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            Chapter One

         

         

         

         I don’t want to leave. I’m being ripped from the rock I cling to. A whirlpool of change drags me down, pulling me to the very bottom of its vortex.

         I want to stay. I need to stay, clinging to all the memories made here, ensuring they remain sharp and deeply etched. Because if I go who will say – remind people even – that this is where we had our first row, over there in the corner of the garden is where the snowman you built stood for two weeks, and round that corner where the tarmac cracks you came off your bike, you still had the scar ten years later, that little white smile on your kneecap.

         “They’re here!” (I knew they would have to be eventually.) “Have you seen the size of the truck?” Finn runs through me and out of the door to greet the vast removal lorry. I almost smile. This is the most alive that I’ve seen him in months. He needs to escape the weight of sadness pressing down on our home; he needs to restart his life somehow. The lorry will block the road. I hear the neighbours tutting already.

         So today we have to go, the tide has finally overwhelmed us and pushes me forward into the future, leaving nobody behind to mark the memories, the special, ordinary places we’ve been; no blue circular plaques mounted by the door to announce that Jesse Wolfe flew his kite for the first time right here.

         See, it says it here in the diary: April 12 2010, MOVE. I’ve spent the last four months bypassing April, only writing in dates for May or March, birthdays, anniversaries, school breaks up, school restarts. Rhythmical things that always happen whatever our postcode – a postcode that’s always been TW, maybe the numbers swap themselves around but I’m always TW, that’s all I know.

         “It’s massive – have we got enough stuff?” Finn shouts from the gate. He’s bought into the propaganda, how this will be a new start, the possibility of puppies and horses to ride because we’ll have so much space – space unmarked by Jesse. And time, time with his dad, time to go surfing together and coasteering. Promises, promises, all gobbled up by Finn. Has he thought how he’ll miss his friends, I wonder, and the everyday things that are always here that he doesn’t even see until they’ve gone, like Willow and her café (“Here Finn try these, just made a batch, what d’you think?”) and Gloria the crossing lady, the curry house at the bottom of our road, perfect for Saturday nights in, broadband, download speeds – and everywhere, in everything he touches, a trace of Jesse… He jogs back up the path, tugs at my sleeve. “Come on, they need our stuff.” I don’t want to see. I don’t want to look, maybe then the lorry can drive on, block some other road. But it’s too late. I can see it out of the corner of my eye, it’s there. Finn crashes back downstairs with a box as big as him. “Here’s my stuff!” He’s shouting at an army of tattoos.

         Those tattoos will want tea. “White loads of sugar love.” I reach into the space the kettle sits in, it’s gone, sugar dissolved, fridge sterile, unplugged. Our lives are boxed, labelled, stacked and waiting. Could I grab Finn now, hide away from the boxes, the tattoos; the traffic jam in our road? I think I sound mad, sound sad. I am.

         “We’ll start with upstairs, all right love?” He already smells of stale sweat – it’s only 7.30am. He has a cartoon Mr Incredibles-gone-to-seed physique; I imagine him as a Dave – Big Dave, can move a piano, solo. He stamps upstairs – the grit on the soles of his shoes crunching into the stair treads. Each of his thudding steps scours out more of our presence. There are six coats of varnish on each of those steps, which makes them shine beautifully in the sunlight. We spent a whole weekend painting them together, foolishly, Andrew starting at the top, me at the bottom. Andrew spent most of the day marooned upstairs playing with Jesse in his nursery, over and over they played the music box that made Jesse laugh. I can hear the tune now tiptoeing downstairs. I wonder if the new owner will appreciate the scuffed boot marks. “What d’you want us to do with this lot, love?” His bellow makes me jump.

         He’s in Jesse’s room.

         “Leave it, leave it!” I chase his boot marks up the stairs. “Come out, please come out.”

         “Keep your bloody hair on!” Big Dave mutters past me, “You best tell us where we can go. Need to be out of ’ere by 12 – 12.30 latest, don’t forget.” I nod sorry and yes I’m up to speed on the time issue. I back into the no-go zone shutting the door. Sitting in the middle of Jesse’s floor I pick up his T-shirt from the pile of dirty clothes he left, ball it up to my face and inhale. With eyes shut I’m sure, certain, that I can still smell him, he’s still in there, still in here. I have no idea where to start, what is required of me. The door opens slowly, with great care, great caution.

         “I brought boxes and…” A pen-stained hand passes me tissues. Finn sits beside me quietly, leans his head on my shoulder. “Jesse’s looking forward to the new house, he wants the big room.”

         I want to scream, “Don’t say his name!” I want to hold Finn and never let go.

         “Ouch, Mum, don’t squeeze so hard!”

         I know that every night he comes in here, sits on Jesse’s bed and tells him about his day, the things that Jesse’s mates have done or said on face-space, the little injustices that I have dealt him. And he asks Jesse what he should do, how does he beat Luke at the hundred metres, what’s senior school like – is Mr Hawks really that strict? I shouldn’t listen, but I can’t tear myself away, I can hear Jesse’s replies as much as Finn can, I’m sure of it. And when he finally leaves Jesse’s room, the shrine that I have kept for us, he wipes at tears.

         “Love you.”

         “I know. Can I do his pens-n-stuff, Mum?”

         “NO!” The word has burst out of my mouth before I can swallow it away; it’s slapped Finn’s face so hard his eyes are prickling. I take a hard long breath, holding till it hurts, we must take the shrine with us, carefully piece by priceless piece. “Sorry. Good idea Finn. Label the box though, don’t forget. Make sure it says Jesse.”

         It takes six boxes to hold everything Jesse owned, touched, in his room. To me that doesn’t seem enough to hold sixteen years of life. I want more boxes to throw my thoughts and memories into – we’ve even packed his bin with the screwed-up homework, the inky mess from badly behaved pens, the torn school tie we argued about…

         “If you think I’m buying another tie, think again. You can explain to Mr Hawks, that’s your fifth this term and your mum won’t get you another.”

         “Whatever,” Jesse grunted, bored like a Catherine Tate caricature. He slammed the front door so hard it bounced back.

         “Shut the bloody door,” I’d shouted. What kind of sentence is that to follow you to school? I shake my head, make my brain a snow globe so none of the thoughts can settle and suffocate me. I move the boxes onto the landing. I don’t want the stale-sweat tattoo men in here; they’ll squash what’s left of Jesse.

         “You want to take this old carpet?” I would take the paper off his walls if I could move it in one piece. “Yes,” is all I manage.

         The removal men devour the Jesse boxes. They move too quickly, carry too much, the top box falls, I haven’t stuck it down properly and the bin explodes, spewing crumpled paper.

         “Hey, this is just rubbish!” the guy shouts, annoyed. I snatch the box back, stand the bin up. To me it’s Ming, it’s Spode, priceless. All the brave-face tape I glued myself together with when I got up this morning breaks. I know I’m shouting at this man. I see he can’t understand why he needs to put these boxes back. He wants to be angry, to tell me to fuck off but he’s getting cash in hand at double time. Finn is frightened. Andrew arrives two hours too late.

         “Everything all right?” Andrew only ever asks this at the point of crisis, when nothing, not one atom of the universe is all right. It has a twang of annoyance, a why-can’t-you control-yourself ring to it. I walk away, leaving him to his removal men. Finn has collected up all the precious crumpled treasure from the landing and is carefully repacking the “Jesse’s things” box.

         Time is running out. Twelve o’clock is sneaking closer.

         It feels like we’re deserting. Maybe we should have done this at the dead of night. It would have felt more authentic. Andrew is ironing and smoothing out problems; like Finn, he can’t contain his excitement. He’s itching to start our “new life”.

         “Happy?” He’s holding the tops of my arms and I can tell by the squeeze that he doesn’t want to know my true answer. He makes it sounds like more of a command: hit your jolly switch now. Pack away your troubles. Forget all about it. Count to ten and start again. I realise my staring is confusing him, but I can’t believe that this is the person I have travelled through this year-long horror with, this whistle-while-you-work man. “Too late for second thoughts, come on, pack the last few things and we can get cracking.” I pull hard from his grip; walk away, leaving him in the echo-chamber living room. The front door is irresistibly open; my feet don’t want to stop so I walk on out. I have no idea where they are taking me until I reach the park, the bench: Jesse’s place.

         The After Place: after the row over the night before, after the first party, the first home late, always I found Jesse here. Sitting on this bench, kicking old fag butts and dust. And after Jazzy, their first break-up, his first broken heart, the only chance he had at heartbreak. I sit at one end to make space for his memory, there won’t be these places in our “new life”, places where Jesse was, where he is. I can feel his warmth coming up through the graffiti-gouged wood. His gum might be stuck under one of the planks I’m sitting on. He will have sat here and spat on the ground, boys do. There are blades of grass that have grown up through his saliva. I can’t leave while he is still so fresh, so part of everything. Andrew doesn’t understand, won’t understand. He is glued to counselling guidelines, moving on, moving forward.

         I am rooted to my home. I can’t leave our child, leave all these places where he grew, these parks and streets that were his backdrop. I can look at the seesaw and watch him bounce up and down, and the roundabout where I can see him now, eyes closed, sitting in the middle then stumbling off like a drunk roaring with laughter at his crazy, lurching world. I come here every day to rewind, to relive the past, a past Andrew doesn’t see. I can’t leave. Andrew can.

         And there, way across the picnic lawns, then the rugby pitches and the far wild grassland, my first, real home – Nana’s house. It watches, broken and crumbling, sewn on to the edge of Marble Hill Park. With my eyes closed I watch her watching us, Jesse and me. I took him there so many times, and sat in the tangled garden telling him the fairytales that I made my childhood into, a total fiction that he adored. “Tell me more Mummy, more…” So I conjured up the magic potions Nana and I made together that turned nasty people into angels and pumpkins into coaches. She stands at the garden fence as she did every day waiting for me to come home from school. She waves goodbye. “Safe journey, Evie,” she whispers, then turns and makes her way back up her garden to put on the kettle.

         Andrew’s voice travels across the open parkland. I can’t hear what he’s calling, just his angry sound. I don’t have to hear the words: I know them, Alice-in-Wonderland-white-rabbit words: “We’re late, we’re late for a very important date.” Jesse smirks, giving me the strength to open my eyes; he melts from beside me into the air, the trees, the dust at my feet.

         Andrew’s run out of patience. “Evelyn!” My mother used to snap my name off in full when she was angry.

         “I know, I know, I’m sorry, I’m coming. I just had to say goodbye.”

         “To a bloody bench?”

         “Yes to a bloody bench, and to the park and the fucking swings.” The “fuck” was unnecessary but it did at least change his tone; stoke his anger. He’s easier to fight angry. “What’s the point of all this Evie? We’ve talked about this – you agreed to this – you said you wanted this, for Christ’s sake.” Actually he said I wanted it – he said I agreed to it. I just went along for the ride, said nothing, did nothing, hid and hoped it would all go away. “Stop being so selfish. Finn is waiting and the removal guys. Owen from—” I mute him, getting up from the bench, and snatch a brave daisy sprouting in the dust.

         “Bye,” I whisper. A breeze rustles paper leaves, let’s pretend its Jesse waving us off. Andrew’s Blackberry rings, he’s back in demand, the space for last-minute fears disappears.

         It’s quarter to twelve, ping. Time is up.

         We walk back up the road to the house. Our life sits swallowed up by an articulated Red Dragon. It says it’s in safe hands, it says it right across the length of the lorry, Red Dragon Removals: You’re in safe hands. The “safe hands”, Big Dave and his crew, sit on the kerb drinking coke and chewing pasties from Willow’s café. The café is just round the corner, most mornings it’s wrapped in a scarf of hungry commuters. Willow runs it, the girl I sat beside the first day at school, stood beside the first day at ballet, stood behind in the sixth-form show. It was her dream, the café, the food, feeding people, so I shared that too. I made cakes, sometimes just ones for lunch but there were special orders as well, towers of icing and tiny little flower buds, sugar sculptures I could spend a lifetime spinning, and then I made the pasties. I used to make them every morning; traditional, curried or vegetarian. They sold out by nine o’clock. “I need two of you,” Willow always chuckled. It’s been a year since I made a pasty, since I made anything. I think of Willow baking on her own, singing along to all our Abba tunes, dancing by herself.

         Fearless pigeons peck the pastry confetti at the removal men’s feet. “Time to go…” is written in the air, in the dust on the windows, across the faces of Andrew, Finn, Big Dave and his safe hands. I have to do my “one last time” thing, Finn holds onto my arm to make sure I come back out. The house has become just a building – the home has been removed from it. Our steps echo in the hallway, the living room has glitter air; dust motes sparkling in the sun’s beams. The kitchen doorway is dented with a height chart of memories, I run my hand over the new-bike-for-Christmas gouge that’s so deep the wood has splintered, a slither slides into my finger tip, the pin-point pain intensifying the memory. In panic I wrap my fingers around the wooden frame pulling to see if it will come away with me. Will I remember all these things, these tiny small details of our life without it there as a reminder?

         It’s stuck. It stays.

         Standing at the foot of the beautiful shining stairs, my feet stall. I can’t place them in the dusty prints of Big Dave. Too many rooms, too much life lived up there. Babies made, nurseries repainted into teen pads, dens, private keep outs. Arguments that burst into flaming rows doused and soothed away, a life cycle of two becomes three, four, becomes three, finally stops spinning. Someone else’s history can be written on our walls because ours has been taken down, rubbed out. Finn tugs, I walk out backwards, eyes never leaving the top stair. I really can see Jesse, he’s still standing there in a sloppy melting school uniform that slides from his shoulders, hangs from his hips.

         “Don’t worry, Mum, he’ll come.” Finn tries to reassure me.

         “You think so?”

         “Course.”

         Andrew is sitting in his snarling new 4x4. He does that watch-checking thing at twenty second intervals. Big Dave and his eight-wheeled red dragon roar into life, Finn and I stand in the road to wave them off.

         There’s a car sitting at the end of the street, it’s trying not to be there, squeezed up tight to the kerb. I recognise them, her watch checks synchronised with Andrew’s. The people who offered the asking price. She measured our windows, wanted bits of our furniture that weren’t for sale because she liked our taste. She had those Barbie nails with tappy white ends, her kitten heels made the same sound as her fingertips. Eventually, she told us, Jesse’s room would have to be the nursery; her husband shrank a little further as he followed her. I wonder if legally our house is now theirs.

         “Time to go, guys,” Andrew shouts out of his window.

         “Coming,” I reply, taking a deep steadying breath, the fumey air carries a deep hit of burnt garlic. The Indian is starting early today. The thought of curry lurches my stomach. The smell claws the inside of my nose, making a bitter taste. I want to spit.

         “They’ve burnt the korma,” I say to Finn (korma is his favourite, passanda for Jesse. I used to have the biriani, but I have Jesse’s passanda now, otherwise the order looks all wrong.) Finn frowns, uncomprehending.

         “What korma?”

         “Can’t you smell it, that burning smell?”

         “You’ve lost it, Mum. Come on, Dad’s about to blow.” Turning our back on 34 Basset Gardens, we walk towards the car. A man-sized schoolboy nods as we pass him, his uniform the same as Jesse’s was.

         “See ya, Finn,” he grunts and catches my eye, not sure what to say. There are two more boy-men and a girl imitating a goth-prostitute in the same uniform standing on the other side of the road watching us, watching Andrew in the car.

         “Is it lunch time or something at school, at Jesse’s old school I mean?”

         Finn shakes his head. “Think they’ve come to say goodbye,” he mutters.

         “Goodbye? But we don’t know them, do we – do you?”

         “They know Jesse.”

         Four more teenagers amble down our road, they stand awkward and silent. Finn nods behind me to the other end of Basset Gardens: there are more of them, too many to count in a glance.

         “Guys…” Andrew’s past impatient.

         “Wait Andrew, just a minute. Look.”

         He sees the uniforms ahead of him and filling his rearview mirror. “It’s a bloody riot! This place is going seriously down…”

         “Shh. They’ve come to say goodbye.” I nod across the street: the goth-prostitute gives a small shy wave. I don’t know what to say, which words to choose: See ya, goodbye, thank you.

         “Thank you,” I whisper up and down our road. “How did they know we were going today, Finn?”

         “It’s posted on Jesse’s wall.”

         “His wall?”

         “It’s a computer thing, Mum, you won’t get it.”

         The computer thing – I do get it.

         
             

         

         Andrew revs up his monster as if a quick getaway is needed. The curtains at number 13 twitch in anticipation. I watch in the side mirror as we pull away. It seems as if a black wave follows behind us and I’m sure that there, surfing down the middle of it, is Jesse.
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            Chapter Two

         

         

         

         She so doesn’t get it. She doesn’t get any-fuckin-thing, not computers, not me, not movin’, not Dad – most of all not me. It was all OK before – well almost, I mean she drunk, got all loud and lairy, then woke up messy sometimes, but now … now Dad’s the invisible man and she’s … she’s rubbish. Like yesterday she was makin’ tea and spilt the peas, they went everywhere – and that’s her, bits of Mum everywhere. She sat there in the mess, not movin’, not even cryin’ – might’ve been another one of her blackouts, an’ I thought, I don’t care! Get up and be my mum again! It’s not just Jesse that’s gone, he’s taken them all with him. Left me here alone, where everyone mopes about because we’re all too sad to do stuff anymore.

         So the thing I don’t get is this movin’ right. Isn’t it like runnin’ away? Everyone knows what happened, they all know Jesse’s dead, so what’s the problem? OK, get a new house here, in a new road, one without a Jesse’s room maybe, but, like, go away, really away, I mean who knows anyone in Wales? I don’t. And they can stick learnin’ Welsh, or rugby. I guess there, though, no one’s gonna keep asking how I am, how I’m feeling. No one there will know about Jesse, or give a shit about me.

         The only thing that’s quite cool is everyone sayin’ goodbye and stuff, cos nuffin else about the stupid idea is. I mean I lose my brother so my parents think that losing everythin’ else – like my friends and a place in the U11s’ squad is going to make everythin’ all right – dim or what. Anyhow, I now have 856 friends on facebook which is 302 more than Luke. I mean do they even have internet in Wales? Cos I have 856 people to message and I’m not writin’ postcards. Bet you can’t even download a film or anything. Wonder who Luke will be partners with in PE – wonder who I’ll be partners with.

         Shit! You should see the size of the lorry they’re gonna move all our stuff in. It’s definitely gonna block the road.

         “Mum, they’re here!” I gotta go see this.
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            Chapter Three

         

         

         

         I check my wing mirror again. The uniforms have gone.

         “What are you looking for?” Andrew is edgy, in a middle-of-a-work-crisis mood.

         The reflection of the final black shape dissolved around the last service station. I was just trying to decipher its outline, certain it was Jesse-shaped when Finn asked: “Leigh Delamere, is that French? It sounds French.”

         “Epic fail, Finn! We’re in England, moron.”

         I waited for Finn to retaliate but, of course, half the conversation – the Jesse half – is in my head. Despite all of it, every little pain and loss and all that is rushing behind and away from us, I smile.

         “Oh Finn! Leigh Delamere is English.”

         “Yeah? But it sounds French.”

         “You think?” Then he’s gone, back to his buzz of DVDs, Nintendos and iPods.

         Andrew mistakes my smirk. “Getting excited?” He glances over at me, relieved. I wish I could reach across the vast void of gear stick and handbrake to pat his knee and say, yes. He flaps a map onto my knees, gesticulating toward the Irish Sea. Outside the air is greying, the grass throbbing greener. We soar over the bridge crossing the Severn Estuary.

         Hands-free, Andrew thanks the under secretary for persuading an over secretary to scrape and grovel to a minister. It’s all double speak, a dialect Andrew works in at his precious Attorney General’s Office, his true home and the place he’d rather be more than anywhere else on the face of the earth. Place names flash bilingually past. The chimneys of Port Talbot grab the clouds, pulling them down over their ears. The weather is paused on imminent downpour. Swansea crowds up and along the hillside to Llanelli, so many L’s, in an endless grim row of two-up-two-downs. At Carmarthen, bricks run out, people stop living and only hardy farmers hide out in scattered dour stone heaps that collapse into rusted barns. Green intensifies, growing over everything with only a tiny snow shower of sheep here and there. And onwards still to a point where your toes are almost dangling in the Irish Sea and you can wave back to the Statue of Liberty. “Not much further…” Andrew mouths as Whitehall calls again.

         “Are we there yet?” Finn shouts over something that’s booming and destroying his hearing.

         “Not yet.” He’s doing well – I make that only the eighteenth time he’s asked, that’s once every ten miles, once every ten minutes. He goes back to the rumble.

         The place names are lengthening, the interruption of fields growing. Pembrokeshire welcomes us. Everything is narrowing, the roads, the daylight, the horizon.

         The cat is sick.

         The smell is so bad that Finn is sick. And then so am I. Andrew, who struggles with other people’s bodily fluids hurries on until he and the sat-nav agree we are there. Almost. We scramble from the stench in the car into air so wet you can’t see through it.

         We are truly nowhere.

         Have we fallen through a hole and landed in infinity, or maybe beyond? There is no view apart from an occasional tree claw that looms overhead when the thick air splits for a moment. Silence presses in hard, no traffic, no planes, people, buildings, everything has been absorbed into this absolute nothingness.

         Eurig-the-Estate-Agent should be waiting for us with keys at the entrance to a lane, down the bottom of which waits our new life. A swift call made balancing on top of a log pile to catch a tiny wisp of signal clarifies that Eurig works Thursdays – it’s Wednesday, he’s at the cattle mart Wednesdays.

         Andrew and I juggle his impatience and my urge to retreat. I can wait, find a B&B, go back. He can’t. He needs those keys tight in his hand.

         “Come on. Let’s take a chance!” He’s in the car before the end of his sentence.

         The engine roars, decision made. Home, here we come. In rollercoaster fashion we tip steeply downhill on the dirt track. Down we bounce. To the right and down again. Sharply left, a steeper drop.

         “Slow down, Andrew!” But he can’t hear; he’s fired with the race to the bottom of wherever we’re heading.

         Rocking and rumbling we fly down through a tunnel of trees, woods dripping the same slate gray as the track we’re trying to stick to. Finn is gripping the back of my seat, his face pressed into the gap between me and his father, his expression says he’s waiting for the greatest surprise he’s ever seen. After three or four more veers to the left and right our tyres crunch on gravel.

         “We’re here – Pengarrow!” Andrew shouts into the collecting silence.

         We’re where? None of this is as before, as I remember the place from the house details or our viewing. The mist swirls open for a moment and a white cliff of a wall looms over us.

         “Cool!” Finn erupts from the car and is swallowed by the air.

         “Don’t go far.” I warn him but already he’s dissolving. The cat escapes its basket and vanishes into the thick air before I can grab it. How is it ever going to find its way back, when it has no idea where back is?

         The mist is so wet it lies over our faces and hands, picking up the hairs and leaving tiny beads. Finn is running and whooping, somewhere to the right of me. The air hangs with the pungent smell of garlic as if we’ve towed the curry house behind us, I can hear Jesse coming in from football and inhaling as he opens the front door “Can we have a curry tonight, Mum?” My heart skips a beat.

         “Jess?” I call out to him. Has he come all this way with a memory of home?
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            Chapter Four

         

         

         

         D’ya want a look round? Come on I’ll show you – it’s cool!

         See, my room, it’s up these stairs here. There’s stairs everywhere. This is the cellar, spooky, and up there’s something else I don’t even remember! No, not in there, that’s Dad’s room, get this, it’s got a full-size snooker table. Full size! We had a go last night and my feet came off the ground when I went for the black – Dad said that was cheatin’, said you gotta be real careful of the green maize.

         Look in here, see, if I run fast I can slide the whole room on my knees. Have a go. Couldn’t do that in our old livin’ room. It’s bigger than the whole of our old house put together. Our Christmas tree will be massive this year!

         Come up here. Watch that step, it creaks – bit creepy, listen. So that one there is Mum and Dad’s room, that’s Jesse’s and this, yeah, this is all mine, check it out!

         “Finn!”

         Gotta go – Mum’s yelling. But up there’s the attic, have a look if you want. It’s gonna be my den. Mum thinks it’s haunted but it’s not, just Jess and me muckin’ around that’s all.

         
             

         

         “Finn!”

         This place! It devours you voice-first. Where’s he gone now? I need him on a string; he’s in and out and round and round all day long! Me? I’m overwhelmed, intimidated, bewildered, I can’t take my pick. Last time I saw the house it was someone else’s home, a bad taste place oozing sage green and old nicotine. Now it’s doubled, trebled in size, even filled with all the boxes. Someone tell me, point me at a place to begin. Inside or out? The gardens have us surrounded, green closing in on all sides. Branches shooting their claws out, reaching to tickle and tap on windows, primroses explode from flagstones in the front, and there’s an overgrown tangle of greenhouses, orchards, vegetable patches and herb gardens creeping and climbing out back.

         Who’s going to cut all that grass?

         There are sheds spawning sheds awaiting mechanical man things; their doors flung open, hungrily demanding quads, ride-ons, strimmers, chainsaws – the ancient smell of two-stroke oil hangs like bad breath about them. Andrew’s shopping list grows by the hour. And outbuildings, garages and barns, like a script description from The Archers. Why do we suddenly need all these buildings? We’ve managed for years with a house, a bike shed and a prayer for a parking space outside our front door. All this as far as the eye can see stuff, is ours, how ridiculous, insane: three small humans occupying one side of a valley, almost. I want our old house back; that was my home, not this, Andrew’s vision of Utopia.

         I hear Finn now. He’s doing that sliding thing again down the empty living-room floor, his knees are red raw, jeans threadbare. Andrew and Finn seem in their very own version of heaven. I hear it in their sighs as they race up and down the staircases. The weight of the grief and memories left behind in London has lifted from them. Finn has found a den in the attic, which to me looks like a perfect hang-out for ghosts. But then this whole place echoes, it’s empty and will be even when I have unpacked every last teaspoon.

         And me? I still carry all the cares from last year and cannot let go of one. The only space that doesn’t feel empty is the airing cupboard – the only cosy place I can find. Inside there’s that smell, that fresh-from-outdoors with a hit of scorched cotton. That’s just how Nana’s kitchen smelled on washing day, the radio playing Vera Lynn We’ll meet again… as she steamed up the kitchen. “Fancy a cuppa dear?” she would say at around 11, and in would come Papa magically summoned by the kettle, lighting his morning pipe puffing blue smoke into the steam. I sat on the high, high, be careful, red stool that stuck to the backs of your legs in the summer. We had coffee in beautiful, translucent, palest pink teacups – the last three of the set – wedding present Nana said, blown up by the bomb that hit Marble Hill Park.

         That’s how I feel in here, in the airing cupboard at Pengarrow, Nana-safe, cosy curl-up warm. The walls are lined with ancient timber shelves and in between you can read the story of this house in layers of old wallpaper and patches of paint from antique chalky palettes, little swatches of history. Just inside the door a list is pasted to the wall ticking off all that should be stored here, in elderly spidery writing no longer legible. Our bedding has been unpacked, ordered and stacked, pillowcases on the highest shelf, then sheets, duvet covers, towels, and on the other side tablecloths, odd napkins, no sets, just as if they too had been blown up in the war, only single survivors making it. Everything looking pressed, sharp edged and neat. I brush my hand over Finn’s Arsenal duvet cover; it feels warm, just ironed and when I smell it fresh-outside is trapped in the fibres and the light scorch is still there. I could never get that smell in London, that cleanness.

         “Evie, Evie!” Andrew’s voice pushes under the door of my hideaway. Reluctantly I get up off a stool that’s been used as a step for the highest shelf (pillowcase shelf) for generations, the backs of my legs stick to it. “Be careful you don’t fall,” Nana whispers as I open the door. My shoulder brushes the old list, the bottom three entries tear off and flutter in sycamore helicopter circles to the floor. I pick it up, trying to unpick the loops and swirls but all I can make out is “linen 28”.

         “Evie? Evie, where are you?” Andrew’s feet on the stairs get louder.

         “Here. I’m up here. Thanks for sorting all the laundry.”

         “The what?”

         “The laundry, the washing – the ironing.”

         “Washing? Haven’t even found the machine yet, let’s do that next, thought we could make a start in our room, at least get the bed up. Can’t face the airbeds for another night – back’s killing me!”

         “So the sheets, the towels and stuff…?”

         “Not guilty.” His phone rings. He moves over to the window, to find a signal or for privacy I can’t tell. “OK, OK,” he assures the caller, anxiously glancing in my direction; he’s going to break another promise, I can feel it. Ending the call he turns to me. His face is flushed; it’s the colour it goes when he’s about to lie.

         “Look Evie, I’m really sorry but that was the Attorney General – another crisis. I’m going to have to go back to London in the morning.”

         “But you’ve got the week off. You booked it.”

         “I know. Hopefully I can iron out the issues and be back by Thursday, Friday at the latest.”

         “Friday!” The awfulness of this vast, vacant house towering in cardboard boxes for three days with only Finn and me bumping around is too grim to look at. But Andrew is in demand, in his favourite place, back amongst the happening.

         “So, the bed?” He wields a power tool revving its motor, silencing me. At any moment he’ll jump, feet wide apart, point at a spot between my eyes and grasping his “piece” with both hands, demand I make his day. When did Andrew ever use a drill? He gets people in to do that sort of thing.

         “Evie? Evie?”

         “Mmm.” I’m sulking. For the first time in a long time I don’t want him to go. I’m jealous of his freedom to dip in and out of this rural idyll. I can’t believe that after only three days he has managed to worm his way out.

         “Yeah, yeah the bed, it sounds like a plan.”

         I follow him and his weapon of choice up the ever-increasing staircase, three quarters of the way up, and I can feel a tightening burn at the top of my thighs. Our door has already been thoughtfully fitted with an authentic spooky creak – the floor lurches away from you sober or drunk, moaning and groaning at the centuries of footsteps it’s had to endure.

         “Ok, grab this – looks simple enough.” With a rev of his drill we’re off, no instructions, just free-styling into a bed shape. After twenty minutes of finger-gouged swearing, the headboard is the bed-end, which is upside down, three bolts and a mattress are missing.

         “It’s four hours to London – we could come with you, leave now and we’d all be there for dinner.”

         “That’s not helping, Evelyn.”

         I know, but my headache is back, and that awful burnt smell, can’t even blame the Taj takeaway at the other end of the M4. If this is the smell of the country, give me back smog.

         “I need Paracetamol.”

         As I reach the door, Andrew drawls, in his best American accent: “Hey, Evie!”

         I turn, he’s doing his Dirty Harry impression, feet wide, arms straight in front “Make my—”

         “No.”

         “Why don’t you see if you can find the box with your sense of humour in while you’re down there,” he calls after me.

         “I’ve looked, but all I can find is the one full of bad ideas,” I yell back at him but his drill is already revving.

         The afternoon deteriorates into snipes and angry silence. Andrew’s pissed off with DIY and its obsession with detail and small parts; applying his global overview skills fails on all levels. The mattress is lost. But Paracetamol are discovered hiding with the cooking brandy. By four it’s unbearable. Andrew makes a very poor performance of yet more office catastrophes and ministerial tantrums that haul his departure from tomorrow into now. I almost believe him, until he can be heard disappearing down the hallway suggesting Ottolenghi’s for supper with his father.

         “Dad’s going, isn’t he?” Finn is trying very hard not to be concerned. His voice hits every note of unsure.

         “He’s got to go back to London, love, see Granddad and work.” I can’t offer much we’ll-be-ok, it’ll-be-fun-camping-out-in-upside-down, mattressless-beds.

         “Are we going with him?”

         I shake my head. “He’ll be back by Friday,” I cross my fingers as I say this, praying this isn’t the beginnings of a weekend-only Andrew. I slop cooking brandy into a mug and down three Paracetamol. “So where shall we sleep tonight, your place or mine, Finn?”

         “Mine, mine! Sleep in my room, I’ll go on the floor, if you want.” Our relief at a good suggestion is equal. I take another swig from my teacup. Something is working, the alcohol, the tablets or Andrew’s imminent departure I can’t say, but the pain in the centre of my brain has turned into a low, almost comforting hum.

         “OK, guys,” Andrew breaks our little peace. “Got to make tracks. I’ve left a list of numbers on the table, you know, take-aways, doctors…”

         “Take-aways?” A vision of the little wobbly Domino’s Pizza boy on his dropped moped stumbles through my mind. “No one’s going to deliver down here, and you have the car, I would say that makes us stuck as far as fast food is concerned.”

         “I’ve got a hire car being delivered in the morning, remember – it’s easy, automatic, please don’t make this any more difficult. It’s not my fault – and it’s only for a few days.” All of this is, of course, his fault. There are off buttons on mobiles – they are put there for family time, when work should take the hint and sod off. “Look I could call Mother, she could stay for a bit.”

         “No.” No, no, no.

         “She did offer.”

         Finn’s face bleaches of colour. I can feel sweat.

         “We’ll be fine.”

         Andrew’s face cracks into smiling relief, his ultimate deterrent wins yet again. One day I will be brave enough to face him down. That woman would never have three back-to-back days available at twenty-four hours’ notice, it would be considered a social faux pas. Andrew scatters ill-targeted kisses and attempts not to rush out the door, throwing worthless phrases into the air.

         “Look, just call if you need me back. I’ll come straight away. Call the office number, you can always get me on that.”

         I have never once succeeded in contacting him on his office number; Caroline rules the telephone lines, and as she always explains, Andrew is busy, unavailable, and cuts me off before I’ve even managed a “good morning”. We don’t do small talk, Caroline and I. We maintain our hatred for each other. I married her Andrew although she gets to occupy most of his waking hours. Stalemate. I am walking back inside the house before his wheels begin to munch on gravel. Disgust is lurking somewhere with “you bastard”.

         Through the kitchen window I can see Finn still sat on the wall watching where Andrew left, the image heartbreaking.

         “Hey, honey,” I shout out of the window, “let’s find something to cook and something to cook on.” There’s some excitement in my words that reach through his gloom, a switch is flicked and in he runs with all kinds of ridiculous solutions to our mini famine. I laugh, thinking back to Willow’s café with all its organic wholesomeness. What would Willow think of me now? I couldn’t face sorting everything in London, just packing it was a mountain to climb, so we’re left with all the things I should’ve thrown out and nothing that we really need. Having never tried out-of-date Pot Noodle, frankfurters and processed cheese, with digestive and Nutella sandwiches to follow, I am surprised by how filling they are, and how quickly indigestion sets in. But then there was still one Christmas-pudding’s worth of cooking brandy to soothe away the burn.
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            Chapter Five

         

         

         

         “We’ll meet again, don’t know where, don’t know when…”

         “Shhh, Mum,” Finn murmurs, his voice thick from just this side of awake. I thought the song was in my head, music to fall asleep to.

         “Just close your eyes, Evie.” Sleeping beside Finn has been our best decision since arriving; we feel secure, you can hear it in our breathing.

         As we finally gave up on the day, abandoning the kitchen and the chaos exploded over it, we creaked upstairs, discovering two erected beds, both the right way up and made, just waiting to tuck us in. I turn my Andrew anger down to mute. But out of spite Finn and I drag mattresses, duvets, sheets and pillows up to his attic den.

         Now all I need is for sleep to wash over me – the “on” switched off. That’s where the song came in. The theme tune to night time, to lying awake waiting for someone to come home: the sound of Jesse’s key in the front door, a slurred “Home Mum”; Andrew cursing as he trips over shoes in the early hours, my ma’s heels clicking down the hall tiles. “Don’t worry dear, she’ll be back by morning,” Nana would whisper as her cool, soothing hand stroked the hair from my forehead. “Your ma will be here by morning, you’ll see.”

         “Don’t know where, don’t know when…” Nana hums on in an attempt to chase away my nightmares, but…

         
            *

         

         Once again the doorbell rings with the sound of the school break bell. The clock on the mantel ticks gameshow loud, counting down, running out. The break bell clangs again. I’m late.

         “Mum, hurry!” Finn’s face green and pressed against the coloured glass of the front door. “Hurry!” he calls.

         “Slow down, Evie.” Andrew’s voice drawls behind me from a vast armchair at the dark end of the hallway.

         “Help me, Andrew, the door, I can’t open it.” The tempo of the clock tick-tocks faster.

         “In a minute, but we need to talk, listen…” Always I need to listen, but today there’s no time, Finn knocks frantically to the beat of the count down.

         “Mum, hurry!” I pull and pull. Andrew raises himself from the chair, frame by slow-motion frame. He holds out the key which, inch-by-inch, slides into its lock, the other unused keys jangling in excitement.

         “Mum, quick!” It’s almost impossible to squeeze past Andrew; the front garden has fallen away from the path, only a narrow beam stretches to the gate, so thin that my foot overhangs. Chips from the terracotta tiles crumble into the void that is sucking me down. The fence has been swallowed, there’s nothing to grab for balance. On elastic the distance from door to gate has been horrifically stretched. I know the only way is to run and hope speed will carry me across the tightrope. Fear shakes the muscles above my knees.

         “Faster, Mum, faster!” Finn is already on the other side of the gate, he flicks the latch, clinking metal against metal, louder and louder. He shouts over the clinking chinking: “It’s Jesse, Mum, it’s Jesse…”

         
             

         

         My eyes snap open but the power is down to the rest of my body. The room, bed, heavy breathing beside me make no sense. Somewhere an emergency generator kicks in and feeling is instantly restored with a thump to my brain and in a slow buzz to my limbs. The deep breathing: Finn. The room: Finn’s den. The thumping head: cooking brandy, but the chinking sound? Morning sunlight rudely pokes through the curtains. Grabbing yesterday’s jumper from the heap on the floor, I pad downstairs, hop-scotching the creaky ones. I stop stunned in the hallway – there is a woman standing at my kitchen sink, elbow-deep in yesterday’s pans, plates and glued-on cheese.

         The woman at the sink has appeared from nowhere, a bit like the cat, which has returned and now sits at her feet.

         My head’s still humming a cheap brandy tune but I’m sure there wasn’t a knock or a doorbell, just that metal china chink, the sound that broke into my dreaming dragging me from the nightmare. It made me think of weekends; it’s the sound Andrew made in the kitchen when it was my turn to get up with the kids and I was too hung over to wake up. Andrew’s back, that’s what I was hoping as I came downstairs.

         I know last night I locked the front door, back door, side and cellar door along with anything else that had a bolt, latch or catch. I did. I know I did. I had key-into-keyhole trouble, the last glass, one way too many. Finn followed me, glued, just in case, though both of us were absolutely not scared in the least. Of course this woman at my sink might have her own set of keys. But why? Some long-established arrangement; did we purchase home, land and a housekeeper? Or, no, it’ll be Andrew interfering from two hundred miles away. I bet he’s thinking, “She can’t cope, let’s send in the cavalry.” I can cope, we can cope, Finn and I aren’t bothered by a pile of dirty dishes.

         Except, the woman in my sink – she’s bothered.

         She doesn’t hear me; scrubs on, humming, swaying slightly, wafting wood-smoke and earth into the air. I stand, stunned, waiting for words to come, to be said. She works around the chaotic kitchen that’s half lived-in, half just arrived with endless, secretly multiplying boxes in the way, waiting to trip you up. Except that this morning, with the sun floodlighting through the windows, the room now has a hint of home. It has warmth. It’s waiting for pans and boiling, slicing and dicing. It’s hungry for stew and soup and first thing in the morning loaves. The fire is burning. Some books have got themselves organised and found a shelf.

         Her hair hangs in a red rope down her spine, escaping from a dirty scarf. The elbows that pump the water are raw and exposed from sleeves pushed up high. The tune she hums is so familiar, painfully I dig and delve to know where from. She’s clothed in a whole family’s wardrobe all tied up with a belt stopping any layer escaping; everything looks a hundred years old, worn to breaking point, repaired then worn out again. A heap of a person the colour of dead leaves.

         Where the hell did she come from?

         Why is she in our kitchen?

         A burst of thunder rolls down the stairs behind me, and with failing brakes Finn crashes into my back, multi-tasking on his iPod. He’d not expected a road block in the kitchen doorway. He wriggles under my elbow into the room and stops. His noise seems not to disturb the woman at the sink; it’s as if we aren’t here but are ghosts that she’s unaware of. Finn stares, sucking her image into his brain, none of her makes any sense to him either. Eventually he turns to me and I read the “Where did she come from?” that shouts from his silent, mesmerised face. Shaking my head and shrugging is the only soundless answer I can offer him. He leans back against me, his warmth crossing over. I rest my chin on the top of his head, surprised again how little I have to stoop. His scalp smells of sleep and freshly washed bedding, I wrap my arms across his chest and we watch this woman, an illustration ripped from an old book and pasted into our kitchen.
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