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         ‘Her characters have the ring of complex truth. These people can aggravate and endear themselves all at the same time. Just like real life.’

         —Carol Birch, The Independent, on Kith & Kin

         ‘She has a special talent for cutting through the apparently ordinary and finding what is remarkable underneath; and, in doing so, reveals deep truths about the extremes of human nature.’

         —Financial Times Magazine, on Kith & Kin

         Stevie Davies is a novelist of great skill and this is a brilliantly crafted work…

         —Gwyn Griffiths, Morning Star, on Kith & Kin

         ‘Davies’s prose [is] unequivocally superb… She puts many of her contemporaries to shame, with some breath-taking passages and a rendering of place and time so replete with telling and incidental detail that you can taste and smell it…’

         —Kathryn Gray, New Welsh Review, on Kith & Kin

         ‘Davies just writes, very precisely – sometimes wonderfully – sometimes fiction, sometimes non-fiction – and always from the heart. She does what a writer does – making beauty for strangers, passing it on.’

         —A.L. Kennedy, The Guardian, on The Eyrie

         ‘Davies writes with a reflectiveness that finds the drama in the details of lives, following minutely the small steps that amount to growth or decline, and accumulate to trigger rebellion or resignation.’

         —Nicolette Jones, The Independent, on The Eyrie 

         ‘Stevie Davies is extremely observant about the micro-processes: the tiny unwritten laws, the daily manoeuvres, the small decisions that make up the texture of daily life…’

         —Sharif Gemie, Planet, on Into Suez
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            The World When We Abandon It

         

         Up or under — on this ledge or in that vault — the moment comes when you can’t hang on and you can’t let go. There’s nothing for it but to chicken out. Just wail and give up, Violet. Go home. I daren’t though, that’s the worst of it.

         — We guessed you weren’t really one of us, they’ll say, the alpha males of the Up-and-Unders. — But hey, that’s OK, Vi, this extreme stuff isn’t for everyone – and, no disrespect, it’s a big ask for a lass five foot one in her socks.

         But how much more hazardous it would be to settle for living at ground level. There’s further to fall and a deeper burial. With the Up-and-Unders, seeing from the perspective of the eagle and the mole, I’m equally mortal, yes, but more alive too. Sasha doesn’t seem to like me and Jaxer’s a mini Napoleon — but Christie is a poet and Leo’s a gentle, mellow guy.

         And somehow at altitude my darling lost Jamie seems closer at hand; the membrane between us becomes transparent.

         Urban explorers trespass to question the law, to extend citizenship: so Jaxer blogs when we report a stunt and post Sasha’s photos on the website. My first Up, my initiation, is St Pancras: the Gothic clock tower of the Grand Hotel. Jaxer, who knows everything and takes a godlike view, pronounces: — It’s a doddle, Violet, just a nursery slope.

         Day and night the din of renovation throbs on. Access points swarm with builders and security guards. In workmen’s hard hats and carrying clip boards, we jump the fence and blag our way, with incredulous ease, past a builder at the front entrance. Jaxer’s an inveterate liar and I appear, as librarians do, politely authoritative.

         He rushes me up the double spiral staircase: no time to gasp at its Gothic magnificence or admire the vaulted ceiling set with stars. Flight upon dark flight takes us to the Clock Tower steps. A boastful tour. Jaxer, according to Jaxer, can penetrate where others can’t and piss in improbable places.

         Rotting steps hang at several points clear of the wall. The timber vaulting soars beyond the sphere of my mourning, and in some far-fetched way promises an oblique nearness to Jamie. I’ve always taken care never to show the Up-and-Unders the state of my heart. I appear quiet and calm and neutral. With every step the staircase flinches. I shoulder open the hatch. We’re inside the tower of the Victorian railway cathedral.

         — Amazing, I breathe. — Oh, amazing!

         Jaxer, who was amazed himself before he became God, plays host. Switching off the clock’s backlighting, he grants me a prospect of the city. Pinhead folk in the street will double-take as the giant clock winks. We’ve time-travelled into the gap between now and then, the world when its Victorian masters abandoned it.

         When a security guard crunches his way up the ladder, I huddle in a ball but Jaxer slouches where he is, attitudinising as usual, arms folded. Cursory torchlight sweeps his face but the guard, expecting no one, detects no one. Perhaps he takes Jaxer for a gargoyle.

         And then we’re outside, high on the balcony, with rainswept London at our feet and the clock face behind us.

         — So am I in, Jaxer?

         — Course you are, darling.

         Christie warned me there’d be an initiation ritual. Scrapy beard. Small, delicate, rather girlie lips. I wait it out. Nobody has tried to kiss me since my husband. They may have smelt on my breath the foulness of the grave. There’s only ever one female at a time in the Up-and-Unders and I’m now it. Jaxer can’t go back on his word, however corpse-like he finds me.

         — Do something for me, Vi?

         — What?

         — Keep an eye on Leo.

         — Why? Leo’s a nice guy.

         — Sure he is. Just a feeling.

         I’m not about to spy for Jaxer. Leo, the environmentalist, is a quiet, modest character and perhaps the only one I could confide in.

         
            *

         

         This is the big one, the Up of all Ups — the first of two visits. We’re waiting for the Shard-guard to complete his round and retire to his hut. Sasha has been telling Jaxer I’m a liability. — No fuckin balls when it comes to it. Jaxer credits himself with enough balls for two. — She’s coming, I heard him hiss at Sasha, — she wants it, she’s ready. End of.

         Once the guard’s settled with Page Three and a pie, five Up-and-Unders swing over icy scaffold-pipes onto the walkway of the nearly-completed, almost-tallest building in Europe. The guard, poor guy, will be fired tomorrow when the photos are published.

         Twenty, thirty sets of concrete stairs, we’re yomping up and up, forty, fifty, we’ve slowed down, calves and thighs on fire, oh shit, fifty-five, sixty. Paroxysms of pain set in, I have to keep stopping, I’m yawing like a yacht and Sasha ahead of me is muttering, — Balls of iron, mate, balls of iron!

         Metal stairs, then wooden ones. Seventy and still, Jesus Christ, we’re not there. One last hatch — and out.

         In the icy air your sweat stings like a coat of nettles. The drop sucks at your eyes. Sasha’s photographing his foot held out over the parapet. Christie launches into poetry, stating that he’s silent upon a peak in Darien.

         We haul ourselves up on the crane’s counterweight. I’m second to last and my death hangs below me, a thrilling space.

         Let go, let go your hold. Go home to Jamie. Pay your dues. Release is offered gratis, the blissful work of a moment. Just vanish, Violet.

         Leo, behind me, coughs. A simple, human, understated cough above the abyss. I’m ashamed to be endangering him; shame pushes me to creep forward, slipping into the crane cabin with the rest.

         Light flows across the midnight-blue city in a river-system of silver and golden railway tracks and carriageways.

         Scintillations of light, breathtaking coruscations.

         The tar-black river.

         The puny Barbican, the BT Tower, Centre Point. All dwarfed.

         The foundations of the Shard weren’t even dug in Jamie’s lifetime and that’s a strange thought. Somewhere out there beyond Strata is our attic flat: I try to position it within a cityscape that resembles a dream of itself.

         They’re horsing around pretending to press the green button in the crane cabin. This unhinged behaviour goes on for several minutes. Jaxer acquires my hand and his mollusc mouth angles towards mine. Jesus, here we go. Done. I catch Leo’s look of concern. He touches my shoulder gently, as if to warn me. You’re too near the edge, his eyes say, and I wonder what else he knows, and I like him.

         Our muscles, scalding and convulsing, demand to go down. They ache for the comfort of the steady earth.

         We spider past the drowsy guard.

         Down here, my eyes clamber the height of the Shard to the red light at the crane’s apex, thinking, — I was there and I survived.

         — We’ll do the Shard again when the spire’s going on, Jaxer says. – Don’t miss it.

         — You’d have to go a long way to see such spendthrift beauty, says Leo.

         
            *

         

         I’ve never fancied the Under part of the project but if you do Up you have to be ready for Under. I’ve done the Carlsbad Caverns, I told Jaxer. I didn’t mention what I’d done there. Or what I thought I saw.

         New Mexico. Ice Age bones were found in the entrance: jaguars and camels and giant sloths. The rocks around the mouth were vulva-pink. I was swallowed in horror, just viewing from a distance the monstrous cavern opening. Jamie hadn’t long been gone, I was in no fit state, I was a mad person who’d flown to Texas, driven south, wandered off the beaten track and got sucked down the biggest drain in the world.

         While tourists strolled, pointing and exclaiming, I cringed my way down the path, clutching the rail. Each new cavern loomed spectral in the dim light. Millennia back, sulphuric acid had carved out grotesque statuary: the fleshy Witch’s Finger; the pinkly anal Devil’s Den. A Ku Klux Klansman ruled his own circle of hell.

         And all the while he talked, oh how he gabbled, the ghastly old bore who latched on to me, his name was Pogue, a retired professor. — And this is America, he bragged. — This is old, we don’t just have new, you folks have nothing like this in England, we have sublime, you have picturesque. He guided me, the ancient Emeritus, gripping my hand in his bony digits. My right eye whirled migrainous flakes of light.

         And in this descent I spied Jamie.

         Jamie in his old hooded cardigan that held his scent, Jamie came bounding lightly uphill towards me, Jamie, my oldest and dearest friend, my husband, against the descending crowd. He was wearing his threadbare jeans and old trainers. I snatched my hand from Pogue; reached out. In the half-light Jamie faded, folding sideways, softly launching into the void.

         — Don’t lean over the rail, the old guy said. — Are you crazy?

         I wouldn’t have minded falling. Following my hallucination down into the mother of all pits, I might have caught up and in my final instant have seen his face. Instead I laboured back up with croaking lungs, to shuffle out into the smiting sun: the New Mexico desert of red rocks and scrub, cactus and mountain ridges. At the motel I drank iced water and swam up and down the pool, the sun baking my head into a warm loaf, my heart skew-whiff and comforted. Of course it had been a delusion, my sighting. The fact remains, I’d rather have a delusion than no Jamie at all.

         
            *

         

         The Underground’s redundant sections preserve traces of our grandparents’ world, Leo says. We’ve arrived early at the all-night café, our meeting place. Jack of all trades, a nomad who works as a seasonal farm labourer, Leo has attended every major eco-protest and lived in a tree house; he’s spent a week or two in prison. Leo’s arm’s tattooed: cupped hands holding an oak tree, the globe suspended in a waterdrop.

         — None of my business, he says when Christie’s at the counter. — But don’t let anyone take advantage of you, Violet. Really, don’t.

         — It’s OK, Leo. I’ve got it well in hand. But thanks anyway.

         I’m relieved that someone’s looking out for me. Maybe that’s why Jaxer fears Leo.

         Christie reckons there’s poetry in chips; wolfs his, then saunters out for a smoke. Leo blurts, — Have you ever lost someone, Violet?

         How can he know? What does he read in me? I see him register my recoil.

         — Sorry — not prying: I was going to tell you — about Sharon.

         I wait. His face works. No words come. I offer my hand.

         — But I can’t — can’t. Sorry. Ignore me.

         — Leo.

         — No, it’s fine. Just. Please.

         Leo gathers his gear together. Something about him. Very deep, sad, beautiful.

         Beneath the manhole is a drain-smelling column of pent air. Hand-over-hand thirty metres into the bowels of Holborn Station we descend and then there’s a short walk to the platform. We’re counted and ready. Time will loop back on itself. And I’ll be ready to squeeze into the gap.

         Into my memory as I approach the tunnel comes the epic journey of Neddy the dear old donkey, being led by the nose up Mount Kilimanjaro.

         
            *

         

         Poor Jamie. He’d been dog-sick with altitude sickness, retching and gasping and passing out. An oxygen mask had to be taped to his face, the bottle being carried by his guide, the tube dangling between them. How patient the guide was; how stoical the guided, plodding across the moor beneath Kili like a mule. That was the thing with Jamie, he could laugh at himself, even in extremity. Diffident, rueful, his sweet nature accepted in himself and excused in others a multitude of failings. He’d not make the summit; I would.

         Go on, he urged, don’t hang around for me.

         
            *

         

         The second Underground stage is the sprint through the tunnel. Appetite for danger floods me, though only maintenance trains are running: even so, the track could go live any moment. That’s what gives you the buzz. The rails might sing, a train pitch round the bend at forty miles an hour. For a millisecond you’d see your end rushing upon you. Perhaps in that moment I’d see Jamie. My contrition would meet his forgiving face.

         The tracks are rusty, the air chill and stale. Rubbish strews the edge — crisp packets, plastic bags, detritus incapable of decay. I’m running flat out, making nil progress. I seem suspended in mid-stride – and there’s a blasting draught whose staleness fouls your lungs and seeps into your blood; it starves the heart and muddles the mind. I pause for breath, bend forward. That’s better, yes.

         Jogging on, I make out the green tiles of disused Aldwych Platform – the Strand, as was. Everyone’s looking back along the line and Sasha hisses, — For fucksake Violet keep up, we can’t be carrying you.

         Cameras flash and torches strobe the walls, picking out decorated tiles, obsolete adverts, a map showing a pre-Heathrow extension of the Piccadilly line. It’s our grandparents’ world, in a capsule of nostalgia. They did their work, they went to bed. The shuttle train, so it seems, has just left with its passengers; soon the next will arrive, we’ll board, the tannoy will sound, the doors close. I’m in the gap’s mouth now, the membrane is thinner and my heart’s exploding with expectation.

         According to Sasha, we’re behind schedule. Someone’s been persistently slowing us down.

         — Don’t start on her, she’s not the problem, Jaxer says.

         Leo’s camera pans round each face. When the beam of his helmet-lamp finds me, there’s a mothy stirring in my heart, I’m drawn, he lingers, I face away into the dark, resisting a force that weakens the tug of my ghost.

         It’s time to backtrack and explore the ‘Hostel’ at Holborn and the twin platform, closed long ago. The narrow corridor to Platform 6 is an archaeological gem. Brown plaster flakes from a red brick wall; painted signs label vacated rooms. Cloakroom, Model Railway Club. There’s a coat on a peg in the cloakroom. Whoever left that? Now we’re exploring arched dormitories where troglodytic office workers slept like larvae, sequestered from the sun, safe through the Blitz. It’s as if they’d this minute hatched, to emerge albino, half blind, in the bygone ruins of London.

         Voices: — Best turn back. It’s getting late.

         No way. I’m not turning back yet. An old door has been laid as a makeshift ramp from platform to track, over a mass of exposed wires. I make out the really alluring tunnel, bricked up, with — at its centre — a small entrance. The blocked tunnel’s my magnet. Hundreds of Londoners slept there in the Blitz, beneath dim bulbs strung on wires, in a rich stench of carbon and unwashed human flesh.

         A reverberation through the soles of my trainers tells me the day’s beginning, trains are running, I should be gone.

         
            *

         

         Here’s a ticket stub and an empty cigarette pack — Player’s Navy Cut, with a bearded jack tar framed in a miniature lifebelt. Part of a stubbed-out fag is left in the packet — hard, petrified. Could you actually smoke the surviving part?

         I need to sit down; can’t breathe properly. Out of breath he was, like this, his heart giving out. Jamie had been fatigued for months before Kilimanjaro: I offered scant sympathy, impatient at his weekend lie-ins. It was a general slowing-down, nothing dramatic. When I suggested Tanzania for our summer holiday, Jamie proposed lazy dips in the warm Mediterranean. Full of phlegm his lungs were in the mornings. Quit the fags, I said: you’re only thirty but you sound like an old man. He craved sun. Oh but Kilimanjaro, I urged, it would be amazing. And Jamie couldn’t begrudge me; he never could. His diary shows what my selfishness cost him. When does neglect become betrayal?

         Safety was a priority, the firm’s publicity emphasised: we’d enjoy a bespoke trek. For eight days we’d climb through five climate zones, sleeping in tents and carrying three kinds of hat — brimmed sunhat, beanie, balaclava. No special skills were required, just a general level of fitness. The hotel in Moshi would have mosquito nets and offer African cuisine, I read. — Hey, Jamie, we’ll be able to brag we climbed the highest mountain in Africa. Thousands of people climb Kili every year: how hard can it be?

         Sunrise dazzled us with oceans of scarlet light. Rain forest. Moorlands. Alpine desert. The crater rim: the lunar landscape.

         — Slow right down, advised our guide. — As if you were a ninety-year-old walking backwards.

         The wind blew right through every layer Jamie wore. His wet clothes never dried. Shira Camp was his last. While I wolfed fried chicken and spaghetti, Jamie managed a dry cracker. — You go on without me tomorrow, sweetheart, he gasped. — I know what this means to you.

         — If you’re sure, I said.

         I was at the crater’s edge of Everyman’s Everest and you were down there in the toilet tent dying.

         
            *

         

         — What the fuck are you doing? Sasha’s helmet lamp skewers my eye. I shield my face; he’s caught a weeping coward crouched in a tunnel. — Who were you talking to?

         — Nobody.

         — Yeah, you were. Jane or something. What are you crying for? There’s definitely something not right about you. In the head.

         Shepherding me back along the tunnel, Sasha says, as if to a child or half-wit, — You should realise, Vi, that when you endanger yourself, you endanger us all.

         Yes, I know, I’ve done it before. There’s nothing you can tell me about how I’m not a team player.

         Once we’re back in the station corridor, Sasha stalks ahead. Passing the wartime cloakroom, I hesitate, then blunder in. It might have been a shadow but I could have sworn I saw a coat in here. Yes. Lifting it from the peg, I close the door behind me and catch up.

         — It’s nothing to do with her being female, Sasha’s telling Jaxer. — It’s that she’s a zombie. She’ll get us fucking killed.

         I don’t catch Jaxer’s reply. I just want out.

         Reaching the surface is like being reborn. There’s a three-quarters moon. It’s beautiful. Up here in the fresh air you’re bathed from head to foot in life.

         — Let me take you home, Violet, says Leo.

         Straddling the bike, I reach round Leo’s waist and rest my cheek against his back. The soft leather of his jacket is far too reassuring: I could nod off, and I mustn’t. Leo keeps talking. He seems to know the way without asking. And the address.

         
            *

         

         Everything’s altered in the flat this morning but I can’t for the life of me think how. It’s as if, in the silence of the night, he’d explored my space and handled all the objects, replacing them pretty much as he found them.

         — Tea? Coffee? Leo asks. He’s padding round in Jamie’s dressing gown with the imagined musk of Jamie’s mortal body still in its fibres. – Milk, sugar?

         Everything’s on a tilt; my attic world has rolled and stuck fast and lies becalmed, slightly out of true. I like the way it lists. I want to live on this slant. It’s balm to feel cherished: my heart tips and tumbles.

         He’s back under the duvet and I’m telling him, — Great tea, Leo. Especially as it’s coffee.

         — Oh no. Let me try again.

         — It’s fine.

         — How’s your head?

         — Dizzy. In a good way.

         He doesn’t directly mention Sharon. Instead he describes lambs. He accommodates these lambs in my spellbound head as we lie in one another’s arms. Birthing them, you might need to reach right up into the ewe. Don’t fumble; be firm. Leo’s fingertips caress the small of my back. You hand-feed each by rota, to give the weaklings a chance to suckle. In the barn you feed them bottled colostrum round the clock, you reek of sheep secretions. And you begin to think like a female animal, your mind goes native in that soup of hormones and fatigue. He’s got my head in the crook of his elbow; he mouths my forehead. The lambs butt you, Leo says, with their tough skulls to get your milk flowing. Like this. He gives my sternum a push with his knuckles. It’s a healing way to live, Leo says.

         He’s away for the weekend at an eco-meeting in Schleswig-Holstein. If only he could cancel. But wherever he goes now in the world, Leo will keep close to me. He’ll ring if there’s a signal behind the mountains.

         I sit up and stare at the closing door. An aperture opens, a shutter clicks.

         In Leo’s wake I laze the morning away and get round to opening my backpack, extracting from it the raincoat, a dingy, blighted thing, khaki. There’s a tear under the armpit; stained lining; a cigarette hole in the sleeve. One day soon I’m going to start the business of bagging up the remnant of Jamie’s things, eight years late, and I’ll ditch this relic with the rest.

         
            *

         

         Rosie eyes the cute ginger toy fox on the counter and stretches out her hand. I’m not about to buy that for my niece. — What about a milkshake at Costa’s afterwards instead?

         It’s the exorbitant toy and the window cleaner that jolt me back. Otherwise this feels like a different building altogether, with the bought smiles of uniformed attendants, swanky offices, luxury apartments. Rosie’s wildly excited. I haven’t told my niece I’ve been up the Shard twice before. Grey, misty weather: through layers of glass on the seventy-second floor viewing platform, the view is tamed and neutered. We survey model trains and a toy cathedral. Rosie bounces about, courting delicious fear.

         A window cleaner abseils down the spire. He rappels from the sky-genie in his harness, in a sequence of deft leaps. His rear end is suspended nearly above my head. It’s quite safe, a mother assures her son. It isn’t, actually. Nothing’s safe up there.

         The spire’s steel skeleton was almost in place; the glass would come later. That night I was reluctant to go. New love had brought a common or garden kind of sanity. I no longer felt inclined to tempt the gods. Leo came and went, on his own terms, but always bringing a melting tenderness. In the café, Jaxer introduced a new Up-and-Under: Egg she called herself. Sasha, laughing like a drain, mentioned new-laid eggs and Humpty Dumpty. But Egg was a pro, an engineer and veteran of the Willis Tower antenna in America, nearly twice the Shard’s height. Jaxer’s eyes devoured her with surging appetite. Presumably she was my replacement, for this would be my last excursion. Fine by me.

         At the top of the concrete core, Egg hardly seemed out of breath. We earthlings panted, staggered and spat. Elegantly, Egg performed what I can only call a ballet-climb on the spire. Sasha showed how morosely unimpressed he was by perching on the concrete edge, legs dangling. Leo’s camera filmed each in turn. It was the human element, he always said, that fascinated him. He came up close and the camera’s eye read my face, naked for him.

         When Jaxer called for hush, Sasha stayed put, yawning and stretching. Egg landed lightly, next to me. She whispered a query concerning Jaxer’s rituals.

         — Did he slobber over you, Egg?

         — Tried to. Gross.

         — He’s claiming you. Did it to me.

         — Weird little guy.

         — No way to break this to you gently, Jaxer was saying. — Someone we’ve taken for a friend and brother … someone you and I have trusted with our lives —

         He was outing Sasha at last. The stags would lock horns in a final, frenzied confrontation. The Shard was a scary arena to choose.

         — Police infiltrator.

         In bed at night waiting for sleep, I’m sometimes prey to the toppling sensation I had then as I turned to observe Sasha — and he wasn’t there. A microsecond of lost control. A rush in the ears and the face is gone. Departing to die the death I didn’t die. Sasha must have found it. Freefall.

         He hadn’t fallen, of course. Sasha’s taunting voice came from overhead, where, not to be outdone by an American female, he was monkeying about on the spire. — Worked it out finally, did you, Jax? Well done, boy.

         I was the woman who’d never borne Jamie’s baby: I was the breeder of illusions. Leo lowered his camera and unhurriedly replaced it in its case.

         — It’s always the one you least expect, isn’t it? Jaxer asked. — The guy with the honey tongue – the generous wallet. The quiet bloke who’s always volunteering. Comes and goes. Gravitates towards the weak link. Ring any bells?

         I knew before he spoke the name.

         The Shard oscillated. We are terrestrial creatures. That’s how we evolved. A single finger laid on a stable surface can correct your wobble. If you lie prone, the mind is supported. As I dropped to the floor, the tower stabilised on its steel tendons. That’s it, belly-crawl forward, I counselled myself: like a soldier, a baby. Towards the trapdoor. Creep, crawl, breathe. Grip the hatch. Descend the ladder.

         While the infiltrator was answering to the kangaroo court, I came face to face with a creature.

         It stood; I stood. It stank. I stared. The fox had trespassed the same way we did, climbing seventy-one flights and a ladder. It was impossible and he did it. He fed on scraps the builders left. They’d see, hear and sniff him but the fox kept out of reach. He showed himself now, surging past me on the seventy-first and scrambling up the ten foot ladder to the summit.

         
            *

         

         When Leo arrived, he assessed the flat with his practised eye, spotting changes in my space, before dissolving into tears. Real tears. You could have collected the brine in an egg cup. He was still the beautiful man who’d raised me from the dead. Or rather he’d raised me from the dead and had been beautiful. Despite his occasionally imperfect script, Leo, or Michael rather, was a credible actor. He’d defended himself at the summit of the Shard, giving his unit time to mount and make the arrests. Of all but me. Payment for services rendered, presumably. They’d clocked me as they swept past, puffing and blowing their way to the top.

         — How’s your little girl, Leo … Michael? I asked.

         He looked away. One of the environmentalists whose blood he’d sucked in a former life had borne Mike Machin a child, Sharon Lily. It had all come out in the press. The Met was being sued. He didn’t reply.

         — Oh and by the way, small point for future reference: there are no real mountains in Schleswig-Holstein.

         He blushed to the roots of his hair at his elementary gaffe. — Shit, he said. – So you knew?

         — Well, I did and I didn’t. In the end it was never you I was looking for. It was someone else.

         — Yes, he said with his old gentleness, and his expressive hands lay palms open. – I realised that, Violet. I’m so sorry. For exploiting your hurt.

         — What’ll you do now, Michael? Direct traffic?

         He was leaving the force, he said. How could he ever atone for his betrayal of people he’d grown to love, sincerely love? On his wrist was a tattoo I’d not noticed before. He made sure I saw it. A flower, with my name in it. His body was covered in lies. When I told Egg, she said they were probably fake tattoos anyway. Washable.

         As to Jamie, there’s little left to see anywhere on earth or under the earth. I’ve emptied the wardrobe of relics. There’s his diary, course.

         Jamie sketches his last two days on earth. He treks through the rain forest below Kili. It’s like Crewe Station, he writes — swarms of tourists, bearers, guides, cooks. In stifling humidity, he sweats his way along, head down, gasping for breath. Dizzy and nauseous, Jamie’s homesick eye dwells on detailed instances of the ordinary and familiar encountered along the way — orchids, violets, moss, impatiens. One step at a time, he counsels himself. Keep going. On the second day, crossing the moorlands, my lonely husband records the bitter conviction that he’s a dead weight, a shackle, a disappointment altogether, but he tries not to show me he’s ‘out of puff and crestfallen and feeling ratty as hell. I’ve fallen behind before we’ve properly started and at some stage soon she’ll decide to go on without me.’

         I spotted Jaxer once, at Euston Station when he’d completed his community service. He was wearing a suit. At least I think it was him. I suppose he was dressed for his day-job.

         Christie keeps me abreast of new ventures but I’m rarely tempted. Nowadays I put one foot in front of the other. I dare the harder test. To keep steady at ground level. One could so easily lose one’s footing.

      

   


   
      
         

            Ground-Nester

         

         When Red noses out the mother bird, bloody meat and scrambled eggs is what she’ll be, Chris says. But the labrador — speeding down the lawn, nostrils flown with rich scents — lollops past the ground-nester into the poppied wilderness thronged with field mice and hedgehogs, where their garden joins the common.

         ‘Blinded poor Red’s nose she has,’ Carly says, on tiptoe at the kitchen window. ‘Noses are eyes, aren’t they, in the doggy world?’

         The mother bird has shrunk to a dapple of shadow, hardly visible. The earth’s tremor as her enemy swept by must have registered in her belly, jostling the yolks in their shells.

         ‘Red’s daft but not that daft,’ Chris says. Only a suicidal quirk of nature could have brought the ground-nester to the edge of a Glamorgan housing estate, a tasty come-hither to predators.

         ‘But I’ve heard about this on the radio. Snipe, was it? — and quail – they switch off something smelly in their glands and that camouflages them. Nature’s so clever.’

         The ground-nester’s a nondescript sort of bird, dun and puny: no snipe or quail. I can’t lose Carly, thinks Chris, even as he sees how naive she is. She has never surrendered that childhood capacity for wonder. What she sees in himself, he’ll never know. But whatever it is, he thanks his stars. Not that Chris believes in stars or gods or any powers except Sod’s Law. Again, he keeps this to himself. Carly’s rooted in a way he’ll never be, except through her. It scares him, his dependency, but what can you do?

         Chris never names his ex, even to himself. Always two sides? I don’t think so. Never mind: she’s history.

         Carly doesn’t care for his bitter moods. Chris understands that and bites his tongue. She stands at the sink in skinny jeans and long grey sweater, all five foot nothing of her, swaying, arms folded, watching the mother bird, and he’d do anything for her. He folds his arms about his partner’s slight body; they rock gently, observing the scene in the garden. Red, lolloping back, again misses the scent of prey, the dope.

         ‘I’m off,’ he says. ‘When’s Mel dropping Jarvis off?’

         He tries not to see her in their daughter’s slutty clothes and slovenly walk and her willingness to dump his grandson on them. On benefits, nil ambition, going nowhere. Cheap rings crowd Mel’s fingers, looking as if they’d dropped out of Christmas crackers. Clogs to clogs in three generations.

         ‘She didn’t say.’

         Though not Jarvis’s biological grandmother, Carly dotes on the toddler. She cooks him healthy food, worrying about the takeaways Mel feeds him. You can’t broach this without Mel exploding — stomping around in her skimpy clothes, thong showing when she bends, teeth nicotine-stained. Older than her years Mel looks and somehow bewildered in a way that gnaws at Chris: crap dad he was. Carly tries to support Mel. She insists there’s good in her; it’s just that Mel conceals this in case it’s seen as weakness. And Jarvis is a sweetheart. The way Carly sees it, at least he gets a couple of decent meals in the week and perhaps he’ll ask his mam for broccoli of his own accord. Doesn’t Chris think so?

         In — your — dreams, darling! But Chris admires his partner’s caring ways and is grateful. More of a mam and nan to his family than her, that’s for sure.

         
            *

         

         Nobody’s in when Chris gets home. Carly’s on the lawn with Jarvis straddling one hip. Hallo, you! Chris taps on the window and she beckons him out. Bampi’s coming, Jarvis! Look! Jarvis in a rapture of welcome leans out, calling Chris close. Here he is! Give Bampi a lovely cwtch! Securing his grandfather with the free arm, Jarvis locks the two adults to one another and himself. Kisses all round.

         They’re keeping a distance from the bird, so as not to alarm her. Carly plants one foot in front of Red, whose baffled nose twitches. She takes the foreign body for a toy perhaps: but not her toy. The ground-nester, sunk into herself, is motionless, oily secretions shut down, glands closed. Nothing helps Red identify prey.

         ‘What I don’t get,’ says Carly, ‘is how she can feed while she’s stuck here. And when the chicks are born, how’ll she cope then?’

         ‘Maybe they don’t feed when they’re brooding, maybe they’ve laid down fat or something?’

         ‘Could be. Watch this space.’

         A force-field surrounds the creature in a bubble of safety. Red, bored, slopes off to track foreign urine in the wilderness.

         
            *

         

         Jarvis is staying the weekend. Mel’s estranged partner, Taylor, that sordid waste of space, comes round — egging Jarvis on to play rugby in the house. It takes time to calm the lad after all the excitement: cheeks flaring with eczema, Jarvis grizzles as Carly washes his hair in the bath, singing Row, row, row your boat. He’s gone blond overnight, she exclaims — look, Chris. Gently down the stream. Were you blond as a child? Merrily merrily merrily merrily. Perched on the toilet seat with a can, Chris watches his grandson melt into the loving kindness of Carly. Life is but a dream. She hoists him out to be cuddled in a warmed towel. Her face then: there’s something so beautiful in its expression. Jarvis, calmed, slips his thumb in his mouth.

         ‘Can I ask you something, Chris?’

         ‘Course you can.’

         ‘It’s a big ask.’

         ‘Ask.’

         ‘Could Jarvie stay more of the time, Chris? Pretty much live with us even? I love him as my own. I know she has her problems and I do sympathise … but honest-to-god Mel can be neglectful, there’s no other word for it. Take your time, don’t answer now.’

         ‘Well, cariad …’

         ‘No, love, don’t answer now …’

         ‘It’s not that I …’

         ‘Don’t, please. Just think about it.’

         Chris defers the answer.

         ‘Oh and by the way,’ Carly adds. ‘I rang the RSPB. A young guy came round — eyes on stalks. He reckons it looks like a common sparrow but sparrows don’t act like this. The area boss’ll be round tomorrow. Meanwhile, we’ve to give the bird space — and see off cats. Red’s doing a great job at that.’

         
            *

         

         He’s working on the loft conversion when his mobile rings. ‘Come home, Chris, will you? If you can.’

         She’s been crying. ‘What, love? Tell me.’ He rushes to her, his arms wrap round her.

         ‘It’s Mel.’

         ‘What about Mel?’

         ‘The way she was today when she picked him up. Shouldn’t have been driving, honest-to-god. Her eyes weren’t right. Did you ever take stuff?’

         ‘No way,’ Chris says, his heart in his mouth, not wanting to hear about Mel’s antics — but your mind charges ahead of itself imagining bad things, the worst. And thinking defensively, Not my fault, she’s grown up now, it’s her mam, her scummy pals, not my responsibility.

         But it is his responsibility, with Jarvis in the equation.

         ‘Why — you think —?’

         ‘She wasn’t right. That’s all I can say.’

         ‘But you let her take him?’

         Carly flushes. Hastily Chris backtracks. He knows exactly what Mel’s like. The small, sad eyes peeping, alert for ambush. The shrieking laugh when nothing’s funny. Coming with me he is, I’m his mam, ta for having him, say tara, goodboy, and stop that fucken racket. Something like that.

         ‘I couldn’t stop her, Chris.’

         ‘Course not. Sorry.’

         ‘Worst thing was, the poor dab didn’t want to go. Howling he was — and it hurts her when he prefers us, how wouldn’t it? That’s why she smacked him — not hard but still — I told her straight and she flared up. Nothing you can say, is there? I didn’t ask straight-out about drugs – didn’t want her to go off on one.’ Carly rubs away tears with the heels of her hands. ‘We need to consider taking him.’

         Chris hears himself saying, ‘We might still have our own baby, cariad.’

         There he goes again, foot in mouth, opening up her wound. Unsure he wants a baby at his time of life, mind. Broken sleep and a bellyaching teenager when he’s in his sixties. Carly’s not forty: she has every right to want children. Whenever they discuss it, her antennae quiver, intuiting his selfish thought: Been there, done that. Which is only part of the truth, for another part of Chris would love a child with Carly and would do it differently this time, because she’s made — he hopes and trusts — a better man of him.

         ‘That’s not going to happen,’ Carly says in a businesslike way. ‘Anyway, Chris, however is that relevant? It’s our Jarvis I’m concerned for.’

         What can Chris say? Mel rolls round wasted, all bullshit and bluster, and there’s no knowing what substances might be found in her flat.

         Chris sees not only her in his daughter, but himself, and it’s harrowing. Meanwhile a perfect, heart-shaped, half submerged face peers out through the flab. Mel’s mint-green eyes pierce him. Chris doesn’t court that stare. He’s been afraid of Mel since she hit her teens. She’s had him shit-scared and running.

         He looks past Carly into the garden where, after the night’s rain, everything’s lustrous. He should walk Red.

         ‘And anyway,’ Carly bursts out, ‘I love Jarvis — I love him! No baby would ever take his place.’

         He tightens his arms round her; feels the throb of her yearning. Sod’s law: the motherly women are childless.

         ‘So?’ she presses.

         ‘We can only try.’

         ‘Without the Social being involved. And, Chris, it could be expensive.’

         ‘How do you mean?’

         ‘We might have to pay her off.’ Carly shoots him a straight look.

         Spot-on. But Mel would break any agreement whenever she felt like it; keep snatching her boy back. So: offer an allowance. Maybe take out another no-interest card and generate monthly cash that way.

         ‘OK — but try not to worry too much in the meantime, Sweetpea. She does care about him.’ Is he pleading for his daughter — or for himself? ‘Mel’s just — not very together, never has been. Keeps bad company. But she has a good heart,’ he urges.

         The tumble dryer revolves; Jarvis’s colourful outfits sail round. The air’s warm with talcum-scented innocence. Chris has a sense of Carly as a load-bearing wall. Tucking her hair behind her ears, she straightens up, a crease between her eyebrows. He knows she’s about to deliver a judgment.

         Meeting his eyes, she says, ‘Get real, Chris. Nobody has a good heart when drugs are involved. Nobody.’

         Later they wander round the glowing garden, bathed in late sunlight.

         ‘I meant to say,’ says Carly. ‘She’s still there. Look.’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘The bird.’

         ‘Still alive?’

         ‘I did wonder earlier but yes, hanging in there, still with us.’

         The strangest sight: a spider has woven a strand of web over the closed wings of the ground-nester. Its web, quivering in the breeze, attaches to a fern at one side and hollyhocks at another. The spider’s patrolling the periphery: big chap, well-fed. Chris hunkers with his camera just beyond the RSPB barrier. His zoom catches thistledown in the web and the corpse of a trussed fly.

         She looks distinctly mangy, her plumage lustreless. Dying, is she? Some insect hops near her eye; she’s hosting a population of fleas. The ground-nester’s eye blinks. Chris videos the spider mending its web, each leg working independently to extract gluey fabric from its glands, attach, build, balance. The tensile strength in that silk, he thinks: phenomenal.

         ‘The RSPB boss-man was round,’ says Carly. ‘He reckons she’s a rare sparrow. Native to Carolina of all places. He says there’ll be a male around — obviously — to feed and protect the chicks when the eggs hatch.’

         ‘I’ve not seen one, have you?’

         ‘No. Jarvis brought her a worm, bless him,’ says Carly. ‘But she won’t feed — all her systems but one have closed down. A magpie came and our bird jabbed with her beak and made this weird hissing sound and, honest-to-god, inflated as if she’d been pumped up. And he scarpered. The BBC might want to film her. And the Evening Post rang.’

         
            *

         

         Mel’s cramming her mouth with another chocolate brownie. Is the sugar something to do with her addiction? How’s he going to broach it? And slapping the child? Pot and kettle: he remembers turning her over his knee and giving her what he called a good hiding. It wasn’t good. It was a hiding to nothing. He hasn’t mentioned this to Carly, who, down on the playmat with Jarvis, is mooing and bleating as she fits shapes of farmyard animals into a board. The child moos and bleats back, rapturously. Again! Again! — the same game over and over, with whoops and skirls of laughter.

         ‘Mel, we were thinking,’ Chris begins.

         Oh no, his daughter’s face tells him, don’t start.

         ‘Please don’t be offended. Hear me out.’

         Flushed to the roots of his hair, he studies his daughter’s face as he puts the proposition, noting the shadows under her eyes.

         ‘You don’t change,’ is all Mel says. Quite calmly. She seems to assess and dismiss him as, at best, a form of insect life. ‘Not — at — all. Thought you might of. But nah. Like Mam says. You always thought the worst of me. Anything went wrong: must be fat stupid Mel’s fault. Always.’

         ‘No, Mel.’

         Her angry young face peers from the mass of her, a soul sitting in judgment. Your children have this power and this right. Especially if you yourself smacked them, smoked over them, yelled stuff you can’t remember but they sure can.

         ‘You do know, don’t you, Dad, that I only bring him here to please you.’

         ‘To please me?’

         Carly, disengaging from Jarvis, joins them on the settee, listening carefully. Chris thinks: all this crap is all down to his ex, pumping Mel up with resentment, telling her about his women, chapter and verse, making up what she doesn’t know. What’s Carly about to hear?

         ‘And now you’ve decided I’m a fucking junky, to get Jarvis off of me! The pair of you — bloodsuckers! And I’ve tried to please you and all!’ Mel rounds on Carly. ‘I know you can’t have your own kids. I’ve been fine with sharing Jarvis, haven’t I?’

         Carly hesitates. Chris hears her mind whirr. Scrolling back. Revising. Looking pained as honest people will when detected in an error they’ll need to own up to.

         ‘You have, Mel,’ says Carly, voice shaking. ‘You’ve been lovely and generous. Thank you. I’m so sorry. I made a mistake. I love him is all, I worry about him.’

         ‘All right. So what gave you the idea I was using?’

         Carly stumbles: ‘Mel — I thought you were — out of it somehow yesterday. And a couple of times you’ve mentioned — recreational drugs.’

         ‘Yeah, I’ve had the odd spliff, haven’t you? He has. You don’t want to know all the stuff he’s done — don’t ask, you might find out. And if you’d bothered to ask yesterday, Carly, I’d of told you … migraine. Every bloody noise Jarvis made felt like gunshots. And I didn’t hit him, for your information, I tapped him. I bet he doesn’t even know I get migraine. Do you?’

         Chris says nothing; is unpersuaded; thinks he knows his daughter too well. But hasn’t a leg to stand on.

         Carly says, trembling, ‘Mel. I was wrong. I was concerned for Jarvis. I’m so sorry.’

         An odd sort of dignity asserts itself in Mel. ‘Fair enough if that’s what you thought. You got to put the child first and foremost, chwarae teg. But you go sending in the Social, you’ll never see Jarvis again. I guarantee.’

         ‘I think your dad would do some things differently if he had his time again, Mel. And as for not loving you —.’

         Mel cringes. Her face begs, Don’t say he loves me, don’t. Tears brim. She opens her arms to Jarvis, who enters them, sucking his comfort sheet, eyes heavy.

         ‘All we want is to support you, Mel,’ Carly begs. ‘You are Jarvis’s mam. Bottom line, darling.’

         ‘Right. I am his mam. End of story.’

         His daughter’s driven them on to the back foot. Carly has prudently surrendered because she fears losing Jarvis. He sees her paying out the line.

         Chris watches Carly coax Mel on to the play mat to build a Lego house. As the day wears on, he admires Carly’s swerve. All her tact and sensitivity flow past Jarvis, past Chris, towards his daughter. With delicate antennae, Carly unobtrusively schools Mel in how to play with her son. Chris drops to his knees; joins in.

         The hurt in Mel’s long lashed eyes snags on his gaze like barbed wire.

         
            *

         

         Twitchers everywhere. It’s all getting out of hand. The BBC pitches up, with cameras and microphones, a producer, a famous naturalist and a national RSPB representative. Carly keeps brewing up. Neighbours crane from windows, over fences.

         ‘Sparrow Wilkinsensis,’ says Iolo Williams. ‘Never seen in Europe, bendigedig iawn!’

         He helps Chris and Carly distinguish the song of the male, way up in the birch. They only leave the ground to sing, he explains. But how the Wilkins pair made it here and why they should nest on a Glamorgan housing estate is beyond him. Climate change may be a factor. Chris, with Jarvis on his shoulders, imagines these two bundles of feather tumbled thousands of miles on tides of Atlantic wind across the warming planet, together.
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