched a little so as not to loom over her, although she was only a few inches shorter than him in the black leather boots she’d borrowed from Jenny.

‘Shouldn’t we be . . . I don’t know . . . going with them?’ She found herself pointing into the distance where the two hearses had long since disappeared. Dropped her hand to her side again.

‘Do you want to? Or would you rather remember your mum and dad in happier times?’

Phoebe could only see her home on fire whenever she thought of her parents now, one of the reasons why she’d been trying so hard not to think of them at all. This day, with all these well-meaning strangers staring at her with those expressions of sympathy and terror, was exquisite torture.

‘I just want it all to stop.’

Uncle Louis put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her into a gentle hug. Phoebe felt the awkwardness of it almost second hand. Everything was awkward right now, and the arrival of this man two days after the fire was the least of it. He wasn’t a total stranger, after all. She’d met him plenty of times before. He’d visited maybe two or three times a year for as long as she could remember, although he never stayed for long. He was sixteen years older than her mum though, a different generation. Old enough to be Phoebe’s grandad, really. And yet he was the only family she had now.

‘You want to get out of here?’ Uncle Louis gave Phoebe a light squeeze before he released her and stood up straight.

‘But aren’t we supposed to be going to . . .’ She racked her brain for the name of the place where the wake was to be held, but couldn’t remember, try as she might. That was more terrifying than anything, her inability to focus, to recall things. What if it never got better?

‘Don’t you worry about that. I’ve let Mrs Dalgliesh know you’re getting a bit of air. It’s not far, anyway. The walk’ll do you good.’

Phoebe took one quick look back at the church and the milling people, nodded her head at her uncle. He crooked his arm, elbow out towards her. After a moment’s incomprehension, she slid her own arm through the gap and allowed herself to be led away towards the street.

They walked in silence for a while, ignored by the people going about their everyday lives. None of them could know the trauma Phoebe had endured, why should they? Life went on, cruelly ignoring her plight.

‘What’s going to happen now?’ she asked eventually. It was a question she’d not dared voice before, because she was fairly sure she knew the answer and really didn’t like it.

‘Now? We go to the wake, and a lot of strangers will shake your hand, express their condolences, maybe tell you some small thing about your mum and dad they remember. I’ll not lie, it’ll be hard, Phoebe. And there’s no shame in crying, or just walking away. Bear with it though, if you can. Those people, their stories, will bring you comfort in the bleak days ahead.’

Phoebe stopped walking, slipped her arm out from her uncle’s. His accent was soft, the emphasis of his words falling in strange places. He sounded a bit like her mum when she was agitated, but less manic. And he hadn’t answered her question. Not really. He took another step before noticing she wasn’t still with him. Stopped and turned.

‘That’s not what you meant though, is it.’

‘I have no home.’ Phoebe looked down at her feet, the black boots she’d borrowed from Jenny, the mourning outfit she’d borrowed from Jenny’s mum. She’d dressed that morning in the spare room at the Dalglieshes, where she’d been staying since that fateful night. Everything she’d owned apart from the clothes she’d worn on the school trip had burned in the fire. ‘I have nothing.’

Uncle Louis wrapped her in another awkward hug as her eyes filled with tears.

‘There, there, Phoebe. It’s OK. We’ll get that all sorted in good time. But you’ve no need to worry about your things; we can get you new ones. And as for your home, well, you’ll come and live with us. Your Aunt Maude and me.’

Phoebe pulled away, sniffed, wiped the tears as best she could on the long black gloves that made her feel like a goth. ‘But you live in Wales. My life is here.’

Uncle Louis looked at the ground, the surrounding buildings, away along the street, anywhere but straight at her. Phoebe wanted to scream at him, but the same numbness that had held back her tears in the church made her silent and sullen here.

‘I know,’ her uncle said finally. ‘And I know it’s not fair. But it is how it has to be. You’re only just twelve years old and I am your legal guardian. I have a responsibility, and even if I didn’t, I would still look after you.’

‘In Wales.’ Phoebe tried to make her outrage felt, but in truth she was too worn down by grieving and this horrible, endless day.

‘It’s not so bad, really.’ Uncle Louis gave her a half-smile, as if even he didn’t really believe it. ‘And it’s not for ever.’

Nothing is, Phoebe thought. She shrugged reluctant acceptance, and followed her uncle to the wake. There wasn’t much else she could do.
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