
 

IN THE SHADOW OF THE ORANGE TREE by JEN BARNES 

 

 

Chapter 1 

 

It all began in the summer of 1998, although I suppose you could say that the seeds had lain 

dormant for years before that. Or in some cases not dormant, just very well hidden. Although 

it wasn’t hard to hide things in our family at that time, as we were all so pre-occupied with 

our own lives that we barely raised our heads to acknowledge each others’ existence. I lived 

with my Mum, my older brother Ned, my younger sister Evie, and the memory of our Dad, 

who had been killed in action nearly four years ago. And I may as well add my Nana to that 

list, the number of times she had to stay over to babysit us while my Mum worked yet 

another night shift. 

 

It was the summer of firsts, and the first of the firsts was when we noticed Ned’s bruises, 

although we didn’t spot anyone else’s – physical or otherwise – until it was bordering on too 

late. And the one person who had noticed that something was awry, we dismissed out of 

hand. Mum said that we shouldn’t feel bad about it, that we couldn’t possibly have known 

what was going to happen, because the signs weren’t there then, and in some cases neither 

were the causes. But by that time I knew enough about my family to wonder if she was really 

trying to console me or just excuse her own negligence. Whatever the reason, I now know 

that she had enough bruises of her own without needing to add anyone else’s to her load. 

 



It was the summer that Billie topped the charts with ‘Because We Want To’, a phrase which, 

in my pre-teen rebelliousness, I amended to the singular and used to answer every question I 

was asked, leading to exasperated sighs from my mother and causing my brother to reel off a 

series of questions to which this reply couldn’t be used, and culminating in his dismissive 

‘see, doesn’t make sense – you’re a moron’. It was the summer that Geri left the Spice Girls 

and David Beckham wore a sarong. It was the summer when Paul still lived next door and 

Michael was still Mr Cartwright. It was the summer that I was given the notebook. It was 

June and I had just turned eleven.  

 

The notebook had lain on the kitchen table amongst a pile of scattered presents and a party 

popper that Evie had detonated over the top. It had been wrapped in plain brown paper, the 

sort which had been popular in the ’30s when it had been wound around piles of books and 

fastened with string. I guess it was making its retro comeback in the trendier echelons of 

London, which was where it had been posted from.  

 

I tore off the paper and from underneath the coarse brown outer emerged an elaborate purple, 

green and blue notebook, with a silk cover and bindings. It seemed to shine, as though 

emitting its own radiance. I stared at it, mesmerised by its beautiful colours, then slowly 

flicked through the delicate pages, some thick, others so thin they were almost translucent, 

and each a different, more vibrant hue of the colours on the cover. 

 

‘What is it?’ Mum called over her shoulder, as she scraped bacon out of the frying pan and 

onto a slice of cold, brittle toast.  

 



I held up the notebook and she glanced at it. ‘Oh, that’s pretty,’ she said distractedly, turning 

her attention to the boiling kettle and reaching for the teabags. She looked slightly more 

flustered than usual, probably because she was trying to cook me a special birthday breakfast 

as well as get three children ready for school and herself ready for her next shift on the ward.  

 

My mother was a midwife at Berwell General Hospital, where she worked more hours 

bringing other people’s children into the world than she did tending to the three which she 

had borne herself. 

 

‘Life is a gift, Angela,’ she had commented once, when I asked her if she ever got fed up with 

the screaming, first from the mothers as they fought to push an actual person out of 

somewhere I still understood only partially, and then of the babies, replacing their mothers’ 

temporary screams with something altogether more penetrating and more permanent.  

 

‘Each baby is a little miracle. I don’t think I could ever tire of hearing those first tiny baby 

cries.’  And she had stood glassy-eyed for a few moments before I had cut into her reverie  by 

asking why she hadn’t had any more babies then, if she liked them so much?  She had 

stiffened at that, and then replied ‘three is a good number, and you three are more than 

enough to look after on my own,’ diluting her curt reply by tousling my hair on her way out 

of the room.  

 

I hadn’t been perceptive enough to see her bruises then, the ones that linger not on the flesh 

but in the heart, but I was only about eight or nine at the time, and as it came as a shock at 

eleven, how could I have guessed back then? 

 



Anyway, the arrival of the notebook definitely did sharpen up my senses. In the emergence of 

self-awareness which the slow dawn of puberty was gradually bestowing upon me, I became 

more astute, more aware of the people I lived with. Perhaps it was because I had decided to 

turn quasi-detective and use the notebook as a sort of diary, making notes about people, 

describing them, documenting what they said and did. I added my own thoughts and feelings 

and would gladly have added those of my family too, if they hadn’t all clamed up as soon as I 

began to probe them. I would also come to confide in it my deepest conflicts of emotion and 

my most potent crushes, but at present those were restricted to Robbie Williams and my older 

brother’s best friend Alex, and there wouldn’t be anything to report in either of those 

directions for many years. And, unfortunately, never with Robbie. But without really 

realising I was doing it, I began to scrutinise the people around me, to delve into their depths 

to see what they were hiding, depths which I hadn’t realised even existed before then, let 

alone considered plumbing.  

 

Once I’d unwrapped the notebook and we had admired its array of colours and touched its 

silky cover, we began searching around for the gift tag. Evie found it under the kitchen table. 

It was from my uncle Jamie, it turned out, who lived a high-flying lifestyle in London and 

whom I adored for his laughter, banter and general carefree attitude to life. Although I would 

soon regret it, it overshadowed the other birthday presents which lay untouched on the table 

as I searched through cluttered drawers for a pen, carefully opened the notebook to the first 

page and proceeded to write in capital letters: 

 

ANGELA JANE OSBORN 

JOURNAL 

 



I paused, tapping the end of the pen against my teeth, and then added in lower case: 

 

3 Hickley Road 

Hewton 

16
th

 June 1998 

 

I had lived in Hickley Road all my life. My parents had married on a warm spring day in 

1982 and, after honeymooning in Italy, had returned home to find a house for sale in the same 

road as my Dad’s parents lived. Hickley Road held a row of sturdy semi-detached Edwardian 

houses, half of which faced a large grassy expanse of park, the other half of which faced their 

red-bricked mirror images. My parents’ house-to-be sat on the corner of the road, as though it 

had just managed to slip in before the pavement had made a left turn and started off down a 

new road. Like Nana and Grandpa’s, it was on the same side of the road as the park, so 

instead of looking out at scenes of picnics and dog walking, it faced the cars and curtains of 

their soon-to-be neighbours. It was large though; large enough to hold themselves and the 

three children they eventually filled it with, plus a slow but unrelenting stream of visiting 

family. A low wall and a short pathway led to a porch big enough to keep the rain from the 

shoulders of visitors awaiting admittance and the ink of newspapers hastily and not fully 

pushed through the letterbox. Wide stairs led from the hallway to the capacious bedrooms 

and bathroom above, while a tiled floor snaked around the banisters, past the lounge, to the 

dining room and kitchen beyond. 

 

My mother’s initial reluctance to live quite so close to her in-laws had been quashed by my 

Dad’s enthusiasm at the same prospect, and they had bought it immediately, Dad thinking to 

maximise on his brief sojourns home on leave from the army by amassing his loved ones as 



closely together geographically as he could. With my Dad’s youngest brother Jamie still 

living with Nana and Grandpa, his sister Sally looking likely to settle in the neighbouring 

village of Fincham, and my Mum’s sister Freya just round the corner on Henley Road, my 

Mum’s brother Martin was the only one who would have to travel in order to join these 

sporadic family reunions. And no-one was really bothered if he didn’t come. 

 

When Ned bounced into being the following February, Mum both blessed and cursed this 

decision. Ned had decided to make his appearance three weeks early, pre-empting our 

mother’s plans to have both a husband and a best friend by her bedside during labour. An 

unexpectedly heavy snowfall had added to her panic by preventing her from travelling to 

Berwell Hospital to give birth, so while her determined midwife strode across a silent village 

whose streets were swelling with short-lived but ill-timed snow, our mother opened her legs 

and pushed her first child and only son out into the eager hands of her elated mother-in-law, 

who ended up being the sole witness to the birth purely because of the location of her house. 

Grandpa stood in the garden smoking a cigarette and ignoring the snow which was slowly 

turning his nose red and his shoes white. 

 

Despite missing his birth, or maybe because of it, Dad had always favoured Ned. I don’t 

remember ever having felt rejected by him, but it was clear that Ned was his favourite. They 

used to play football together in the park over the road and when it was windy they would fly 

Ned’s kite, Ned gripping the handles tightly as Dad held the kite, waiting for a good gust, 

before launching it skywards. I used to tag along, but it was always clear that I was just an 

observer in these father-son excursions. Once Dad had bought Ned a model airplane. They 

had spent hours hunched over the kitchen table laying out the bits, gluing them together and 

painting the finished piece with paint from the tiny tins that came with it. It had flown well at 



first, until a strong gust of wind had blown it off course and it had dived into the park 

railings. They’d fixed it as best they could, but it wouldn’t fly anymore, and eventually Dad 

put some string through the top of it and hung it from the ceiling in Ned’s bedroom.  

 

I must have been six or seven then, so that can’t have been long before Dad was killed. He 

died in November 1994 in a battle somewhere hot and dusty - I could never remember the 

name of the place - shot in the chest whilst trying to protect a wounded comrade. Ned took 

the news hardest out of the three of us, but that was nothing compared to Mum’s reaction.  

 

I don’t remember much about what happened, but I do remember that he was killed almost 

immediately after returning to the army from leave. He had been home for a week or two, 

then he went back, then he was killed. According to Aunty Freya, whom I overheard talking 

to Uncle Martin shortly afterwards, when Mum had heard the news of Dad’s death she had 

been almost smothered by her own grief. It had trapped her, enveloped her, nearly suffocated 

her. At first she allowed it to, pulling it around her like a blanket, clutching at it, as if this 

false consoler could fill the void that he had left. She retreated to her bedroom, shut the door, 

and let Nana and Grandpa take care of us kids.  

 

Nana moved in. That I do remember. She brought with her two bags of clothes, six bags of 

groceries and a bottle of Irish whisky. Seemingly impervious to the news that her youngest 

son had just died, she focussed instead on cooking thick stews and steaming puddings, 

keeping the house warm and clean, and our clothes washed and ironed.  

 

We didn’t have a spare room, so she slept in Evie’s bed and Evie slept in mine: her pillow at 

the foot of the bed; our feet touching where they met beneath the duvet. We would fall asleep 



with our legs entwined, glad to feel the presence of another in that dark room, but I always 

woke each morning to find her small body pressed up against mine and my arms wrapped 

tightly around her waist, her breathing deep and regular, and her breath warm against my 

cheek. She needn’t have moved beds at all: hers lay untouched every morning, and as I 

walked past Ned’s door I would hear the soft, rhythmical breathing of two sleeping bodies. 

But she didn’t reclaim it and I didn’t ask her to. I often heard Ned sobbing in the night, crying 

tears for a father he would never see again. At seven years old, I didn’t think to wonder if his 

were the only sobs coming from that room.  

 

We took some time off during those first few weeks; home replaced school and Nana 

replaced our teachers. With her we would draw, paint, write stories and piece together jigsaw 

puzzles. We would read novels and watch films. Gradually Mum started to join us, for a few 

minutes at first, then longer: a meal eaten together; breakfast prepared side by side. Reassured 

by her reappearance we recovered rapidly, and eventually Nana was able to sleep in Evie’s 

bed.  

 

Nana stayed for two months in all, through Christmas and into the New Year. Then finally, 

one January morning, when the frost lay thick on the ground and delicate fronds of ice clung 

resolutely to the bare branches outside, Mum showered, dressed, and walked gingerly down 

the stairs. She stood in the living room doorway watching Nana and Ned, their heads bent 

over a maths exercise book, a calculator ready at Nana’s elbow (“just to check we’re right”). 

A weak smile and a half nod from Mum was enough to convey the decision. 

 

Once Nana had gathered up her belongings, she left our house and walked the short distance 

to her own front door. I watched her from the lounge window as she went, fumbling in her 



bag for her door key and furtively wiping the tears from her eyes. It was the first time I had 

realised that not only had we lost a husband and a father, but that she had lost a son, too. 

Now, looking back, I’m not so sure that was the only reason she was crying. 

 

Once I had written my address and the date in my notebook, I took a bite of my congealing 

bacon sandwich and glanced around the room for inspiration. Ned was rummaging through 

his rucksack; Mum was finishing the washing up whilst eating a slice of toast, taking jammy 

bites in between wiping cutlery. I glanced at the clock and quickly shoved the rest of the 

sandwich into my mouth. 

 

‘Ned,’ I mumbled, my mouth crammed with bacon and dripping crumbs. I swallowed. 

‘We’ve got to go.’  I pointed at the clock. Mum glanced up at it, then twisted round to give 

me a soapy hug. 

 

‘Have a happy day, sweetheart. I’ll cook you a special birthday dinner tonight.’  She sounded 

sad, but then she often did. We grabbed our bags and hurried into the hallway. ‘And I’ll pick 

up some ice cream for pudding on my way home,’ she called after us, as we pulled the front 

door closed. 

 

Ned and I were still at different schools – he secondary and I middle – but we got the same 

bus every morning and afternoon, as they were almost opposite each other on the main road 

through Berwell, a town a couple of miles away. Evie was still at infant school, so she got a 

lift with a friend. Most days we met Alex at the bus stop and sometimes our next door 

neighbour joined us too, as she worked at the doctor’s surgery a few roads down from our 

schools. Her name was Caro and I idolised her. I was hoping that we might bump into her 



that morning, on our way to the bus stop, but it looked as though it was her day off because 

just as we closed our front door, she opened hers, leaning out in her dressing gown, her hair 

messy and her face still crumpled from sleep. 

 

‘Morning,’ she yawned, reaching for the pint of milk and newspaper which were nestling 

side-by-side on the door mat. 

 

‘Morning,’ Ned replied immediately, always responsive to members of the opposite sex, 

particularly those a few years older than he was. 

 

‘It’s my birthday today,’ I called happily to her in greeting. 

 

‘Happy birthday – how old are you?’ she asked, smiling. 

 

‘Eleven’ 

 

‘Eleven, wow, not far off being a teenager eh?  So,’ she mused, flicking through the 

newspaper she had just picked up, ‘if it’s your birthday today, that makes you a ... Gemini,’ 

she concluded. She cleared her throat and read out: ‘With Saturn in retrograde, you will feel 

the beginnings of a new freedom this month. Your ruler Mercury guides you in intellectual 

matters. Nurture family ties in times of insecurity. Beware a box of tricks contains more than 

you were looking for. Lucky in love June 23
rd

.  If you believe all that tosh,’ she added, 

winking at me. ‘Have a great day, chickadee.’  She turned and went back inside. 

 



‘Nice and vague,’ Ned commented, as Caro walked back into her house. ‘What a load of 

crap. I can’t believe people get paid for writing that stuff.’  He hunched his shoulders and 

stuffed his fists into his pockets as we turned onto the pavement and walked down to the park 

gates. We always walked through the park on our way to the bus stop. The early morning air 

was crisp and smelt of cut grass, and a clamorous twittering and chirping was coming from 

the trees. I breathed in deeply, savouring the promise of a day which would focus almost 

entirely on me. 

 

‘A new freedom,’ I thought. Well I certainly felt free; carefree and happy. I was newly eleven 

and I had the most beautiful notebook in the world. And a promise of ice cream for tea. I 

walked to the bus stop with a spring in my step and a cake in my bag, which Mum had 

bought for me to share with my friends at lunchtime.  

 

Looking back, I can see how that day marked the beginning of the end of my childhood. 

Later, where innocence and acceptance had once stood, I would see only sadness and deceit. 

But for the time being, I was young and untainted by life. The first of the firsts would not 

happen for another three days. 


