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1
            
        
        Sonny
      

         

         Sometimes there are no dreams to dream. Night-time brings other things, and we must wait patiently until it’s over. In the kitchen, chamomile clouds drift across the ceiling, while Mum hides inside her mug of tea, soothed by the lullaby of the washing machine. It will soon be morning. My feet don’t make a sound as I slide through the garden on frosted grass. I’m lost inside the blackness of a new moon. Wood pigeons puff themselves up in the cider apple trees and watch me in curious silence. I tread lightly past rushes, the last of the meadowsweet and loosestrife and dying stinging nettles, to where the river twists itself into a silver ribbon. Cold water soaks into my skin. I let it carry me as I listen to the music of the stars and the kree, kree, kree of little egrets until, at last, she comes, her tea drunk, laundry basket in her arms, headscarf tightly wrapped. Like a fearful animal, she tiptoes on slippered feet with her clothes pegs, dark eyes looking inwards. She’s too afraid to see how my legs have rooted deep into the riverbed. Eels swim between my knees. When I call for her, I know she sees me.2
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             Tess

         

         There he is again, my mini-me. The soft chestnut-brown little-boy curve of his cheek, and those eyes of his, peering out from between overgrown tangles of dock and ivy, where he plays like he did as a small child. Those eyes flicker as I peg first pants, then mismatched pairs of socks, up on the washing line. They’re my eyes, so dark, they’re almost black.

         It’s towels next, which swing back and forth, tainting the chilly air with the synthetic scent of lavender fabric conditioner. It’s a struggle to hang up the sheets. My arms have lost their strength and strain to fling them one by one over the line. Steam rises to float away over the river that watches me from behind a screen of butterburs, the leaves no longer green but patched yellow, ragged and torn.

         Sunrise appears later and later each day, though at last, the dull red bricks at the back of the house are lit up in startling crimson. There are two suns this morning; one rises low over a stretch of willows that lean as the wind picks up its pace. The other shines brightly out at me from beneath the surface of the water. Together, the light from them is blinding. Still, it’s easy to ignore the painful beauty of it and think instead of the frozen chicken thighs defrosting on the kitchen counter that will need seasoning with scallion, garlic, tomatoes and a spoonful of jerk paste ready for roasting tomorrow. Easy to ignore the flock of seagulls already sailing like tiny, brilliant white boats across the 4floodplain, screeching as they probe the waterlogged grass for worms, or the clouds, purple, and now scarlet, buffeted across the sky towards the distant Quantocks. There is only the laundry, pillowcases billowing, and of course Sonny’s face, his sweet lips open as he calls for me.
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        Max
      

         

         From the other side of the moor, the church bell at Meare rings six times. I wait behind our house among the tall reeds right at the river’s edge. Mud oozes over my frozen toes. Ahead, my brother flashes in and out of sight.

         ‘Maybe we should go back,’ I shout. He’ll say I’m whining but I don’t care. He doesn’t answer but heads further into the river to where the current spins, drags and catches things. Floating driftwood and rafts of rotten leaves are tugged down into the darkness. ‘Come on, Sonny! It’s freezing,’ I shout again, but my voice is croaky and sounds like someone else’s. I slosh through the water after him, worried about the shadows that stretch long fingers along the bank towards us. My stumbling scares a moorhen off its roost. Clucks and coos echo in the damp air. It won’t be long before Mum notices we’ve gone.

         ‘Over here,’ Sonny calls, teasing me.

         ‘Where?’ As I trip over sunken logs, my breath blows steam around my head. Water laps at my rolled-up jeans and the cold is painful now. ‘Sonny?’ I yell. But all I can hear is the rush of water.

         ‘What on earth are you doing in there?’

         Mum’s shout makes me jump and I slip, crash onto my knees and soak myself completely. She’s high on the riverbank, with her legs half hidden behind nettles. As we clamber 6out of the water, Sonny’s grin vanishes. ‘What were you thinking? Get inside!’ She chases us through the garden and indoors into the warm, bright kitchen. Dad, still in his dirty outside clothes, sits at the table doing the crossword. He smiles at us as we stand shivering by the Rayburn, dripping water onto the floor. The anger in Mum’s eyes looks out at us. ‘Off with the wet clothes. Now!’

         ‘Come on, Tess, it’s alright. Calm down. Here. Look … I’ve got one for you – remaining, five letters, second letter T,’ says Dad, pointing with his pencil at the newspaper. Mum ignores him and comes towards us with a towel in her brown hands. She wraps me up first, like I’m a baby, even though I’m nearly as tall as her. Over her shoulder, I can see a small white moth, a pale tussock I think, fluttering against the steamed-up window.

         ‘You know you’re not to go anywhere near the river.’

         ‘We were only mucking about,’ I tell her.

         Beside me, Sonny nods. ‘We’re sorry.’

         Mum breathes very slowly like she’s trying to hold herself still. She does this a lot. ‘Go and get changed. It’s time for dinner.’

         We leap up the stairs, two at a time, our palms streaking along the wallpaper. But once we’re safe on the landing, we fight back laughter and shove each other towards the bedroom we share. Inside, we flop down onto our beds, which are identical with matching Spider-Man sheets. Although mine’s messy – the duvet’s bunched up and covered in books. Sonny’s is tidy like all of his things. On the bedside table 7between us are his reading glasses, the big silver cup he won for maths at school, a photo of us and our cousin Nathan outside an aquarium in London when we were nine, and our whistles with the red, yellow and green ribbons we got that time we went to Notting Hill Carnival. On the shelf above Sonny’s bed is his fossil collection. He has way too many. Mum had to put some away in boxes under his bed. I’ve only got my animal field guides and bird books on my shelf, and the binoculars Aunty Peaches bought me for my last birthday. There’s also my jar of feathers, which has fallen on its side. Rook feathers cover my pillow. They look black until I hold them up to the light, then you can see beautiful dark greens, blues and purples. Me and Sonny change quickly, still giggling and poking one another, picking out jeans and identical black and orange striped sweatshirts, before racing back down to the kitchen.

         With a finger to his lips, Dad shushes us. He’s trying to listen to a gardening programme on the radio. Some man in Hereford is talking about overwintering Swiss chard. Whenever he says something useful, Dad scribbles it down quickly on the edge of his newspaper. I smell cider every time he moves.

         ‘Can you get the cutlery?’ Mum asks, glancing at us. She uses her favourite tea towel, the one with the colourful map of Jamaica that’s all covered with stains, to lift the hot blackened Dutch pot from the oven. It was a moving-in gift from Nana, bought a long time ago in Brixton Market. I’m guessing at one point the aluminium would have been as bright and shiny as 8the ones in the Caribbean food shop near Nana’s house in Lewisham. As we eat, Dad goes over his plans for the winter planting. He lists hardy onion varieties, Red Baron and Autumn Champion, garlic, leeks, lamb’s lettuce, turnips and perpetual spinach. Mum seems to listen, but her eyes keep looking our way and her fingers fidget with the scarf she ties around her afro to keep out the smell of cooking.

         ‘I must get the broad beans in tomorrow morning,’ says Dad. ‘Anyone going to give me a hand?’

         ‘It’s Saturday,’ Mum replies without looking up from her plate. ‘You know I’ve got to check on Cyril.’

         Dad, busy thinking about seedlings, doesn’t hear her. Me and Sonny stay quiet and concentrate on sucking the fat from peppery oxtail bones.

         Flicking off the radio, Dad turns to us. ‘What about you?’

         ‘Me?’ I splutter, spraying bits of rice across the table. Sonny snorts and shoots me a ha look.

         ‘No. I was going to take him to Cyril’s,’ says Mum, jumping up and taking a tray of baked apples from the Rayburn warming drawer. They smell of cloves and cinnamon.

         ‘I don’t see why …’ starts Dad, but then he stops, switches the radio on again and goes back to scribbling on his newspaper. Lately, all their conversations are like this; it’s not proper talking at all.

         After dinner, Mum goes upstairs with her phone. I can hear her bedroom window opening and know that she’ll be sticking her head and arm out into the cold to find good reception. Her voice travels down through the gaps in the 9floorboards. She’ll be talking to Nana, complaining about Dad and how he’s got his head in the dirt and never pays attention. It’s all they talk about, that and about how lonely Mum is living all the way down here when she should be with Nana and Aunty Peaches and the rest of her family in London. Me and Sonny lie on the sofa and watch Bear Grylls on the telly. This time he’s drinking camel pee. We leave Dad at the kitchen table listening to the news with a bottle of beer in his hands.

         Later that night, I hear them arguing.

         ‘What are they fighting about?’ I ask Sonny.

         ‘You,’ he tells me. ‘They’re worried.’

         We lie together in his bed with our noses nearly touching, hidden beneath the duvet. When I stare into Sonny’s eyes, I can see my own reflection. Rolling onto my back, I shift my body sideways and lay my head alongside his. Strands of my long sandy hair mix with the dark curls by his ear.

         No one believes we’re twins. Mum’s tired of explaining us to people. ‘You can’t be twins,’ they say, ‘twins aren’t supposed to be different colours.’ Everyone agrees. But we are twins. Non-identical, yes. Different colours, yes, but still definitely twins. People say Sonny takes after Mum because they both have brown skin, shiny brown like a conker. Their eyes are nearly black, and they have black, fluffyish, curly hair. I look like our dad, pale and peaky, according to Nana, with bluey-grey eyes that always look surprised. Everyone says Sonny and I are a rarity, something out of the ordinary, one in a 10million apparently. When we were born there was a photo of us in the Gazette with a quote from Mum describing her shock: ‘We had no idea, their skin colour didn’t show up on the scans.’ Mum says we used to attract lots of attention when she took us out for walks in our double buggy. If Dad wasn’t there, strangers would come to say hello to me and ask if she was babysitting. To prove we were twins, she always dressed us the same, in identical dungarees and matching Babygros. We still like to wear the same clothes, to make sure no one forgets.
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        Tess
      

         

         One moment it’s breakfast and I’m scooping up stray Coco Pops from the kitchen table, and the next it’s gone seven in the evening and I’m clearing away dinner things. Unhappiness settles inside my fingers making them clumsy, so as I wash the dishes, mugs fall, tossing suds onto the draining board. It blocks my ears so they can’t hear Richard’s retelling of some piece of gossip he picked up from one of his customers as he scrapes the last mouthful of baked apple and custard from his bowl. I watch him laugh and recall the vague memory of how it feels to press my lips against his. Across from him at the table sits Max, laughing the same laugh, his mirror image.

         ‘Mum … Mum?’ His voice, still a child’s but already tinged with the threat of adolescence, cuts into my thoughts.

         ‘Sorry, sweetheart. I wasn’t listening.’

         Max smiles, showing me little-boy crooked teeth, but it’s Richard’s smile I see when I look at him and Richard’s pale blue-grey eyes that gleam with satisfaction as the tale is told a second time for my benefit. Old fears resurface, dark complicated feelings no mother should feel, and I’m taken back to the earth-shattering day his small body, still slick with vernix, was first placed in my arms. Oh God, how is this boy my child?

         The words hum like angry flies caged inside my head. I want to go home. Back to the comforting chaos of millions of people who look like me and who don’t care who I am. The 12concrete landscape there is far too caught up with its own affairs to bother with mine. Here, I’m watched at every turn – over hedges, both neatly manicured privet and unkempt tangles of holly, hawthorn and dog rose, through bleached net curtains that twitch as I take solitary walks along quiet lanes, from across the crowded playground, as I queue for bread in the village’s one and only shop or wait for the little bus that appears only twice a day. There’s no escape, even in this house, where I must keep away from the back windows if I’m to avoid the watchful gaze of the river. 
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        Sonny
      

         

         I dream about house bricks glowing tangerine orange in the evening sunlight. Over in Hector’s field, the hawthorns are covered in dark red berries. Daddy-long-legs dance robotically across the lawn. In the grass, acorns shine like wet gems. Look – there are earwigs living inside the damsons. See how the dragonflies are hunting the wasps? Behind Dad’s shed, the elderberries are going over and turning into hedge currants. Mum better hurry and bring in the laundry. There’ll be a frost tonight. After dinner, let’s go out into the garden and wave goodbye to the swallows.

         Mum says I’m the dreamy one, my head always floating in the clouds, or, as Nana puts it, I’m an old soul on his third round, whereas Max is all corners and straight lines, awkward, unable to fit in comfortably whatever shape the hole is. But people treat us differently because of the way we look. They can’t believe we’re brothers, not half, step or foster, but full brothers. If they looked closer, they’d see we’re really both the same. We smile the same, have the same small teeth that are a bit wonky at the front. We laugh the same too. Mum says she can never tell who’s giggling. Most importantly, we’re both exactly the same height. I only look taller because of my hair.

         
      Watch me flatten it down with water.
    

         Plus, our feet are the same size, so we can wear each other’s 14wellies. Gloves too, and hats, except I need glasses to read the whiteboard in class. We’re the same … but different.

         It feels weird being called the black one. What do they mean? Black, like the chunks of coal we use in the Rayburn when Dad hasn’t enough wood? Or black like the ravens that steal the chickens’ eggs, and sit and cough on the garden fence?

         Sometimes, people say things that hurt, not on purpose, I don’t think, just silly things they think are clever or funny. To them, we’re a joke. Especially at school, where I’m the only person who looks like me. I pretend it doesn’t matter. Like the time Evan said I was the colour of shit because I accidentally hit him in the face with a football. Mr Reid heard and made him sit outside Mrs Haycock’s office. I laughed it off with everyone else like I usually do, but I really wanted to punch him.

         Mum always knows when I’m upset. Her hugs are sandalwood and vanilla cardigans.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ she tells me. ‘You’re perfect. And, anyway, it’s the same for me. I’m the only one here too. But see … I don’t mind.’

         But now I know she’s pretending.

         Mum calls us her rainbow twins. She says it like it’s a good thing. I’m afraid to tell her that sometimes, not all the time, I wish I looked more like Max and Dad, and less like her. I wish people could guess straight away that Dad’s my dad. When I’m out with him in Combe Leigh or Branstock, sitting inside strange pubs or queueing in the post office, they always ask if I’m fostered or just a friend who’s come for a 15visit. Dad laughs it off. When I get upset, he reminds me that I have great-great-grandparents buried in the churchyard. Old English bones going soft under dark, cold earth. We’ve more than three generations now, so I belong here more than most of the other villagers do. But does it count if I only belong on one side of the family?

         Everyone knows us here in our village, so no one stares. Not much anyway. According to Dad, we’re no longer a novelty. But when I walk with Mum across the fields, out past the chicken farm or Churley’s willow works, which mark the ends of our village, onto the footpaths leading to the villages surrounding ours, we’re often asked if we’re okay or if we need help or directions. Mum smiles, but never shows her teeth, even though they’re really white, and puts on a posh voice. She tells them we’re fine, only out for a stroll, actually we live not far from here. Yes, just down the road. She always says something about the weather, which seems to make them happy. But sometimes, people don’t speak to us at all. Their silence watches us as they rake up fallen leaves, weed their flower beds and hang out their laundry. Mum always calls out ‘Good morning’ or ‘Good afternoon.’ She puts her arm around my shoulders or holds my hand too tight.

         
      See our hands? They match.
    

         When a black delivery driver turns up at our house, Mum acts embarrassed. She fusses with her hair or picks fluff off her clothes. Then, she speaks with the same voice she uses for 16Nana and Aunty Peaches. It’s like she’s saying ‘Yes, I know it looks like I live here, but really, I don’t.’

         My mum’s a chameleon, like the ones in Max’s books. When no one else’s around, she’s a different Mum. She laughs, teeth and tongue all showing, dances to Missy Elliott, shaking her stomach and bottom until Dad grabs her. He always steps on her feet when he spins her around the kitchen. Her voice feels as soft as the lamb’s ears plants that grow along the garden path. It’s just Mum’s voice, her real one, the one she saves for us.

         I’ve not seen her laugh or smile for a long time. She hardly goes out anymore. She stays at home, going only as far as school, the churchyard and the big supermarket on Combe Leigh High Street. She blames the rain and the deep mud that sticks to our boots. Dad’s tried to make her laugh, but it’s getting too hard, so he’s giving up. He’s busy doing other things. Sometimes, we hide on the stairs listening to them quarrelling in the kitchen. I press my head against Max’s and lean on the warm chimney breast. We’ve heard these arguments before. Dad’s voice is small and quiet. There’s the slip-slap of Mum’s slippers on the stone kitchen floor.
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        Richard
      

         

         Richard squats on the heels of his boots in front of the Rayburn and opens the door to the firebox, releasing a blast of heat into the already warm kitchen. Steadying himself, he reaches over to the basket and grasps at logs still slimy and wet.

         ‘You know how I feel.’ He tries to keep his voice low, as though talking to a skittish horse. Tess paces behind him, snatching up dirty cutlery from the table and throwing it clattering into the sink.

         It has become some unspoken rule; she tends to the inside chores, the laundry, cleaning, cooking and so on, while he takes care of the outside things. There are hedges to trim, the last rounds of blackthorn waiting in the log shed to be split and stacked, fences to mend and, of course, there is his garden, with its constant demand for his time and attention. If someone had told him they would have ended up living a marital stereotype, he would have laughed. The younger, untroubled versions of themselves would have done everything as a team – them against conformity, whether it was outside shoulder to shoulder in the garden pitching hay for mulching, cleaning out the chicken house and pruning back the raspberries, or here in the kitchen, their double act of cooking the Sunday roast perfected, with him whisking batter for Yorkshire puddings while she took care of the meat. Autumn had been a special time. By now, they would 18have worked their way through the orchard, picking the Bramleys and unblemished pippins and russets, before getting cosy together in the shed, where, between kisses, they wrapped the apples in newspaper and stuck them in an old chest of drawers for winter.

         Standing, Richard brushes sawdust and flecks of lichen from his chest and legs, and from his beard, where it clings to the reddish hair, and turns to face the window. Night-time throws the brightly lit kitchen back at him.

         ‘We can’t keep pretending this is normal,’ he continues evenly, his gaze fixed on his own face – gaunt, almost ghostly, so pale with dark shadows weighing down his eyes. The last fourteen months have aged him ten years.

         ‘Normal? What do you mean – normal?’ Her voice is quiet, but he can sense danger in it, like feeling a carving knife hidden beneath teaspoons.

         ‘Come off it, Tess. Don’t do this. You know what I mean.’

         ‘No, actually I don’t.’ She abandons the dishes and quickly strides the short length of the kitchen. ‘Of course things aren’t normal …’ Her voice cracks with the promise of tears.

         Richard knows he has to choose his words carefully. ‘But love. It’s not healthy for Max to carry on like—’

         ‘Not healthy?’ She loops around the kitchen – a baited tiger. ‘Explain to me how it’s not healthy?’ She stops behind him, her face reflected alongside his, its features blurred like in a bad photo. ‘You want him to be normal? Is that it? Is that what you want?’

         ‘For Christ’s sake – am I not allowed to be worried too?’19

         ‘Oh, don’t act like you give a damn,’ Tess shouts, returning to the sink and thrashing her hands in the soapy water. Translucent bubbles drift into the air. ‘Come on. Let’s be honest – all you really care about are your bloody plants.’

         Richard steps away from the window. ‘Wow. Thanks, Tess. Right … I can’t do this. I’ve got stuff to do.’ She could not be further from the truth, but he does not know what to say to make it right. Guilt is what he feels when he looks at her. Guilt, like bindweed among the cabbages, rooted deep. He picks up his damp coat from where it is draped over one of the dining chairs and heads towards the back door.

         ‘So … what? You’re just going to walk away?’ Tess cuts him off, her soaked dress sticking to her chest.

         Richard rounds on her angrily. ‘Yeah! Because there’s no point. No point, whatsoever. You don’t want to hear what I’ve got to say.’ He forces his breathing to be steady. ‘You want to blame someone. Don’t you? Admit it. You want to blame me.’

         They both stand there and in the silence that follows, Richard can hear the gush of hot water surging in the Rayburn’s back boiler. Tess wipes her hands on a tea towel, then presses it briefly to her dress.

         ‘It’s this place,’ she says in a whisper. ‘This godforsaken hellhole.’ She glares up at him. ‘I fucking hate it here!’

         He leaves her then, slamming the back door behind him and grabbing his head torch from its hook in the porch. He cannot trust himself to stay calm. There is muck to move – a dozen bags of manure dumped on the gravel opposite the gate by Les earlier in the morning. 20

         Outside, rain falls softly. A moonless night erases the garden, and, beyond, the moor is veiled in darkness. Richard breathes it all in. He loves this place and can remember a time when she loved it as much as he does. But perhaps she is right – he should never have brought her here. 
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        Max
      

         

         Mum’s late for her Saturday morning visit to Cyril. She overslept and her eyes look puffy. After eating a slice of toast, she puts on her thick coat and yanks a woolly hat over her hair. Waiting on the counter is a dish with a portion of last night’s dinner in it and a plastic bag containing light bulbs, a pack of dish cloths and a bottle of red wine.

         ‘You sure you’re okay to come with me, or would you prefer to stay and help your dad?’ she asks us at the back door. Our front door, which leads straight into the living room, never gets used – Mum says we’ll track mud into the rugs. Besides, the back door is where the covered porch is and where Dad put up hooks and racks for all our boots and coats. Not that we use them much.

         ‘We want to come with you,’ I reply.

         ‘Yes,’ adds Sonny.

         She sighs. ‘Quick then. I’m leaving now.’

         We dig out our anoraks from among the heap of waterproofs thrown down on the porch floor and follow her into the garden. Dad’s hunched over in the vegetable beds, cutting the last of the pumpkins. Even though they’re huge, he can easily carry two at a time. His hands are bright red, which means he’s been out here for hours, probably since before daylight. He’s usually the first one to wake up. Me and Sonny listen to him creep downstairs for coffee and the morning headlines on the radio. Mum used to go with him. We’d hear 22whispered laughter trailing behind them. Now she always stays in their bedroom until he’s finished his breakfast and left the kitchen.

         Dad carries on cutting pumpkins and doesn’t lift his head to say good morning. I hope he’s not cross with me for not helping him with the broad beans.

         ‘No. It’s because of the argument last night,’ Sonny whispers as we pass Mum’s empty flower garden and jump over the wooden crates stacked along the path leading to the gate. ‘The Veggie Man’ is painted on each of them in thick black letters, same as the words written on both sides of Dad’s van. Steam rises from a mound of horse poo piled up by the fence and the stink fills the cold October air.

         We walk up to Cyril’s house, past Barbara next door in the Gables, Marge in Willow Cottage, then Riverside, where the truck driver lives, who we never see, and last, Mr Brewer’s bungalow. There are only houses on one side of our road, with the river running like a secret behind them. Opposite, there’s nothing but withy beds and fields until we get to Winslow Farm. Sometimes I wish we lived in the middle of the village like all the other kids at school, either in Salter Close or on Puttford Lane. But Dad says he likes old houses best and prefers it out here on our sleepy road. I dawdle by Hector’s field, where sheep graze between the brambles. It won’t be long before the blackberries rot and have been spat on by the devil. The road’s quiet, but I can still hear tractors revving up at the farm and wind quivering the bird diverters on the power lines. Soon it will be winter, and all the pastures 23will be empty. Sonny walks up ahead, humming to himself and kicking wasps off the windfall apples.

         Cyril’s house is bigger than all the other riverbank cottages and is covered right up to the roof in ivy. Dad says at one time it used to be a little shop and post office, but now we’ve got a proper village shop, Ted and Janet’s, next to the pub. As we step round pots of dying herbs on the porch, the starlings hogging the bird feeder fly off chattering. I search for fallen feathers, while Mum gets the spare key from the rusty old biscuit tin hidden under the small bench where Cyril likes to sit when it’s sunny.

         ‘Cyril? Are you up? It’s only us,’ she calls as she opens the front door.

         Inside’s cold and dark. The blinds at the windows are half pulled. Me and Sonny help ourselves to Cyril’s posh almond biscuits while Mum puts our dish of leftovers on the cooker, unpacks the carrier bag and fills up the kettle. She moves about the kitchen putting plates and bowls away in cupboards and wiping up crumbs. Dust floats into the air and circles the faded wooden parrots swinging from the ceiling. Antiques fill the wide dresser that takes up a whole wall. There are mugs with knobbly handles, a large wooden Indian god with an elephant’s head, expensive-looking blue and white china plates, and a tobacco jar that apparently came off the Titanic. I skim my hand over a tempting collection of golden animal figures Cyril brought back from Colombia. He’s also a fossil collector but has passed on all his best bits to Sonny, apart from his enormous megalodon 24tooth, which Sonny really wants but Dad reckons must be worth quite a lot of money.

         ‘Go and find Cyril,’ Mum tells us. ‘And don’t touch anything.’ She always warns us not to play with the ornaments or the awards and trophies sitting on the shelves, even though she knows it’s impossible. It’s like a museum in here, full of really cool things Cyril found when he went travelling. He used to be an actor, in real movies, but now he’s too old and so spends all his time writing rude poetry.

         Out in the hallway, the lemon-yellow walls are covered from floor to ceiling in old film posters. Most are black and white, but there’s one in colour that shows a young Cyril with a thin moustache wearing a fancy black suit. His arms are wrapped around a laughing woman in a really tight red dress. Me and Sonny find him sitting at the enormous wooden table in the corner of the sitting room, so still and huddled under his blanket, he’s almost invisible. His thin hands grip tightly at the arms of his reclining chair. Spit bubbles trail down his chin. On seeing us, his eyes flutter and he waves a hand towards the table. He needs something urgently, but I can’t move. I’m frozen, hypnotised by a rattling sound coming from his chest and by the small gasps he makes as he tries to breathe. It’s as though he’s under water. My heart beats really hard. I’ve heard this sound before. Cyril points at the table with weak jabs of his finger. He’s desperate, but I can’t do anything except hold my breath and stare as his face sags. His lips are turning blue. But Sonny doesn’t seem to care about the sounds Cyril’s 25making or the way his eyes have rolled back till there’s mostly white showing.

         ‘Quick – his inhaler must be here somewhere,’ he tells me. ‘We need to find it.’ The table is untidy and we search under tablet packets, flung-open books and newspapers and wads of dirty tissues. ‘Here!’ Sonny spots the inhaler hidden behind a mug of cold coffee. I put it in Cyril’s shaking hands and we watch as he gulps and gulps at it. Blood rushes pink back into his cheeks.

         ‘You alright in here?’ asks Mum, coming into the room carrying a tray. ‘Max! What’s wrong …? Cyril?’ She runs over, spilling tea into the carpet. Sonny steps aside to make room for her.

         ‘It’s okay, Mum. He’s fine now.’

         ‘Cyril? Are you alright?’ She puts her hand on Cyril’s shoulder, which seems to make him unfold. His back, neck, arms and legs stretch out, sort of like a brand-new butterfly, and he seems taller and not shrunken at all.

         ‘Stop fussing,’ he replies. ‘Of course I’m alright. Did you bring my wine?’

         We’re trapped here till lunchtime, when Mum reheats last night’s dinner, filling the whole house with the spicy smell of oxtail. It’s the only real meal Cyril’s likely to have all week. He usually lives on crusty bread, olives, tins of mackerel in tomato sauce and butterscotch mousse. He’s never very hungry. He says Mum’s cooking is the only thing that excites him. Before he fell ill, he used to make us pancakes stuffed with tinned peaches or fruit cocktail, dusted with icing sugar. 26While he was in hospital, Mum popped over to water the plants and feed Brutus, his cat, who got killed by a car in the spring. Now Mum comes most Saturdays, usually in the morning, before the carer’s visit. Cyril says Mum’s a natural nurse like most Caribbean women. Mum does this pinched thing with her mouth whenever he says this. Dad reckons Cyril would be better off in an old people’s home.

         ‘They’ll have to carry me out of this house in a box,’ Cyril tells us.

         Me and Sonny balance on the arms of the sofa while he reads Mum his latest poem, something about the ‘moist, yielding cleft of Lo’. He shouts to make himself heard over the sound of horse racing on the telly, which he won’t turn off. Mum hasn’t been able to get him to change out of his pyjamas, but he’s agreed to wrap himself up in a long silky dressing gown. He uses the corner of it to wipe his mouth. As he reads, thin white hairs sway about on his head. I gaze, yawning, through the patio doors out into the garden. There’s a wren hopping about like a mouse in the dandelions. It hasn’t noticed, but there’s a large rat watching from a broken drainpipe. There’s still the bright orange of nasturtiums. Wind sends winged sycamore seeds spiralling to the ground.

         ‘So how are you managing?’ Cyril’s asking Mum. He gives her a look that means he wants to say more but can’t because we’re in the room.

         ‘Why don’t you go outside for a bit,’ she suggests to us. ‘But please stay in the garden.’27

         ‘We will,’ I reply.

         Once outside, me and Sonny run down the long path swatting the poppy seed heads to release showers of tiny black seeds. It’s been raining and the stone slabs are slippery with soft green moss. The air makes my face wet. I kick aside piles of yellow-brown leaves, uncovering twisting knots of earthworms and a glossy devil’s coach horse beetle.

         ‘Why didn’t you help him?’ asks Sonny. The damp lays a halo of droplets on his curly hair.

         ‘I dunno,’ I say as I wedge the toe of my boot into a water-filled crack in the paving. ‘That sound he was making. Made me feel weird.’

         ‘But he could’ve died.’

         I follow Sonny down to the bottom of the garden, where the enormous gunnera leaves have burst through broken panes of glass into the greenhouse. He’s right. Cyril could easily have died. He’s got a disease that eats away at the insides of his lungs. The tubes in there are getting narrow and sealing his breath up. He’s getting worse and worse every day, bent double all the time, spitting and coughing. Mum says he’s living on borrowed time.

         We climb the small steps leading up from the garden to the riverbank and lean over the gate. Everything’s grey and it’s hard to tell land from sky. From the opposite bank, cold wind blows off the moor towards us. The river’s rising, as it always does this time of year. Soon it will burst its banks and flood the spillway until it can’t take any more. Sonny lifts the gate latch, frightening a heron hunting in the rushes. It flaps away 28on noisy wings. Looking back, I can see the dark shadow of Mum’s face close against the glass of the patio door.

         ‘We’d better not risk it,’ I say.

         The next few days are filled with endless rain. Water drops fall like bombs exploding on the path. Dad’s empty plant pots fill and overflow, sending a tidal wave through the garden down to the road. Halloween comes and goes without pumpkin carving, the same as last year. But at least this time it’s half term, so we don’t have to listen to everyone at school gloating over their pillowcases full of sweets and going on about who wore the scariest costume to the village spooky disco. I know Mum feels guilty about it and although I tell her that now I’m ten, I’m too old for trick or treating, deep down I’m disappointed.

         Dad’s busy, so I hardly see him. When he’s not making deliveries, he’s in the garden getting everything ready for the flooding. He hardly talks, but he must feel guilty too, because at dinner he offers to take us to the village bonfire on Sunday evening if it stops raining. He asks Mum if she fancies coming, even though we know she won’t want to. She hates going to outside things at night-time.

         ‘This isn’t still because of what happened at that wassail, is it?’ Dad asks her. It’s as though he’s forgotten how upset she was. Me and Sonny haven’t. That’s when Jane Harris got drunk and tried to take Mum’s photo with her phone. She told Mum she needed to smile more as no one could see her in the dark. 29

         Mum’s fork pauses over her roast potatoes. ‘Let’s not do this now. Okay.’

         ‘Look, I know Jane was out of order, but you know she didn’t mean anything by it,’ says Dad. ‘And anyway. That was years ago. You can’t let little things like that stop you doing stuff.’ Mum puts down her fork and turns my way.

         ‘Max, have you looked at the book Mr Reid gave you? Remember you need to take it back to school on Monday.’

         ‘Uh-huh,’ I reply. It’s a book about bird migration routes. I’ve read it twice already. Dad lowers his head and carries on eating.

         When Sunday evening arrives, the rain has eased off, but it’s super-windy. I worry the mountain of wood that’s been heaped up on the playing field will blow all over the place. Mum goes upstairs with her computer so me and Sonny go with Dad, who makes us stop first in the Bird in Hand for a pint.

         ‘Just something to get me warmed up,’ he tells us. ‘Won’t be long.’ But by the time we reach the bonfire it’s already been lit and there’s a crowd standing around a fold-out table where the church ladies are selling hot chocolate. This year they’re raising money to build a disabled toilet at a school in Botswana. Les Pollard is here. He’s got a large metal pot filled with mulled cider balanced on a tiny camping stove. Dad heads straight for him.

         Fiery embers from the bonfire rise and flicker against the jet-black sky. Lots of the kids from school huddle in groups away from their parents or run about screaming. 30

         ‘Come on, let’s go and check it out,’ says Sonny, leading me into the darkness.

         ‘Where you off to?’ calls Dad.

         ‘Just over there. Going to see who’s here.’

         ‘Okay. Be careful not to get too close.’ He means to the fire, which gives off so much heat my forehead sweats inside my hat. Me and Sonny make our way over to where Mason, Evan, Oliver and Daniel from our class are stood with Henry Taylor and some of the older boys. At first, I’m glad to see them, but as we get nearer, I start to change my mind. They’re Sonny’s friends, really, not mine.

         ‘Maybe we shouldn’t leave Dad by himself.’

         ‘He’ll be fine. Come on,’ Sonny replies, speeding ahead of me. The boys look up at us as we get closer. Sonny grins, not caring that he’s leaving me behind. Then, all of a sudden, he’s gone, and I stand here alone like an idiot. Evan gives me a what do you want look and the others completely ignore me. Sonny’s laughing somewhere, but rather than face them, I carry on walking and pretend I’m only heading this way to make a circle round the bonfire. Dad’s waiting by the main gate. I spy him downing another mulled cider as I walk my third circle, scuffing up clods of wet grass with my wellies. It’s always so easy for Sonny. Everyone at school loves him for being different. They all want to hang out with him.31
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         Slice onion, not too thinly, fry in butter until golden. Rain pours down in slanted sheets against the kitchen window. I hear childlike feet on the landing upstairs, giggles and whispering. Lauryn Hill sings ‘When it Hurts so Bad’ on the radio. My tears fall on the chopping board. Crush three … four cloves of garlic. There’s no more fresh ginger. No beef, only venison, a roe deer shot last week on Shepherd’s Drove by Les’s son Redford. I must see if I can get more goat for curry.
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