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            Introduction

         

         Home means something different for everyone. Many of us are fortunate enough to count our home as a place of stability, love and safety; others are not so lucky. Fiction can be our first exploration of hardships that are very much part of the real world. By using fiction both as a means of raising money for Crisis and increasing awareness of the struggles faced by those who experience homelessness, this collection bridges the gap between the real and the imagined.

         As part of the creation of this book, Lisa Williamson has generously donated her time to Crisis, giving a creative-writing workshop to members at the Crisis Skylight Centre in London. In turn, some of the Crisis members shared their stories with her. This exchange of ideas and experiences has in part formed the inspiration for Lisa’s story, ‘Routes and Wings’. 

         Stories of hardship and resilience are also the basis of Benjamin Zephaniah’s poem, ‘Home and Away’, and ‘The Letter’ from our competition winner, Tracy Darnton – a story that is powerful in its simplicity. ‘Amir and George’, a moving story from Sita Brahmachari, focuses on the experience of losing your home and coming to terms with a new one as a refugee, a situation that is tragically common in our world today.

         Campaigns like Crisis at Christmas provide moments of hope in the face of adversity and this anthology is not without Christmas spirit. There are stories filled with the warmth of the festive season, from Katy Cannon’s ‘Christmas, Take Two’ to Non Pratt’s ‘Ghosts of Christmas Past’ and Juno Dawson’s ‘Homo for Christmas’. In not one of these stories is happiness easily found, yet it is recognized as all the more precious when it arrives.

         Other stories in the collection are far from cosy. Melvin Burgess’s ‘When Daddy Comes Home’ casts a sceptical look at politicians and truthfulness and Marcus Sedgwick’s ‘If Only in My Dreams’ presents us with the uncertain future of our planet. These are stories that will stay with you well beyond their final lines, as is Tom Becker’s chilling vision of the demons unleashed by grief in ‘Claws’.

         Yet even in the most difficult of circumstances and the most imperfect of homes, there are moments of beauty to be found. Julie Mayhew’s ‘The Bluebird’ sees a girl yearning for escape, Kevin Brooks’s ‘The Associates’ reveals tenderness in friendship and Holly Bourne’s ‘The Afterschool Club’ shows us that there is more to most people than there first appears.

         In Cat Clarke’s story, ‘Family You Choose’, a group of self-confessed ‘waifs and strays’ are family for one another despite their differences, with heart-warming results. Here we present to you a family of sorts; a collection of wholly individual, beautifully written and thought-provoking stories, each one a member of the rich and varied family of UKYA writing. How fortunate we are.

         
             

         

         Ruth Bennett, Commissioning Editor

         Stripes Publishing – June 2016

      

   


   
      
         

            A Note from the Publisher

         

         In September this year, Stripes will celebrate its tenth birthday. We wanted to mark this important milestone in a meaningful and imaginative way. In publishing I’ll Be Home for Christmas our aim is not only to provide crucial financial support to Crisis, but also to raise awareness of the charity’s work among young adult readers, particularly at this time of year. Most of us take it for granted that we will share Christmas with family and friends, but for an alarmingly high number of young adults this isn’t the case.

         Stripes is primarily known for its illustrated fiction, so this has been an amazing opportunity for us to reach out to the YA community in the UK. We have got involved in some of the fantastic initiatives celebrating YA fiction, including the Young Adult Literature Convention (YALC) and The Bookseller YA Book Prize. We also ran a competition to find a new voice in YA and are delighted to welcome Tracy Darnton to the anthology.

         I am hugely grateful to all the exceptionally talented authors for their involvement in, and their commitment to, I’ll Be Home for Christmas, and for their wonderful contributions – they have produced such a diverse and inspiring range of stories and poetry and each one has offered a unique response to the theme of home. We’ve eagerly awaited the arrival of each piece; some have made us laugh, some have made us cry – all have made us think…

         And a massive thank you to William Grill for his stunning cover – it superbly captures the essence of the book and is the most delightful wrapping paper this Christmas anthology could have.

         This has been a truly rewarding and exciting experience for all of us at Stripes – and a fantastic way to celebrate ten years of publishing. We go forwards into our next decade with renewed dedication and energy.

         
             

         

         Jane Harris, Publisher

         Stripes Publishing – June 2016

      

   


   
      
         

            Home and Away

–

Benjamin Zephaniah

         

         

         

         
            
               I’d like to be home for Christmas.

               That’s where the rhythm wise hip-hop is,

               That’s where the rock and the jazz is,

               The place where I dream happy

               Where I dance to sweet homemade reggae.

            

            
               I’d like to be home for Christmas.

               The world can be viewed from the back room,

               It lights up in the soul full moon,

               From there it’s my stars that I see

               There dwells the real history of me.

            

            
               I’d like to be where my heart is.

               Childhood naughtiness I can’t defend,

               Kids’ arguments that never end,

               We shout and fight so endlessly,

               Apparently that’s family.

            

            
               I’d like to be where my toys are.

               To hear the sounds of me back then,

               To be ambitious and hope again,

               To stay if I choose not to leave,

               To hunker down, to chill, to breathe.

            

            
               I left home one year – around Christmas.

               I went off to do some big man things,

               Me and mine we lived like kings,

               My pad was smart, and safe, and lush,

               Yes, we were ghetto fabulous.

            

            
               But it all fell apart – around Christmas.

               My safety net just up and went,

               No insurance, no friends, no rent,

               My descent was hard, painful and short,

               And me – too macho to seek support.

            

            
               I lost my way – around Christmas.

               I suffered alone in many a crowd,

               I begged where begging was not allowed,

               I cried and prayed, but no one heard,

               No god or statesman said a word.

            

            
               I could not celebrate last Christmas.

               The angry cold took hold of me,

               The vermin would not leave me be,

               And richer folk blamed me for crimes,

               Inside my pride died many times.

            

            
               So I’d like to be home for Christmas.

               But now I am a refugee,

               My family has disowned me,

               Depression came and made me low,

               I found me with no place to go.

            

            
               We can’t all be happy at Christmas.

               Civilization, humankind,

               Can I get some peace of mind?

               Turn your body, shift your eye,

               The great and good just pass me by.

            

            
               What makes a home at Christmas?

               Is it he who offers me a smile?

               Or she that stops to talk a while?

               Some spare cash in an envelope?

               Or they that stop and offer hope?

            

            
               Crisis will be home for Christmas.

               Compassion came and rescued me,

               Advice with heart and empathy,

               Touched me with a helping hand,

               Now I have a better Christmas planned.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Ghosts of Christmas Past

–

Non Pratt

         

         

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         I walked past our house today. It’s the first time I’ve seen it without a sign outside – FOR SALE – UNDER OFFER – SOLD. Somehow seeing it without any sign at all is worse, like the house is waiting for me to walk up the drive and in through the front door.

         But I’m walking through a different door now. Late.

         “Where’ve you been?” Nan says when I walk through to the kitchen, where she and Theo are.

         “Nowhere.”

         She tuts. “You’ve obviously been somewhere, Samuel, or you’d have ceased to exist.”

         Reckon she’d prefer that – always on about my ‘enormous’ shoes cluttering up the porch, how much food I eat, why there are so many of my clothes in the wash. Doesn’t help having ten-year-old Theo around being small and unsweaty and not having to watch his blood sugar because he’s not the one with diabetes.

         I peer over his shoulder at his homework and point to one of the answers.

         “That’s wrong,” I say, because I know how much he hates it.

         “No, it’s not!” But he huddles over his workbook to hide the fact he’s correcting it.

         “Leave your brother alone.” Nan hands me a plate of browned apple slices arranged in a wheel around a single oatcake that she’s taken from the fridge. I guess it’s good that she’s watching out for me, but it’s hard to feel grateful when she grumbles about what a faff it is and tells me off for helping my brother with his homework.

         I take my sad little snack up to the bedroom because it’s the only time I get the space to myself. Not that it feels that way with Theo’s inside-out jeans on the floor, socks still bunched in the leg holes, and his stuff charging in every socket. I can’t even shut the door because of his rucksack hanging on the handle.

         Getting my phone out, I catch up with Bazza about the party plans for Friday while googling tips on how to talk to girls. I’m none the wiser when there’s a knock on the door and Mum pokes her head in. I hadn’t even heard her come back.

         “How come you’re skulking up here?” She sits on Theo’s bed.

         “Doing Nan a favour by staying out of the way.”

         “Stop being daft,” Mum says.

         “I’m not! She’s always tutting about me leaving stuff in the wrong place, keeps wanting to know where I am or what I’m doing. Like she thinks I’m out dealing drugs or doing knife crime unless I’m sat next to her on the sofa watching Countdown and doing a jigsaw.”

         “I don’t even know where to begin with that!” Mum’s expression wavers between annoyed and amused. “It’s perfectly reasonable for her to want to know where you are – and what’s all this nonsense about drugs and knives? And, since we’re talking clichés, my mother has never watched Countdown or shown any interest in jigsaws.”

         “Maybe not, but she doesn’t have to tell me off every time I leave the bread on the side.”

         “Stop leaving it on the side, then!”

         “Yeah, but, what kind of psychopath keeps bread in the fridge?” 

         “The kind of psychopath who puts up with having an ungrateful scrote like you around.” Mum stands up as if to go, reaching out too fast for me to escape as she ruffles my hair. “Come down and lay the table for tea, scrote.”

         
            *

         

         On Friday I walk with Bazza back to his, my bag loaded with clothes to see me through tonight and on to lunch with my dad and Theo tomorrow. When we pass my old house I notice there’s still no wreath on the knocker, no fairy lights wrapped round the columns by the door or looped in the holly bush. No sign that anyone is looking forward to Christmas the way we all used to.

         Makes me think they don’t deserve it.

         It’s something I can’t get out of my head, a rut my mood gets stuck in. Hours later, even with the party up and running, all I do is drift round not quite clicking with anyone. In the lounge, I sip my watered-down orange juice and watch some girls perform an impromptu karaoke to ‘All I Want for Christmas’.

         “Best Christmas tune ever. Discuss.” 

         There’s a girl next to me who wasn’t there a minute ago. She’s wearing a spangly top, her hair braided in a loose side plait, a careful cat-flick lining her eyes.

         “I – er…” I manage.

         “I know ‘Fairytale of New York’ is cooler, but I always think Christmas is for cheese.” She’s got a Scottish accent and although I’ve seen her around school, she only started after half-term and I don’t know her name.

         “Cheese works for me,” I say, then there’s a long pause before I add, “I’m Sam. Wright.” Because I don’t want her to confuse me with Sam Bastian who is gay. I’ve enough obstacles to overcome without girls thinking I prefer guys.

         “Amy Sparrow,” she says.

         Neither of us know what to say next and I go with a desperate, “So – er – how are you liking St David’s?”

         “It’ll do. For a school.” Amy does that thing where you nod along with your words as if that makes them last longer.

         “Made friends?”

         “A few…” She scans the room as if looking for examples. “Thought they’d be here, actually, but…”

         More silence – lots of it. 

         “OK, so,” Amy says a little too brightly, “it was nice to meet you, but I’ve got to…” She gestures out of the door and before I have a chance to respond, she’s gone.

         All that googling and I still don’t know how to talk to girls.

         I decide to take a break and go out front, appreciating the way the door clunks shut to mute the party behind. Cold air laps at my skin and even though the step is bum-numblingly cold, the dull ache of it is weirdly comforting as I sit and stare out into the night.

         The houses here are older and smaller, closer together and harder to tell apart than where I used to live. It doesn’t feel great to admit I pitied Bazza for living in one – doesn’t feel any better admitting I envy him for it now, living close to school with both his parents and a bedroom all to himself.

         There’s a swoosh behind me and someone nearly trips over me on their way out of the house. I leap up as they right themselves by grabbing at a festive hanging basket and I recognize Amy Sparrow’s scruffy plait and sharply lined eyes, above a scarf so chunky it covers half her face.

         “Oh, it’s you,” she says. “Hello.” 

         “Hi.”

         “And also goodbye.”

         “You’re leaving?”

         “No, I’ve yet to grasp the English language and don’t know what I’m saying.” She sounds more Scottish than ever. “Yes, I’m leaving. Nice meeting you, Sam Wright.”

         Regret nibbles at my insides. Even though our first contact bombed, I was hoping there’d be a second…

         “Would you like me to walk you home or something?” I blurt out.

         Amy turns back and, although I can’t see her mouth, I know she’s smiling. “You don’t even know where I live.”

         “I don’t have to know the way to keep you company.”

         As comebacks go, it isn’t bad (for me) and she laughs. “I’ll wait while you get your coat.”

         
            *

         

         Like an idiot, I ask if she’s from Scotland.

         “Was it the flag painted on my forehead that gave it away?”

         “Well, you hide your accent so well…” I try out her brand of sarcasm and she seems to like it. 

         “You should hear my sister – she’s at university in Dundee and jokes about how English I’m becoming.”

         “How is it, living here?”

         “Weird.” Amy kicks at a stick on the path. “It’s not the place so much…”

         “…As the people?” I guess and she grins.

         “Just one – Greg.”

         “Boyfriend?” I feel a right tit the second I say it and

         Amy gives me a funny look.

         “Not mine – Mum’s.”

         Does that mean Amy does have a boyfriend? I hope not.

         Amy keeps kicking the stick until it snaps, then she sighs. “I’m not being fair. Greg’s all right – it’s just weird living with someone I’m not used to.”

         “Does he keep bread in the fridge?”

         “What?”

         And then I have to explain it, don’t I? Only somehow it doesn’t end up being about Nan and the bread. It becomes Mum and Dad getting a divorce – them selling up and me and Theo and Mum living with Nan because they said it was better for school even though Nan’s house is a twenty-minute drive across town and Dad’s flat is a ten-minute walk from the school gates.

         But the flat Dad chose only has one bedroom. The silence that follows says more than my words.

         Amy turns to cut across the same park Bazza and I did earlier. “I know what’s happening is hard,” she says – no trace of sarcasm in her voice, “but trust me: two happy halves are better than one miserable whole.”

         Her gentle words soothe the raw edges where resentment’s been sawing away at me. It’s the first time anyone’s talked to me about this without getting awkward and changing the subject or trying to cheer me up – or doing so much of the talking that I never get to say anything.

         “Thanks,” I say, following her round the cycle barrier and out on to the street.

         “Any time.” And I hope she means it – I’ve had conversations before where the person’s gone back to ignoring me once we’re in uniform.

         We’ve nearly reached my old house and I wonder about telling Amy that this is where I used to live, before I moved in with my nan…

         Until she stops. Right on the drive.

         “So,” she says, tucking the strands of hair that have blown loose behind one ear. “This is me.”

         
            *

         

         The first thing I notice is that the door’s shut on the coat cupboard when it should be stuffed to bursting with boots and jackets and ski-wear we never bothered putting away between holidays.

         “Kitchen’s this way.” Amy nods down the hall.

         I know, I want to say. I should have got the words out on the drive, but she asked me if I’d like to warm up and I panicked she’d take it back if she found out this was where I’d lived – and I wanted to come inside so badly…

         “Sam?” Amy turns to see I’m still stranded on the doormat.

         “I – er – shouldn’t I take my shoes off?”

         “Don’t worry about it – we’re recarpeting.”

         Recarpeting? All of a sudden I’m absurdly offended on behalf of something I never gave a second thought to. Taking my shoes off in protest, I pad through to the kitchen where marble surfaces glitter under the expensive spots Dad insisted on. There’s whining and scratching coming from the door that leads into the big back lobby and I stop in the middle of the floor to say, somewhat stupidly, “You’ve got a dog?”

         “Are you allergic?” Amy pauses. The whining escalates to frenzied barks and I shake my head. “Good.”

         As the door opens, a muscular bullet shoots through the gap, spiralling round Amy before running over to me, snuffling, barking and half jumping up at me, completely disregarding Amy’s, “Violet, no. Down. No.”

         An odd name for an English bull terrier.

         “She won’t bite.” Amy crouches down and fusses the dog, still talking to me. “She doesn’t like being shut in, but she can’t be left in the kitchen until we put a child gate up by the lounge or she’d trash the joint. Wouldn’t you, Violet?”

         Violet pants happily as Amy scrubs her knuckles on the dog’s snout.

         “Right.” She stands to open the fridge. “What can I get you? Greg’s got some craft ale if you want?”

         The face she’s pulling doesn’t make it sound appealing.

         “Tea’s fine – I’m not drinking tonight anyway.” I raise my arm and ping my rubber medical band. “Type 1 diabetes.”

         “Bummer.”

         I shrug. It is what it is – it’s not like I couldn’t drink if I was careful, I just prefer not to. I’ve had hypos ruin enough parties as a kid for me not to risk it now I’m older.

         Amy goes round opening cupboards and looking for mugs, joking about not knowing where anything is, the dog trotting after her while I stand there like a muppet. She finds the mugs in the same cupboard we used, which spins me out. It’s getting weirder by the second that I haven’t told her I used to live here…

         But as Amy walks over, Violet darts under her feet, so that Amy has to stumble to catch herself, tea sloshing out of the mugs.

         “Violet!” Amy tuts at where the tea’s soaking into her top. “Can you keep an eye on the dog while I go and sort this out? The top’s Mum’s and she’ll kill me if I’ve stained it.”

         
            *

         

         I hear the taps go on upstairs and I exchange a glance with Violet, who immediately trots off down the corridor towards the lounge. Two seconds and I’m off after her…

         But what I see stops me as effectively as a child gate would have stopped the dog.

         The lounge stretches from French windows at the back to a massive bay window at the front and I’d been expecting to see an echo of how it used to be, but this set-up is so far from familiar I could be in a different house entirely.

         Why would they put the sofa there? Or the TV? And there’s a dining table at one end, even though there’s a whole room for that on the other side of the kitchen. There’s books on the shelves instead of ornaments, mirrors instead of pictures and…

         Where’s the tree?

         There are no cards or decorations – not even a tasteful nativity scene that my nan would approve of – and the sight of it swoops through me, as bleak and melancholy as a midwinter carol.

         “Sam?” Amy’s voice makes me jump. There was a time when no one could possibly have snuck up on me in this house. When she sees Violet looking guilty on the sofa, Amy snaps her fingers and the dog scuttles shame-tailed back to the kitchen.

         “Sorry,” I say. “I tried to stop her.” And then, “Where’s your tree? Or … are you, like, not into the birth of Jesus?”

         Amy laughs. She’s changed into a big jumper that’s sliding off one shoulder, the cuffs curled round her fingers. “Totally into it, but Mum’s old-school. Nothing up until Christmas Eve.”

         “Not even cards?” Although the answer is all around, on the empty mantelpiece and windowsills.

         Amy waves a hand at a sprawl of envelopes in the middle of the dining-room table. “Waiting to be opened on the twenty-fourth. Mum insists it’s tradition to leave it until the last minute, but she’s like that whatever the time of year.”

         As we head back to the kitchen, I ask where her mum and Greg are.

         “Some Christmas ball back home – or where home used to be. In Edinburgh.” Amy sips what’s left of her drink before registering my confusion. “Someone needs to dog-sit.”

         “And they were fine leaving you on your own?” I can’t imagine either of my parents being so cool about it – even less so my nan. It was hard enough persuading her to let me stay over at Bazza’s.

         Amy nods. “It’s not like I’m going to have a party, is it? I don’t know anyone.”

         “You do now.” I raise my mug in a ‘cheers’ kind of gesture.

         “Do I? All I know is that you don’t like your nan keeping bread in the fridge.”

         “It’s a very important detail.” But the chill I’m going for is ruffled by the way the tops of her cheeks crinkle when she smiles. I gulp my tea carelessly and cough. “So – er – what do you want to know about me?”

         “Anything – what you like to do for fun, what’s your favourite film or food or animal. What superpower you’d choose. Where you grew up…”

         “Here.” I say it before I chicken out.

         “OK, that was a bad question…” She hasn’t understood.

         “I meant here.” I point down at the floor. “In this house.”

         She thinks I’m joking. You would, wouldn’t you? But then she gets that I’m not. 

         “Why didn’t you say?” Amy stares at me like there are more secrets to see.

         “Seemed a bit rude to bring it up … like, ‘Oh, come for a drink in my house,’ and I’m all like, ‘Actually, that used to be my house,’ and –” I’m floundering – “it seemed weird.”

         She doesn’t say anything and whatever groove we’d found is lost as I turn my mug round, imagining the handle ticking off seconds on the face of a clock. When a minute has passed, I say, “Bazza might wonder where I’ve got to…”

         Like he’s even noticed I’ve gone.

         “Maybe you should head back, then,” Amy says without looking up.

         “Um – can I use the loo before I go?” I sound like a little kid.

         “You know where it is.” And I can feel her gaze following me out to the back lobby. Stepping over Violet’s bedding and into the cloakroom, I find everything the same as ever, right down to the brand of liquid soap. Closing my eyes, I rest my weight on the sink. I wish I hadn’t come inside, spoiling my memories of the past with looking at the present, comparing lives as if there’s a choice between one and the other. This isn’t my home any more and all I’m doing is cocking everything up.

         Amy’s standing in the doorway to the kitchen when I come out.

         “Are you going back to the party because you want to, or because of me?”

         “Um…” I say, because I’m that articulate.

         “I mean, you can, but don’t leave because you think I’ve got the hump about the house. It’s not a big deal.” She narrows her eyes. “Unless you stalked me at the party just for this?”

         “You were the one who spoke to me!”

         “A good stalker would have orchestrated that.” Her head’s tilted, lips twisting prettily to the side as she suppresses a smile.

         “I’m not a good stalker,” I say, grinning as I add, “I’m deeply mediocre.”

         I get a laugh for that and when Amy tucks her hair behind her ear, I see she’s pinked up a little, even though it’s cooler out here, surrounded by windows and tiles.

         “Well, if Bazza’s not going to miss you too much, would you like to hang out a bit longer?” She sounds careless, but I think of her going to Bazza’s party because it was better being alone in a crowded room than being alone in an empty house.

         Maybe having my nan around isn’t as bad as the alternative.

         I message Bazza to let him know where I am as Amy makes more tea, talking all the while about her old house – tall and narrow with more staircases than floorspace. I like the burr of her voice, the way she smiles or laughs at the things she says, and I could sit here, feet resting under the hot bulk of a bull terrier, and listen to her all night long. When her words slow to silence and she looks at me across the table, her eyes sparkle and I notice the way one of her teeth crooks over the other.

         “So, do you want to have a nosey, then?” Amy nods to the door.

         
            *

         

         Amy says the dining room will be her mum’s office because Greg’s already snagged the other one. She means the den.

         It’s upsetting to see a room designed for pleasure put to use as an office: the flatscreen replaced by a world map with coloured threads pinned across the oceans; a printer and paper shredder, and piles of files and folders where there should be a sofa and beanbags. Greg’s desk takes up so much space that it’s hard to imagine a pool table ever fitting in here.

         But if you look closely enough, if you know what you’re looking for, you can still see the faint spatter on one wall where Theo opened a can of Coke I’d shaken up, and the burnt spot on the carpet where I dropped a match.

         “I spent a lot of time in here,” I tell Amy.

         Upstairs, the dog – who Amy’s become lax about disciplining – potters into the master bedroom and wuffles around the carpet, but I’m drawn towards a different door, one pin-pocked and blotchy from Blu-Tack.

         “This was my brother’s room.” I scan the walls, remembering pictures that aren’t there.

         “It’s going to be my sister’s,” Amy says.

         “Where’s all her stuff?” The only thing in here is a futon.

         “With her, at uni. She’s putting off coming back to a house she doesn’t feel is hers.” There’s a lot of feeling behind that sentence.

         “It’ll feel like yours soon,” I say.

         “Will it?” Amy looks so sad that I push myself harder to find something that will help.

         “It’ll feel like yours once you discover its secrets, when you come home and know by the shape of the silence whether there’s anyone else here, when you stain the carpet or mark the wall. It’ll feel like your home when your sister’s back and you’re putting up old decorations somewhere new, building a bridge between the Christmases you used to have and the one you’re having now…”

         It’s the most I’ve said since I set foot inside and I trail off because somewhere along the line I stopped talking about Amy’s new home and started talking about mine – Nan’s. A home where the owner let us put up a tree too big for the front room so we’d have enough branches for all our old ornaments. A home where our cards are crammed on to shelves we don’t own as if they’re as important as the ones addressed to Nan.

         Amy looks at me and I heat up under her scrutiny.

         “Could you introduce me to the house?” she says with a smile. “I’d like to get to know it better.”

         I start with the creaky spot on the landing, moving on to the step you can trust on your way down, but not on your way up. In the bathroom I show her the secret ledge behind the boiler and the knack to flushing the toilet. Then we get to my room – Amy’s room – where tonight’s full moon casts shadowed gridlines on the carpet. Before Amy can reach for the light, I guide her to the spot by the window.

         “Feel that?”

         “Yes,” she says, and I become hyper aware of the soft material of her jumper on my skin, the cold moonlight bleaching us into black and white.

         “The hot water pipes run under here.”

         “Violet’ll like that.” Amy shifts to look through the faux-leaded glass to the back garden below, asking me what the neighbours are like.

         “That side’s an old couple who are well into gardening – I used to help them out, cutting the grass, lifting things, weeding and whatever. Washed their car, too.”

         “That was nice of you.”

         “Not that nice – I got paid. I was saving up for a watch.” I pull back the sleeve of my top to show her. The face is scratched and the strap needs replacing, but this watch was the first thing that truly belonged to me. The first thing I earned without Dad swooping in and making up the difference.

         “My dad wants to buy me a new one for Christmas,” I say.

         “I like this one,” Amy says quietly.

         And I nod, because I do, too. There was a time when I measured how valuable stuff was by how much it cost, but when they got divorced – when we had the chat about money and how we didn’t really have any – it made me think about all those things Dad had spunked money on … sports equipment and TVs and computers and pool tables. Things worth nothing when you can’t afford a home to put them in.

         Amy frowns at my watch. “Is that the real time?”

         “No, I like to sync with a different time zone to the one I’m in.” I’m getting better at this flirting business.

         She slaps me lightly on the arm. “Violet needs to go out.”

         
            *

         

         The cold has more weight to it than before, pressing through the material of my jacket. I stand with Amy at the top of the back steps, watching the ghost-white blur of the dog, zigzagging around the lawn.

         In my mind, though, I’m the one who’s on the lawn. I’m mastering a Pelé flick and learning to control the ball with my chest. I’m a child with a pump-action water pistol, fighting with my friends. I’m a dutiful son carrying a tray of iced drinks to where my parents laze in the dappled shade of the trees that line the back fence. I’m a big brother, yelling at Theo to come in for tea. I’m a teenager, standing here with a girl and wondering what it would be like to kiss her.

         “Violet!” Amy calls out. “Where are you going…?”

         She puts one hand to her mouth and lets out a short, painfully sharp whistle that the dog ignores, her solid behind wagging away as she dives through a bush.

         Amy groans, but I’m grinning.

         “Come on!” I run across the lawn, holding out my hand for Amy to join me. “There’s one more secret to show you…”

         There’s the gentle slap of feet on the grass, then her hand, hot from her pocket, slides into mine and I’m pushing back familiar branches, bare and scratchy, to show Amy the gap running between the bushes and the fence.

         “This used to be our special tunnel,” I half whisper, thinking of the few summers where Theo’s idea of fun overlapped mine and we would come back here to hide from our parents.

         The dog’s up ahead and I tug Amy with me, glancing back to see her smiling wide and bright in the dark, a dry leaf caught in her hair.

         “I’d have loved this place as a kid,” she says. Then she squeezes my hand and adds, “Kind of love it now.”

         At the end of the fenceline I let go to push aside more branches, stamping across the back of the compost heap, following Violet as if she’s the one who knows where we’re going. Amy and I are squashed over and panting, breath as loud as the rustle of the bushes and the crack of twigs beneath our feet. We reach the far corner of the garden – inaccessible by any other route – and emerge into the space beneath the tree that stands there.

         Amy squints at the sky through the web of branches as she walks towards the trunk and runs her palm over a series of thick lines scored into the bark. 

         “Is this where you measured yourselves?”

         “It was Theo’s idea.”

         Mum had painted over the doorframe where she’d been measuring us and he’d wanted somewhere more permanent. Somewhere our history would live on no matter how many coats of paint went up. Somewhere that belonged to us … and now belongs to someone else.

         I look at Amy for a long moment, appreciating how she’s quietly allowed me to relive the ghosts of Christmases – and springs and summers and autumns – past. It’s something I’d like to repay.

         “Let’s measure you,” I say.

         It’s not exactly accurate, using the flat of my hand as a measure and gouging a line with the keys from my pocket, but that’s not what matters.

         “You’re almost as tall as me,” I say, not looking at the tree, too distracted by the girl, taking in the strong line of her eyebrows that, even now, have a slightly sarcastic slant to them, her eyes curving up in the corners like she’s teasing me with just a look.

         I’ve never wanted to kiss a girl as much as I want to kiss Amy Sparrow and I let that feeling push me closer until her breath becomes mine and our lips meet, her hands on my jumper pulling me in…

         And her dog barking and scrabbling up my leg.

         We part, shy and breathless and smiling, and we leave our tree – our kiss – and push back through the secret tunnel until the three of us are out in the open air once more. Amy points to the snow spots in the sky, drifting down, light as ash on the air.

         “Amy,” I say, my heart stuttering at the way she turns to look at me. I reach into my pocket and pull out my keys, unwinding one from its split ring and holding it up. The key to the front door that I cut for myself – the one I kept secret because I wanted to keep the house.

         I place the key in her palm and fold her fingers over. “It’s all yours.”

         
            *

         

         Hours later, my throat sore from talking all night, my body fizzing from lack of sleep and the memory of what it was like to kiss Amy under the tree, on the lawn and in the kitchen, on the sofa and the front step, I turn down Nan’s road and speed up to a half-jog.

         I let Bazza know I’d pick my stuff up later, but I sneak into Nan’s house, wanting to surprise them.

         They’re up already – Theo’s an irritatingly early riser – and the chat and laughter coming from the kitchen disguises the sound of me kicking off my shoes and dropping my jacket on the stairs. I follow the hiss of a frying pan and the smell of toast until I’m in the door to see Mum and Theo at the table, poring over whatever game’s on the back of the cereal packet, Nan with her back to me by the toaster.

         “Who’s for toast?” she calls out.

         “I am,” I say, enjoying the way Theo cackles as Mum nearly jumps out of her skin and Nan turns round to eyeball me.

         “Thought your father was to pick you up from your friend’s house, Samuel,” she says. I hear the veneer of irritation with which she varnishes her words, but now, when I listen – when I look – I understand that Nan’s feelings are built on something much more solid than that.

         “Felt like coming home, didn’t I?” I say.
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