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​Prologue — The Crooked Tree (Summer 1985)  
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The tree in the school field looks like it once tried to stand up straight and then thought, You know what? Not worth the backache. It leans towards the football pitches as if it’s mid-gossip with the goalposts. From the right angle—Sean has tried a dozen of them—it looks heroic. From most of the others, it looks like it lost a fight with a storm sometime in the seventies and never quite recovered. 

Sean is fourteen and new to North London. Apparently that means spending your summer cross-legged at the base of a crooked tree, waging a private war with pencils that keep snapping at the worst moment. 

He arrived two weeks ago, and the estate still flickers behind his eyelids whenever he shuts them: red-brick boxes, tiny gardens, pavements cracked with weeds. Rainbows in puddles where buses have leaked oil. Shadows from bus stops stretching like wings. He hasn’t worked out yet where boys like him are supposed to stand or sit or look. The field is neutral ground. Even the nettles can’t be bothered here. 

The biscuit tin Mum gave him rattles whenever he reaches in for another pencil. He sharpens them until the points look like they could write his future, but the lines on the page never behave. The problem is light. It slips, it winks, it does all the things light does when it’s trying not to be caught. He wants to capture the way it dapples across the bent trunk, like water shifting over stone. But whenever he draws the bright, the dark looks wrong, and whenever he draws the dark, the bright goes flat. 

He turns the page upside down, draws branches as shapes instead of names. For a moment, it works. The trunk begins to look like itself. “Nice,” he mutters, startled by the word leaving his mouth. The tree, being a tree, ignores him. 

The radio drifts over from the far side of the estate — a summer hit that will wear itself thin by September. Sean tries not to listen, but the bassline sneaks into his head anyway. His page smudges with grey. His hand bears a pencil mark that looks like a scar. 

Just as he feels he’s almost got it, the lead crumbles. “Of course,” he sighs, rummaging in the tin for another stub. 

“Sean!”  

The voice cuts across the field, carrying in that way his father’s voice always does. Sean snaps the elastic around the sketchbook — can’t risk loose pages — and looks up. 

His dad stands at the edge of the field, trousers creased sharp enough to slice an apple. He doesn’t look cross, exactly, which is worse. Cross is at least a thing you can name. 

“We’re off,” his father says, clipped as an announcement at Euston. 

Sean shoulders his bag, careful not to look hurried. He brushes grass from his legs as though it might be counted against him later. 

“You knew the time,” his father says. 

“I did. I do. We’re not late.”  

“We won’t be, unless we start debating it.” His dad checks his old watch, the one that looks like it remembers ships. 

They walk home in silence. The alley they take is patched with bin liners and cable ties — temporary things that will probably outlast the brickwork. Sean keeps half a pace behind. That seems right. 

Inside, the house smells of chips and washing-up liquid. Shout is on the radio at a volume Mum claims is polite but really is just loud enough for her to sing along. She greets Sean with a proper smile, one that feels like it belongs to him. 

After tea — fish fingers and peas, his father reading the school’s welcome letter like it’s a field manual — Sean slips upstairs. He places the sketchbook on his desk and opens it, heart thumping. It isn’t perfect. But the bend is there, the shadow almost works, and for once the page doesn’t feel like defeat.  

Later, when Dad pushes his head around the door to check the lights are out, Sean sits by the window instead. Across the estate, another tape spins, bassline rolling across cracked pavements and puddles shining orange in the streetlight. 

He thinks of the crooked tree, how it leans but doesn’t fall, how even the wind seems to go around it. He thinks about school, about a corridor that won’t quite warm up, about the chance — just maybe — of meeting someone who won’t make him feel quite so new. 

For now, he lets the light fade and tells himself tomorrow he’ll try again. 
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Chapter One — The Girl with the Sketchbook
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Sean

By the time art rolled round, Sean had already done two laps of the new-boy circuit: the Geography teacher who paused just long enough on “O’Connell” to make the class turn and look, the way a crowd checks the scoreboard when a substitute jogs on; and Maths, where the seating plan was a map he couldn’t read and where the boy next to him hid a calculator in a pencil case like contraband. Names were called, heads swiveled, eyes made their small judgements and then pretended not to. The morning had been a series of doors the colour of old mustard and the clack-clack of a clock that seemed to skip when no one watched.

Fourth period Wednesday, 11 September 1985. The door to Art B swung with a heavy fire-door sigh that smelled like varnish and last year’s turpentine. The handle was cool and faintly sticky, the way handles are in rooms where paint dries and people forget to wash their hands properly. Walking in felt like stepping into a cupboard of light.

The room itself looked tired in a cosy way. Paper strips were stapled in uneven bunting along the pinboards—colour wheels sun-faded to polite pastels, a few with thumbtack bruises. A drying rack crouched in the corner like a metal accordion full of other people’s wet seascapes, waves arrested just before they lost their edges. The sinks were scarred with a century of rinsed-out blues and browns; someone had tried to scrub the stains into submission and given up. The taps whistled as soon as you asked anything of them, which made you feel guilty for wanting water. On the windowsill, a tray of misfit jam jars held turps, water, two brushes with chewed ferrules, and a single white carnation that no one confessed to bringing.

There was a smell he didn’t have words for—part pencil shavings, part that chalk-dust lemoniness of old rubber, part glue that called itself “non-toxic” purely out of optimism. The radiator under the window ticked itself warmer, even though it wasn’t cold. Sun arranged itself in oblongs across the tables, lighting up the daisy-snow of eraser crumbs . When someone scraped a chair, dust motes lifted like tiny startled birds.

He picked the desk by the window because the light was better and because he could see the field through the glass. There—half behind a PE shed and half in view—stood his tree, the crooked one, leaning into the day like it had heard a joke. From the right angle it looked heroic; from most of the others, it looked like it had lost a fight with a storm sometime in the seventies and decided to keep the scar. Just looking at it settled something and unsettled something at the same time. He opened his sketchbook, stroked the elastic flat against the cover—two strokes, left to right, his new ritual—then slid the loop off and felt the book sigh open.

Mr Ellis did his roll call in a voice that had retired from caring and then returned part-time. “Perspective,” he announced, underlining the word on the board in capitals that looked like railway lettering. “Lines that converge at a vanishing point. All right? We’re going to draw the windows. Two-point perspective. No, you can’t draw Transformers, Darren.” He wrote VANISHING and the G fell heavy, as if even letters wanted to lean. Mr Ellis’s beard, Sean decided, looked like someone had drawn it on with willow charcoal and fixed it with hairspray. He had, everyone said, a bottom drawer containing three confiscated Walkmans and a tangle of orange-foam headphones, trophies from corridor skirmishes. The drawer was famous the way a shark is famous: you didn’t want to meet it up close.

Sean tried to pay attention. He truly did. But the rectangles of light kept dragging his eyes to the field, to the way sun fell across the grass differently here than in his old school—the green a shade yellower, the shadows a little sharper, as if someone had turned the contrast up on the borough. The window glass had a bubble in it that smudged one corner of the world and sharpened the rest. He looked back down at the page, hovered his pencil over the paper, then lowered it. The lead bit cleanly. He began with the obvious: the window frame, the sill, the latch like a bent finger. The lines came out too confident, then not confident enough. He rubbed one and watched a grey blur appear like a bruise.

A movement caught his eye: two desks ahead, middle row. Dark hair, shoulder-length, clipped back with a tortoiseshell slide, a graphite streak on the side of a forefinger. She was hunched over her page in that way that meant she’d forgotten the room; her pencil moved in sure, staccato gestures, flick-flick-pause, a rhythm you could set a metronome by. She wasn’t drawing the windows. Of course she wasn’t. She’d turned her body to steal the same sightline as his—out to the field, to the tree.

He angled his sketchbook, pretended to check a vanishing point, and watched her draw. He didn’t know her name. Her face had that kind of focused softness some people’s faces get when they’re making something. It wasn’t pretty so much as precise: she looked like someone who meant it. He noticed tiny things—how she held the pencil a fraction higher than most, how her jaw worked when she shaded, the way she paused to blow a whisper of graphite dust off the page. It made him feel two things at once: relief that someone else cared about the same sight, and terror that she might catch him caring.

Mr Ellis cruised past, leaving a comet tail of teacher-aftershave. “Window, O’Connell,” he said, not unkindly, tapping the sill with the metal end of a long ruler. “You can draw trees after half term. And if I hear the smallest click of a Walkman, I’m feeding it to the guillotine.” At the back, a boy shoved something with orange foam deeper into his bag and tried to look like a person who had never met music.

“Yes, sir.” Sean lowered his pencil to his page and tried, for twenty seconds, to pretend lines made sense to him in a way that mattered. He drew the window bars and the smudge where his breath had fogged the glass earlier, then boxed in the frame like a guard. The girl turned her page a quarter clockwise, as if consulting with it. He liked that; the idea that the paper might have an opinion. In his last school, opinions were for teachers and football captains. Here, he wasn’t sure yet who owned them.

The room’s soundtrack: the soft rasp of fifty pencils; the metallic stop-start of rulers knocking corners; the occasional suppressed cough; an undercurrent of whispering that sounded like rain on the far end of a window. From somewhere near the sinks, a cap popped off a glue stick with that upholstered thwup that always made him think of sofas. A laugh bubbled and was shushed. The clock above the board clicked its second hand forward like a nervous habit. Near the windows, two boys murmured over a Panini sticker album—“I’ll swap you a duplicate Fenwick for Lineker”—until Mr Ellis’s shadow fell and the album slid guiltily shut, as if stickers could feel shame.

Sean sketched the sill, but his mind wandered to the tree’s bend, the way the trunk kinked and then carried on as if nothing had happened. The crease in the bark where wind had once insisted and the tree had said, Fine, I’ll carry you but I won’t break. He tried to remember the exact place where the bark puckered, the small knot, the dark where light gathered before it let go. He pressed harder than he should and the pencil left a dent he couldn’t rub away. He sighed, quietly enough that only his page heard.

He thought of his father’s voice—solid under your feet—and the sound of boots on tiles, the cadence of certainty. When they’d moved two weeks ago the new house had echoed with their difference. His mum had stood in the kitchen, one hand on the tap, staring at the small square of light between the back door and the garden fence like it might introduce itself. His dad had looked at the meter cupboard like it had personally offended him. “Routine,” his father had said, like an offering. “You’ll be right as rain once you’ve got your routine.” Sean wondered if anyone had ever asked rain whether it liked being right.

“Ten minutes,” Mr Ellis said to the room. “If I see one robot, we’re all drawing fruit for a month.” He drew an apple on the board with a menace that suggested he meant it.

Sean glanced up just in time to see the girl look back. For a half-second her eyes latched onto his, bright and curious. His stomach did an unhelpful gymnast’s flip. He looked down so fast his pencil stabbed the page and left a full stop. His ears went hot. Idiot, he told himself. You look like a stalker. A window stalker. A... vanishing-point pervert. He put a line in the wrong place and swore silently, the swear dampened by the grey sponge of the rubber. He tried again, lighter, and the line came out like a breath that had learned how to walk.

At the next table, Darren was definitely drawing a robot. It had calves like milk churns and fists like radios. Mr Ellis appeared at his shoulder with the inevitability of weather. “Fruit,” he repeated, and put a real apple on the table with the finality of a judge banging a gavel. Darren stared at it like it had betrayed him.

The bell didn’t ring so much as, bizarrely, clatter, but bell it did. The room exhaled. Chairs scraped back, metal feet complaining over lino. Someone’s stool made a noise like a surprised cat. Mr Ellis was already reminding them to tidy the tables—“Pencils in the tins, lids on the glue, easels like soldiers”—when she was there—right there—at his desk.

Her hair smelled faintly of apples. Or maybe he imagined it because he’d decided she would smell like apples: the clean, tart kind that snap when you bite them. Her sketchbook was hugged to her chest, just under her chin, the top edge soft from being opened and closed a hundred times. A strip of masking tape on the cover had a faint graphite thumbprint like a signature.

“Yours is good,” she said.

Sean blinked, rehearsing five possible answers and then picking the sixth: “What?”

“Your drawing.” Her chin tipped toward his page. “It’s good.”

He looked down at the mess of his window, the stabbed full stop, the hesitant bars, the corner where his line suddenly remembered what it wanted. “It’s... not.”

“It is.” Her voice had no flattery in it, only fact. “You’re looking at the right thing. That’s most of it.”

The right thing. He looked from his wrong window to the true thing he wanted—the tree—and then back at her. His mouth did a small mutiny and moved without permission. “I can’t get light,” he said before he could stop it, like he’d been waiting for someone to ask. “It won’t stay put.”

She smiled with her eyes first, then her mouth. “It never does.” She lifted her sketchbook a little like a toast. “It doesn’t have to be perfect. It just has to be yours.”

He wanted, stupidly, to ask her to say it again so he could carry the shape of the sentence home in his pocket. He felt how the words landed inside him, making a small, firm space, like a shelf he hadn’t known he needed. But she was already stepping back, sliding into the river of bodies moving toward the door, and then she was gone, swallowed by the clatter and chatter and the corridor’s echo.

He sat there long enough that Mr Ellis said his name twice. He tucked his pencil into the coil of the sketchbook, the way he’d seen other people do when their hands knew what they belonged to. The room returned to normal scale. He could feel where the rubber’s crumbs had stuck to his palm. He brushed them off and stood, his chair making that same cat noise because chairs, it turned out, had personalities and most of them were melodramatic.

Outside, the corridor smelled like wet trainers and citrus cleaner. A poster about “Options Evening” scowled from the noticeboard with the permanent irritation of a poorly stapled thing. A boy he didn’t know shouldered past and didn’t say sorry. Another did a swift Panini swap at a locker—Lineker finally secured, whoops muffled behind hands. Someone’s Walkman leaked the tinny ghost of a song before being snapped off at the sight of a teacher’s silhouette. None of it bothered him. He carried the sentence with him like a new wristwatch. It just has to be yours. When he checked it, time moved differently.

He didn’t find her face again that day. In English, the teacher gave them a poem about skylarks and fields, and he underlined two words simply because they felt like the right size in his mouth. In Science, a Bunsen burner spat and made the whole room giggle the way fire always does when it proves it’s still a little wild. In PE, he pretended not to be last picked by being halfway to the bibs when names were said. Lunch was a square of tray and a triangle of toast and a rectangle of jam that tasted like a memory from someone else’s house. By the final bell he’d half convinced himself he’d imagined the conversation, which was why, when he stepped out into the wind-twisted light of the front steps and smelled vinegar from the chip shop, the memory of her voice felt like relief.

He walked home the long way, past the railings that whistled if you dragged a stick along them, past the little newspaper shop with postcards of cats in sunglasses, past the bus stop where two sixth formers were arguing about Joy Division vs. The Cure and whether the Ally Pally sound was any good. (One said the acoustics were a barn; the other said barns were where magic sometimes happened.) He didn’t cut through the alley like usual. He went across the field.

The tree waited as if it had been expecting him, the late-afternoon sun making a bright lake across the grass that he had to wade through. He didn’t open his sketchbook. He didn’t need to. He stood with his hands in his pockets and looked. The leaves were doing that thing—chattering, showing the pale undersides like pennies flipping, laying dapple on the trunk and then taking it away. Somewhere a whistle blew and a knot of boys flowed toward a ball like iron filings to a magnet. He thought about her pencil, how sure it had been. He thought about his father saying solid under your feet and about how something could be solid and still lean.

He tried the sentence on the air, knowing it would evaporate as soon as it left his mouth. “It just has to be yours,” he said, and then smiled because saying it out loud made it both more real and slightly embarrassing, like singing when you know the windows are open.

Near the alley, a lad the year above bounced a football off the fence and it came to stop against Sean’s trainer with the soft thud of leather learning manners. He toed it back, not too gently, and the lad nodded without words. A small pact. The alley smelled of creosote and cut privet and the tin-bang of the wind worrying an old gate. Sun snagged on the top of the brick and ran its fingernails along it. A cat sat halfway up a wall and pretended not to be impressed by gravity.

At home, his mother looked up from a mixing bowl and aimed a beam of ordinary happiness at him. “Good day?” she asked, as if that were a reasonable question and not something that usually triggered essays in his head.

“Yeah,” he said, and for once didn’t feel like he was lying. He flicked a crumb of dried pastry off the table with the side of his finger and watched it skitter. His mum had flour on her cheekbone like war paint.

“Your dad’ll be late,” she said. “Meeting. He said don’t wait with the plates.”

“Okay.” He tried to sound neutral about the idea of waiting or not waiting. His father’s lates had a shape, a way of making the evening sit on the edge of its chair. You didn’t know whether to start talking or to rehearse being quiet.

Upstairs, he dropped his bag and sat at the desk. The room still had that new-house quiet, as if the walls hadn’t learned all the family’s noises yet. The carpet was almost the colour of tea. His window faced the back where roofs made a sudoku of chimneys. A bus sighed outside with the tired satisfaction of something that had done its job. He opened the sketchbook to the page with the window. He touched the line where he’d pressed too hard and grinned for no one to see. Then he turned to a fresh page and, without fuss, drew the curve of a trunk leaning into wind that wasn’t there.

He didn’t try to trap light. He drew the shadow the light made when it left; he drew the part of the bark that glowed by pretending not to. He drew the knot not as a circle but as a hesitation. It came out wrong, and then less wrong, and then like a thing that might one day be a truth. He kept his hand loose, like someone holding a bird that trusts them. When the line got tense, he lifted the pencil, blew, started again. A kind of truce arrived between the page and his breath.

When he stopped, the sky had thinned to evening, the sort that makes roofs look philosophical. Downstairs, his mum turned on the radio and a DJ talked about traffic like it was a Greek tragedy. The front door key turned in the lock the way a clock strikes: carefully, with intention. Sean closed the sketchbook and rested his palms on it, as if to keep the good in.

He went downstairs. His father put his cap on the hook and his certainty on the room. “All right, son?” he said, the vowels of home clinging to the edges of the words.

“Yeah.”

“Getting your bearings?”

“Bit by bit.”

“Bit by bit,” his father echoed, like a coach repeating a drill. His gaze snagged on the sketchbook in Sean’s hand and moved on, not unkindly, the way a person steps around a puddle they don’t want to catch their reflection in. “We’ll get you into something after school. Keep you straight. Youth club. Scouts. Five-a-side.”

“Maybe art club,” his mum said, too lightly to be a challenge.

His father kissed the top of her head, the gesture so practiced it had learned how to land without making a sound. “Maybe,” he said, and smiled at Sean with a tiredness that had put on its best suit. “We’ll see.”

In his room later, the light finally decided to stay still, just long enough to stripe his floor. Sean lay on the bed, hands behind his head, and pictured the tree again, this time with a girl in front of it, her pencil moving like a person who knew how a line becomes a decision. He tried out her sentence again, this time inside his head where it didn’t evaporate. It didn’t have to be perfect. It just had to be his. He fell asleep faster than he meant to, his hand pillowing the sketchbook, the page still warm from being looked at.

Linda

It wasn’t that Linda was good at art, though she was. It was that drawing made her feel like she had her hands on the volume knob of the world. Everything that was too loud got quieter; everything that was too small to notice got big enough to speak. The page took the crowd-noise of the day and translated it into something she could hum.

She had claimed a spot at the middle table because it let her see out without Mr Ellis’s eyebrows getting involved in her process. From there the window latch had a chip you could anchor a whole drawing to, a tiny missing triangle of paint where your eye could begin. Beyond it, the field. Beyond that, the tree that seemed to have bent once and then thought, yes, that’s me now.

She’d been drawing it all week: Monday when the wind bullied it; Wednesday when the sky was a lid; Friday when the light kept behaving like a bird, landing, leaving, landing. The tree wasn’t pretty. That was part of the point. Lorraine—well, Lorraine would have liked it anyway, because Lorraine liked what Linda liked by default, as if her older-sisterness gave her an open tab at Linda’s heart. But the tree wasn’t for people who liked their things symmetrical. The tree was for survivors. It looked like a decision that had stuck.

She noticed the new boy before he saw her noticing. New uniforms always sit a bit wrong, like a borrowed sentence. He had the sort of face that didn’t know yet whether it was going to grow into handsome or interesting and would probably end up both. He kept looking at the field like the field had asked him a question and he was trying to answer in a language he almost knew.

She tried not to stare at people when they were concentrating, but she’d learned more about them that way than any other. His mouth pulled one sidewards when he drew; his grip on the pencil was too tight at first and then eased; he blew graphite dust in the same way she did, as if you could cool a line down by breathing on it. He was, she thought, the kind of person who didn’t just look—he looked into. That counted.

Mr Ellis did his bit about perspective—vanishing points (sad name), converging lines (good idea)—and Linda did the minimum necessary to show willing before tipping her book slightly to steal the angle she wanted onto the field. She turned the page a quarter to the right and then a hair back to the left until her wrist felt like it belonged to her. Left margin, trunk. Centre-third, bend. Hatch the shadow like you mean it. Don’t tidy, build. Let the pencil be the kind of person who leaves a room better than it found it without rearranging the furniture.

At the next table, two boys muttered over a Panini album until Mr Ellis loomed. “Put Maradona away or he’s mine,” he said, and the album vanished like contraband being reabsorbed by a coat. Somewhere behind her, Darren began the forbidden mechanoid and earned, moments later, an apple and a lecture about the dignity of fruit. Linda smiled at her paper.

When she glanced up, the boy at the window was in the act of ducking his gaze so fast she nearly laughed. Not unkindly. Just: I see you, window boy. The top of his ears went pink like petals remembering they were allowed to be flowers. She pretended to need to sharpen her pencil, gave him time to breathe. If there was one thing she’d learned from Lorraine—and there were lots, honestly—it was that people came toward you better when you left the door ajar instead of trying to drag them through it.

The classroom had its own weather: pencil tap showers, rubber squeaks, the far-off grumble of PE like an approaching storm. The clock made a scratchy sound with every second, as if time were being drawn with a blunt pencil. Linda’s fingers moved, not automatic, never that, but sure. The bend of the trunk was a sound in her wrist she’d nearly learned to hum. You could hear a thing properly by drawing it; you could hear the decision inside it.

When the bell clattered, chairs fled the floor. She didn’t stand. She wanted—needed?—to say something to the boy by the window before the moment rusted over. She hugged her book the way she always did when she was about to do something brave in a small way. Small brave was her speciality. Big brave she left to Lorraine, who at seventeen was currently collecting big braves at college like badges—talking to strangers about zines, wearing a jacket that looked like it had been a famous person in a past life, entering competitions because why not.

She walked the two desks to him and he looked up like a startled cat who still wants to be friendly. “Yours is good,” she said, aiming for halfway between friend and fact.

“What?” he said, then flinched at his own voice, as if it had come out wearing the wrong clothes.

“Your drawing.” She let her chin indicate the page so he didn’t have to. “It’s good.”

He looked down at what was, objectively, a mess. She saw the mess, sure. But she also saw the bit in the corner where his line had gone gentle and true for three seconds, and the place where he’d tried to draw the dark and not the light and had almost convinced the paper. You could tell how seriously someone wanted to see by where their pencil hesitated.

“It’s not,” he said, and she recognised the habit of people like them: pre-empt the criticism by saying it first, the shields you learn to carry when you care about something that can be mocked easily.

“It is,” she said, because backing away had never once helped anyone like him. “You’re looking at the right thing. That’s most of it.” And then, because she could feel words perched in her mouth and didn’t want to scare him by letting them fly all at once, she added, “It doesn’t have to be perfect. It just has to be yours.”

She could have stayed. She could have asked his name. She didn’t. There was a bright line you could cross and never uncross, and she was learning where to put her foot. She left, heart a little fizzy, and stepped into the corridor, which instantly set about being a corridor—echoey, draughty, full of bodies and opinions. A prefect marched past with a confiscated Walkman held by its wire like a jellyfish; the owner followed at a safe distance, face arranged in pleading.

Outside, the day had mellowed from glare to glow. She zipped her jacket halfway and took the long route home past the library (closed on Tuesdays), the off-licence with the bell that never stopped ringing, and the corner where the buses sighed in and out like beasts at a watering hole. College kids spilled out from the main road, satchels and hope, and she scanned faces automatically even though she didn’t expect—

“Oi, monkey!” Lorraine, of course, grinning like a summer she’d decided to wear. She bounded across with the sort of movement you could mistake for a dance if you didn’t know her. She had a notebook under one arm and a packet of crisps sticking cheekily from her bag. At seventeen she was like someone had turned the contrast up on a person. Headphones looped at her throat leaked a ghost of “Head Over Heels.”

“You all right? You look all... suspiciously sunny,” Lorraine said, narrowing her eyes as if sunlight were a plot.

“I do not,” Linda said, failing to keep the smile off her face.

“You absolutely do. What’s his name?”

Linda would have denied it, but the question arrived with the certainty of the tide. She aimed her eyes at somewhere unspecific, a safe patch of air above the bus shelter. “There isn’t a him.”

“Okay,” Lorraine said, instantly supportive and instantly unconvinced. It was one of her many skills. “What lesson?”

“Art.”

“Ah.” Lorraine bumped her shoulder lightly. “Tree again?”

“Tree again,” Linda said, and showed her the page without fanfare. Lorraine, bless her, always looked properly—never just the glance-and-compliment that adults did when they wanted to be kind and quick. She took a breath and made a little noise that Linda had grown up understanding as I see it.

“The bend is brave,” Lorraine said, which was exactly the right thing to say. “You nearly got the light to sit.”

“It wouldn’t stay put,” Linda said, hearing the boy’s voice saying the same thing in her head and not hating that.

“Light’s like cats,” Lorraine said wisely. “Doesn’t do as it’s told. So. If there were a boy—which there isn’t—what would he be like?”

Linda rolled her eyes because this was the dance. “Window seat. Looks like he might one day be handsome if he lets himself. Concentrates like he means it. Holds his pencil too tight and then remembers not to.”

Lorraine’s grin widened, turned companionable rather than teasing. “And did you speak to him, or did you do the thing where you have a whole conversation in your head and then go home and draw the dialogue?”

“I said...” Linda felt silly, then brave for feeling silly. “I said his drawing was good.”

“Look at you,” Lorraine said softly. “Small brave. I’ve got tickets going round for Ally Pally in a few months—proper big night. If he turns out decent, maybe he can carry your crisps.”

“You’re insufferable,” Linda said, but what she meant was thank you for knowing how to name me.

They walked. The air smelled like hot tarmac and the sugar of a cake shop emptying its last donuts. A bus yawned and heaved itself away from the kerb, leaving in its wake the warm fossil of its presence. Two little kids leapfrogged the shadows of lampposts, shrieking as if the ground were lava. A pair of boys swapped Panini doubles on the corner, solemn as diplomats. The sky did its best impression of a record sleeve.

“College okay?” Linda asked, as always, as if she didn’t already know Lorraine would make a meal out of it and save the leftovers for later.

“Ridiculous and brilliant,” Lorraine said. “We had a tutor who wore a tie so thin it was basically theoretical. He said the word juxtaposition and I nearly combusted. I did a print and didn’t mess it up and I had a hot chocolate the size of a bucket and thought of you the whole time. Come with me one day. After school. I’ll smuggle you into the café. You can draw everyone who thinks they’re more interesting than they are.”

We didn’t hold hands leaving the café; we opted for the semicolon—pause, breathe, continue.

Linda smiled at the picture of it: steam fingering the window, a parade of confidence in thrifted coats, a table that knew how to listen. “Maybe.”

“Definitely,” Lorraine said, because “maybe” was a language she pretended not to speak. “So. Tree girl.” She looped her arm through Linda’s just once, a swing and let go. “Next time you talk to window boy, ask his name. Or, no, better—tell him yours. That way he doesn’t have to do the first bit.”

“Next time,” Linda echoed, tasting the words to see if they were too sweet.

They turned onto their road where the pavement remembered their feet. Their house was the one with the cheerful front step and the letterbox that bit. Inside, the hall kept its cool the way halls do, even when the rest of the place warms up with people. The mirror in the hall always made Linda’s fringe look like it belonged to another person. She stuck her tongue out at it and it returned the favour.

In the kitchen, Mum was conducting dinner with a wooden spoon, radio set to a station that thought nothing terrible could happen as long as the playlist kept its chin up. “All right, loves?” she said, the spoon pointing kindly at both of them in turn. “Post on the table. Lorraine, your college thing came. Linda, you’ve got—oh—something from school.”

Linda flipped it over: a photocopied letter with her name misspelled by a vowel. Request for art supplies voluntary contribution. She folded it carefully so the mistake sat on the inside and didn’t look at her.

Mum did a quick dance along the counter, rescue of a saucepan that had ideas. “Good day?”

“Yep,” Lorraine said, already stealing cucumber slices on a mission.

“Mm,” Linda said, then, because Mum could always be trusted with not mocking, “I told someone their drawing was good.”

Mum let her face do its softest thing. “Look at you,” she said. “Collector of nice moments.”

“It was nothing,” Linda said, which was also true and also not.

“Nothing is where most good things start,” Mum said, and kissed the top of her head, the kiss landing with the precision of a practiced archer.

In her room, Linda put the sketchbook down on the bed and sat beside it until the bed knew she was staying. The window here faced the estate where a man in a vest watered plants that looked too brittle for the gesture, and a woman in a red coat, despite it not being coat weather, rehearsed a conversation on her doorstep. Linda could tell when people were rehearsing; their gestures had understudies.

She opened to the page with the tree and looked—not to fix it, but to see what it had done while she wasn’t watching. Sometimes drawings shifted when your back was turned. This one had settled more comfortably into its bend, as if it had made peace with the paper. She touched the graphite with the side of her finger and left a gleam. She liked how drawings kept evidence of everyone who had held them.

Her desk had three cups for brushes—one labelled CLEAN, one labelled DIRTY, and one labelled HOPEFUL. The HOPEFUL one contained everything that could go either way. She sharpened a pencil to the length of her hand-span, rolled it under her palm, and drew the curve again, quick, small, like signing hello. Then she set the pencil aside because she knew when to stop was sometimes the bravest part.

Lorraine drifted in without knocking because that was her right and also because her knock sounded exactly like her walk and what was the point. She flopped half onto the bed, half onto the floor, a kind of gravity negotiation. “If you were me,” she said, “which everyone should be at least once, what would you wear to look like you didn’t care but also like you had accidentally invented a new kind of caring?”

“The jacket,” Linda said, because there was only one jacket that did that. “And the boots that squeak."

Lorraine grinned, satisfied. “Tomorrow, then. You say your name. I’ll teach you the move. Tilt your chin a tiny bit as if the world were a camera and you were deciding how much light to let in. But not too much tilt. Too much says: I practice in mirrors.”

“I don’t—”

“You don’t,” Lorraine agreed. “Which is why it will work.”

After she’d gone, Linda lay back and stared at the ceiling until the artex turned into a map of a city she hadn’t visited yet. She liked the way the bumps made streets if you let them. She traced a route with her eyes from the wardrobe to the light fitting and named the corners after things she wanted to do: say-hello square, learn-name crescent, maybe-later bridge.

A knock, then Mum peered round the door, one earring in, the other earring hunting for its mate in her palm. “I’m popping to the shop. Milk emergency. Anything you want?”

“Gum,” Linda said. “The green one.”

“Green gum,” Mum said solemnly, as if committing it to the nation’s archives. “And small braves for tomorrow.”

Linda laughed. “Those I can manage,” she said, and meant it.

When the house settled again, she propped the sketchbook up on the chair and sat on the floor to look at it the way other people might watch television. The tree’s bend felt like a friend who’d decided to stop pretending and had become more beautiful because of it. She thought about the boy’s face when she’d spoken—the flicker between suspicion and surprise, the bit after where he’d looked like relief felt when it finally found you. She thought: tomorrow I’ll say my name. Not because she had a plan—she wasn’t Lorraine—but because she wanted the next small brave on the page. Because sometimes the only way to keep the light in a picture was to give it somewhere true to sit.

Outside, the late sun tipped itself along the tops of the houses and spilled a last, thin stripe across her carpet. She watched it creep toward her trainer and stop at the toe like a friend who’d changed their mind about knocking. A bus blew its tired breath at the end of the road. Somewhere, a TV theme tune did the warm-up act for the evening. She closed her eyes and saw the tree, and in front of it, a boy at a window, and on his page, the beginning of a bend.

Tomorrow, she thought. She tried the word on like a jacket. It fit. And when the thought didn’t scare her, only fizzed, she knew the world had clicked a notch in the right direction. She reached for the pencil again, drew a tiny vanishing point in the corner of the page, laughed at herself for the joke, and went to help lay the table, where plates, like drawings, worked best when you looked and placed and meant it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two — Family Roots

[image: ]




Sean

The O’Connells’ new house wasn’t much different from the last one, and that was the problem. Another semi on another army posting. Another road where the houses looked like they’d been cut from the same cardboard template and folded on the same kitchen table. Same narrow hall with a radiator you had to edge around sideways. Same magnolia walls that seemed to know the colour beige before beige had even been invented. A banister that felt like it had belonged to a hundred different hands and was still making up its mind about the next set.

He tried to tell himself it was fine. He had his sketchbook; he had the field; he had that tree. But the quiet here felt different. It wasn’t the safe quiet of a room keeping you company—it was the quiet of a barracks, waiting for the next order.

In the kitchen, his dad sat at the table in shirtsleeves, collar open but somehow still rigid, like even off-duty he couldn’t unclench. The evening paper lay folded in exact quarters, crease sharp enough to shave with. He turned the pages with the same economy he used on everything—no rustle, no flourish, just information passing through him and coming out organised.

On the counter, Mum worked the chip pan with a focus that bordered on athletic: fish fingers hissing in tight formation, peas on standby in a saucepan, oven chips tanning to regulation gold. The kitchen smelled like proper tea and the faint tang of metal polish that clung to Dad’s memory of barracks as faithfully as the creases clung to his trousers.

He squared the peas on his plate into a neat regiment, like he wanted the dinner to stand to attention.

“Sit down,” Dad said without looking up. Not a suggestion. A command that didn’t need volume.

Sean hovered a second—some part of him always hoping a chair might pull itself out and say, Welcome, make yourself at home—then slid into the seat opposite, sketchbook kept under his arm, safe as contraband. He could still feel the pencil dents in his fingertips from trying to catch the tree’s bend before the light went flat. The sensation was oddly reassuring, like proof he hadn’t imagined the afternoon.

Dad folded the paper again—origami of routine—and gave Sean the once-over he’d perfected years ago, the one that seemed to measure everything from haircut to shoe polish. “Homework done?”

“Yes.” Not a lie. Geography muddled through, algebra tolerated, and then straight to the field until the sun slipped. He didn’t add the part where his hands had refused to stop once the line came right for three breaths in a row.

“Good.” Dad sipped water like it was whisky—slow, deliberate, a ceremony rather than a thirst. “Your mother says you’ve been out on that field again. Drawing.”

Sean’s stomach tightened, a pulled thread. “Yeah.”

“You’ve got Physics and Maths this year,” Dad said. “Subjects with weight. Don’t waste your time with doodles.”

“They’re not doodles,” Sean said, too quickly, and heard the thinness in his own voice.

Silence thudded into place. Mum adjusted the fryer basket with a light rattle; the radio murmured a traffic bulletin about a broken-down coach on the A10 and then faded under a jingle that sounded like it was trying to sell happiness by the pint.

Dad leaned forward. “What’s that?”

“They’re not doodles,” Sean repeated, softer but no less certain. “I’m trying to get light right.”

Another silence in which you could hear the peas begin to gloop, the clock tick, the world move a fraction. Dad’s eyes narrowed—not angry yet, but close, like a door set to catch on its hinge.

“Light doesn’t put food on the table,” he said. “Discipline does. Skills do. You learn a thing you can stand up in.” He paused, choosing the example he trusted most. “In basic training they teach you to strip a rifle blindfolded. Not because it’s fun. Because when it matters, you can’t be guessing. Your hands know. That’s discipline.”

Later that week, a buff envelope with his father’s name landed on the hall rug. Mum didn’t open it, just moved it to the sideboard like it might go off. Over dinner, Dad said there could be ‘a move on the horizon’—Cyprus was mentioned as if it were only weather—and Sean felt the table tilt, peas aligning like tiny soldiers.

Sean pictured himself unscrewing shadows and laying them in rows, the bend of the trunk ticking through his fingers like parts on a cloth. The image came with the tiny, treacherous lift of a smile. “Drawing is discipline,” he said, surprising himself with the steadiness of it. “You have to look till it stops pretending.”

Dad tilted his head—an almost-smile at the corner of his mouth, there and gone. A recognition of wit he didn’t want to encourage. “You look too hard at a thing and you miss what’s around it.”

What’s around the tree is the reason the tree is the tree. He wanted to say it. The sentence crowded into his mouth and then jammed, too large for the doorway. He ran his thumb over yesterday’s graphite trapped in the creases of his palm, as if that might count as proof.

Mum cut across the stand-off with the brisk mercy of a drill sergeant and a saint. “Tea,” she announced, plating in neat, quick motions. She set the fish fingers down in a precise rectangle, seven each, then—because this was the O’Connells—pushed Sean’s plate gently toward his dad. Without comment, Dad reached for the knife and fork and quartered the fish fingers into exact squares, as if demonstrating how rations could be made to stretch. He always did this, and nobody ever mentioned it. It was his way of making order appear on a plate. He passed the portion back to Sean, even, tidy, squared away.

They ate to the soundtrack of cutlery and Mum’s soft humming, the TV news just audible from the front room. Dad lined up his peas with the back of his fork. Sean tried not to notice he was copying the angle. The chip pan crackled. The kitchen window puffed steam. Everything slotted into place the way it does in houses that run on habit.

“Careers talk next term,” Dad said conversationally, like small talk in an ambush. “You’ll be in the room for that, won’t you?”

“I’m always in the room,” Sean said, attempting a joke and missing the net.

“You know what I mean.”

Mum, eyes on the plates, added brightness like a garnish. “Art’s on Fridays this year, love. Double, Mr Ellis said. Gives you the morning to think proper.” She winked at Sean the way she always did when she translated between two languages—Orders and Hope.

Sean speared a green square of fish and tasted nothing. He could still hear the girl from yesterday’s Art B: It doesn’t have to be perfect. It just has to be yours. The sentence sat in him like a new compass, twitching toward some true north only his chest could feel.

Dad dabbed the corner of his mouth with a folded square of kitchen roll and set it down exactly parallel to the plate. “Physics,” he said, like an oath. “Maths. You get those under you and you can do anything. Cameras”—the word sounded like a toy—“come later, if there’s time.”

Sean looked at his hands, the faint grey of graphite in the creases, the line of his index finger bruised by his own grip. “I like Physics,” he said carefully. “Lenses. Refraction. It’s... light.”

Dad’s mouth did that almost-smile again and chose not to. “Then do it properly,” he said. “No half measures. Learn the rules so well you can strip them blindfolded.”

Mum slid custard into bowls—a reward out of nowhere—and the room loosened a degree. Dad told a story about a sergeant who’d ironed his socks. Mum rolled her eyes and said at least they’d be warm. Sean breathed. The sharp bit of the evening passed and left them intact, like a wave that had come to the door and then decided it wasn’t worth the trouble.

Later, upstairs, he shut his door and flopped onto the bed. The house hummed with its own routine—Dad’s boots on the stairs, Mum running the tap, the newsreader’s vowels through the wall. Sean opened his sketchbook and turned to a blank page. He drew the curve of the tree’s trunk, tried to make the bend read like strength not break. He thought about discipline, not as squares on a plate or parts on a cloth, but as staying with a line until it told the truth.

On his desk, a jam jar with a crack near the lip held three pencils sharpened to different intentions: one that carved; one that whispered; one that smudged if you looked at it wrong. He chose the whisperer and let it fail twice before it found the thread. The page gave back the slight rasp of tooth under graphite, a sound he filed under comfort. When he stopped, the rough shape of the tree breathed on the paper. He traced the place where the light would land if it ever agreed to.

He put the book face-down, a superstition against overworking, and lay back. He could smell dinner clinging to the house, that particular gold-brown smell that says you are fed, whether you liked it or not. The street outside made its usual night noises: a car door that didn’t want to close, a dog who felt philosophy in its bones, a bus sighing like an old man easing into a chair. Sleep came faster than it had any right to, as if the day had been waiting for him to stop talking so it could get on with its own plot.

He woke before his alarm, the room holding its breath between blue and grey. For a handful of seconds he didn’t know where he was and liked it. Then the house creaked in a way that belonged to this house, and the knowledge settled: North London; new; Friday. Art.

The quiet was polite. He dressed in it, pulling on the school trousers that always made him feel like a badly wrapped parcel. In the bathroom mirror his hair did that thing where it chose a direction and committed to it out of spite. He pressed it down with water and watched it forgive him and then change its mind. His dad’s razor sat on the shelf, heavy with adultness. Sean touched it with his eyes and then looked away, as if he’d caught it in its underwear.

Downstairs, Mum was already awake, the radio keeping her company with a DJ who told the country it was going to be brighter later if everyone believed hard enough. She looked round at him with the smile she had for mornings—a little shy, like mornings were a compromise she was proud they kept. “Cereal,” she said, sliding the box across. “Toast if you want it, but the toaster’s got a mood.”

He poured cornflakes and listened to the way they sounded against the bowl. “You’re up early.”

“I like to win the day before it knows we’re racing,” she said. “You sleep?”

“Yeah.” He thought of the tree; the girl’s sentence; his father’s fork lined up with the plate like a ruler. “Mostly.”

Mum put a slice of bread in the toaster and stroked the lever like it might respond to kindness. “Your dad’s leaving early. Inspection. He said he’ll be back late. Which means”—she lowered her voice like this was a secret they told the house together—“we can have beans on toast for tea and no one will suggest adding a vegetable to it.”

“Dad likes vegetables.”

“Your dad likes the idea of vegetables,” she said, and made a face that wasn’t quite a joke and wasn’t quite not. “You good for lunch money?”

He patted his pocket, felt coins sit up and salute. “Yep.”

The toaster tried to burn the bread; Mum rescued it with a sound that suggested she had saved lives in worse conditions. Sean ate, tasting the anticipation more than the cereal. The clock announced a series of seconds. Outside, a pigeon made a noise like an opinion—and kept making it, as pigeons do.

Dad came in, already ironed, already laced. He nodded at Sean like they’d bumped into each other at a checkpoint. “All right, son?”

“All right.”

“Do your mum proud,” he said, and it sounded like an easier order than do me proud, which neither of them attempted at breakfast.

“Always,” Mum said breezily, and clipped a kiss to Dad’s cheek, her aim impeccable.

On the way out, Dad paused at the door and looked back, eyes catching on the edge of Sean’s sketchbook, which protruded an inch from his schoolbag like a confession. “Keep your head on,” he said, which could have meant anything from don’t get distracted to don’t fall in love with an idea that won’t keep you warm. The door closed gently, as if trying not to wake anyone else’s expectations.

Sean stood a moment, bag on shoulder, keys in hand, the soft square of paper under his fingers like a pulse. “I’ll walk the long way,” he said to no one.

“Good,” Mum said, as if the long way was the only way worth learning.

The field wore the morning like a clean shirt. Dew made the grass look expensive. The crooked tree had the unbothered air of something that had seen all versions of this hour and decided to be beautiful in each. A fox crossed the far end with purposeful hips and stopped to consider whether Sean mattered. He didn’t, to the fox. He liked the humility of that.

He didn’t draw. He looked. Let the bright sit behind his eyes until it warmed the bone. On the PE shed, a strip of peeled paint curled outward like a tongue. The goalposts threw pale shadows that only a camera would bother to notice. He checked his watch not because he needed to but because he liked pretending he was the kind of person who ran on time. The bell, a distant tin clatter, bounced across the field like a careless remark.

Near the gate, two boys from his year were trading Panini doubles in the manner of stockbrokers, solemn and slightly sweaty. “I’ll swap you a Sansom for a Waddle. Two for one.” A nod. The album closed with a quilting slap. The market moved on.

He reached the school just in time to be funnelled into the corridor river that headed toward form rooms. Posters shouted in the language of institutions: RESPECT; LITTER IS EVERYONE’S PROBLEM; OPTIONS EVENING. He saw her for less than a second—hair caught in a tortoiseshell slide, the tilt of her head like a question—but in the way that seconds sometimes become hours. She turned down a side passage with another girl—older, confident, the hand-on-elbow kind of sister—and was gone, leaving behind the ghost of apple shampoo and the possibility of conversation.

“Oi,” said a voice, and a boy with a prefect badge the size of an apology blocked his way. “Tie.”

Sean looked down. His knot had migrated. He corrected it under supervision. The prefect nodded like a god granting weather and moved on. In form, the register performed its daily act of mispronunciation on other people’s names, leaving his intact. He wrote the date in the top right corner of his exercise book: Friday, 13th September. He liked dates. They made time behave.

Assembly was about something earnest—charity; the virtues of punctuality; the dangers of chewing gum to lino. The headteacher’s voice boomed as if amplified by conviction alone. A piano accompanied a hymn no one knew the tune of and everyone half-sang anyway, the sound making him think of a field of wheat in wind: swish, stumble, disguise. When it was over, the school uncoiled into lessons.

Maths was a series of harmless injuries—routines applied to numbers that didn’t object. The teacher’s chalk squeaked when it came to an equals sign, as if equality were the part the board liked least. In Science they measured the temperature of boiling water like it was a secret and pretended it surprised them. A Bunsen burner coughed and the class giggled; a boy with a voice too loud at the wrong moments was exiled to the back and thrilled by it. Sean watched the way the flame licked blue and thought of the tree’s leaves showing their paler undersides in wind.

At break he stood near the window in the stairwell and ate a packet of crisps he hadn’t planned on buying. Salt made his mouth pay attention. Outside, the crooked tree played host to a circle of first years who were using it as base in a game whose rules evolved each time someone protested. He could have sketched the way they orbited it. He didn’t. Between him and the glass, a smudge of grease caught the light and turned it into something particular and temporary. He rubbed it with his jumper cuff and made it worse. He grinned to himself and went back to lessons.

By the time the clock inched toward fourth period, his body had learned the shape of anticipation and was trying it on like a jacket. Art. The word looked ordinary on the timetable and felt like a code.

He didn’t head straight there. He went the long way round, past the music corridor—where a door cracked open let out the ghost of a drum pattern and a synth line trying to be somebody—and past the hall where a PE class sat cross-legged while a teacher described the miracle of sit-and-reach. In a display case, pottery projects stared with glazed astonishment at the world. One had a thumbprint in its lip that made the whole thing feel like a confession someone had left in public.

Back in Art B, the light cut the same neat oblongs across the tables; Mr Ellis was already chalk-underlining how to draw what’s there, not what you think you see.

He didn’t look to the middle row. Not immediately. You had to let the scene begin without you sometimes; that’s how you found where you belonged in it. He looked at the window, drew the latch—not because Mr Ellis had ever convinced him perspective mattered yet, but because the latch already knew how to be a line. The bell clattered. Seats scraped. The room filled. He let himself breathe.

Then, when it felt like he wasn’t hunting it, he glanced up once and found her. Already there. Pencil at the angle that meant intent. A strand of hair fallen loose from the slide and ignoring invitations to rejoin its friends. She didn’t look at him. He didn’t look at her. They were two people in a room where light did what it wanted; that was enough for a minute.

“Right,” said Mr Ellis, underlining a word that could have been anything—proportion; tone; patience. “Today, we remember the difference between drawing what you think you see and drawing what you actually see. Windows are liars. Trees are worse. If anyone mentions robots, I’ll make you copy a Rembrandt until your grandchildren complain.”

Laughter. Someone at the back attempted a cough that was also a Walkman click; Mr Ellis’s beard twitched like a warning. The day, at last, had found him where he wanted to be.

Linda

The Fletcher house never stopped moving. It wasn’t chaos—Mum had rules about shoes by the door and Dad liked the radio news loud at six—but it was alive. Warm. Someone was always humming, or clattering, or laughing at a joke that wasn’t funny until it was. The table in the kitchen had so many rings and dents it could have told their family’s history if it had been given a pen.

Thursday evening, Linda sat at that table sketching while her mum chopped carrots. The smell of stew filled the air, thick with thyme and something sweet. The walls were yellow, not because yellow matched the carpet but because Mum had said, “It’ll make winter less of a bore,” and painted them herself one rainy weekend. A tea towel hung off the oven handle like a flag in truce. The back door let in a strip of evening that made the floor tiles look like they’d been polished by kindness.

Lorraine breezed in from college, scarf trailing, cheeks pink from the bus ride. She dropped her bag with a thud and kissed Mum on the cheek before helping herself to a carrot slice. “You wouldn’t believe the day I’ve had,” she announced, as though anyone had asked. She said it every day and, every day, it was true.

Linda smiled. This was the rhythm: Lorraine came home, brought the outside world with her, filled the room with colour. She was seventeen, untouchable, the kind of girl who could laugh off embarrassment and make friends with a lamppost if it came to it. She moved as if the floor had agreed to be a stage.

“What happened?” Mum asked, with just enough mock-solemnity to be a proper audience.

“Printmaking,” Lorraine said dramatically, throwing her arms wide. “I nearly inked my whole arm black. Looked like I’d joined the circus. But—” she pulled a folded sheet from her bag and spread it across the table “—worth it.”

The print was bold, striking, a series of lines that danced off the paper and back again like a well-rehearsed joke. It smelled of the studio—metal, damp, the ghost of solvents that insisted on being noticed.

“It’s brilliant,” Mum said, genuinely impressed.

“Not bad,” Lorraine agreed, grinning. Praise sat on her easily, like a jacket she’d curated. She turned to Linda. “What about you, monkey? What did you draw today?”

Linda hesitated, then flipped her sketchbook open to the page with the crooked tree. She felt exposed, like she always did when showing her work, but Lorraine leaned in with the same reverence she’d given her own. That was the thing about Lorraine: she never looked at your art as if it were practice for the artist you might one day be. She looked like it was already the real thing.

“That bend,” Lorraine said softly, like they were in church. “You’ve got it. You made it look like it meant to grow that way.”

Linda blushed. “Thanks.”

“And...” Lorraine’s grin sharpened into mischief. “Who was that boy you were talking to at the end of class?”

Heat rushed to Linda’s cheeks. “What boy?”

“The new one. Window seat.” Lorraine wiggled her eyebrows with the subtlety of a carnival.

“I was just being nice,” Linda said quickly, which was true and also not the whole truth.

“Of course you were,” Lorraine teased, but there was no malice. She ruffled Linda’s hair. “Just don’t wait forty years to tell him your name.”

Dad came in then, shaking rain off his coat, and the house folded around him like it always did—coats on hooks, bowls on table, the radio turned up half a notch. He tasted the stew, declared it a triumph as if awarding a medal, and pretended to scold Lorraine for eating carrots before dinner. Lorraine pretended to be wounded and asked for a lawyer. Mum tapped her with the wooden spoon and everyone laughed at nothing until it turned into something.

All through the meal, Linda’s mind drifted back to Art B: the way the boy had looked down at his page like it was betraying him, the way his ears had gone pink and his mouth had tried not to smile; the way he’d lit up—just slightly—when she spoke, as if relief had found him and remembered his address. After, she washed up while Mum dried, steam fogging the window until the street outside became a soft painting of lights. In the fog she drew a curve with her fingertip, an instinct she didn’t correct. The curve held until the window remembered it was glass and shrugged.

Upstairs, she lay on her bed with the sketchbook open on her stomach. The page with the tree stared back at her, half-smudged, imperfect, hers. She thought about what she’d said—It just has to be yours—and hoped he’d believed her. She thought about tomorrow, and how she might stand by the window latch with the chip in it, and how she might say her name like a person who meant it. Small brave, Lorraine would call it. Linda’s speciality.

On her bedside table, a postcard of a painting—someone famous who had seen light as if it were a person you could invite to dinner—leaned against a lamp. She’d bought it at the gallery on a school trip and liked that the woman behind the counter had spoken to her as if she understood what she was buying. Sometimes she used the postcard as a ruler. Sometimes she used it as a reminder.

She slept well, the kind of sleep that makes morning feel like a friend rather than a thief.

Friday unrolled with the sound of buses clearing their throats. The Fletcher street performed its morning theatre—bins resisted going where they were told; a pram negotiated paving stones with the fierce tenderness of wheels that would not be defeated; Mr Aziz from the corner shop swept his bit of pavement with the pride of a person who knows he is part of everyone’s day.

“Toast?” Mum called up the stairs, her voice finding the exact note that could travel round corners without becoming a shout.

“Yes please,” Linda called back, and then laughed at herself for saying please to the person who had taught her what please was for.

She dressed in the uniform that never quite forgave itself for existing, and then added the only bit of rebellion she allowed herself on a school day: socks that didn’t match, mostly hidden, totally hers. In the mirror she dabbed at a smudge of graphite on her cheek and left it when it only smudged again. Evidence of a life well-lived.

Downstairs, Lorraine was performing heartbreak over a cereal box. “How,” she asked no one, “have they ruined cornflakes? It’s a talent.”

“You’ll miss them when you’re rich and famous and can only eat food that comes on a board,” Dad said, folding the paper like the O’Connells’ paper might have been folded, if papers everywhere attended the same school. He kissed the top of Linda’s head as she passed, a move he’d perfected into a kind of punctuation.

“Board food is for people who are afraid of plates,” Mum said, placing toast in front of Linda as if she were dealing cards. “What’s on today?”

“Art,” Linda said, trying and failing not to grin.

“Oho,” Lorraine said, which was not a word and also exactly the right one.

Mum caught Linda’s eye and did her softest smile. “Say your name,” she said, like an instruction for assembling a life.

The walk to school tasted of crusts and toothpaste. Lorraine peeled off toward the bus stop, calling, “Tell me everything later!.” 

Near the library (closed on Fridays, annoyingly), she saw two boys bartering Panini stickers with the same gravity Sean had noticed: “Two Shiltons for a Haaland—no, the older one, the dad,” one said, and the other folded. A pair of first years practised vaulting over the railing and one misjudged his timing and made a noise like embarrassment. A teacher swept past, arms full of RE textbooks, eyes like a lighthouse you didn’t want to attract.

At the school gate, the prefect with the badge the size of adulthood checked ties, and Linda corrected hers before he could speak. She heard the music corridor before she saw it: a drum part trying to find its own feet, a piano practising regret. She liked the music corridor in theory and avoided it in practice; sound was other people’s medium. Her own pencil gave a satisfying shush across the page when she let it. That was enough rhythm for now.

In form, someone had put a cartoon on the board of the headteacher depicted as a potato wearing a tie. The room performed the ritual of pretending not to know who had done it. The teacher walked in, paused, tried to look stern and failed, wiped the potato’s tie off but left the eyes without noticing. The eyes lingered all morning, watching everyone learn.

English was a poem whose bones she could feel under the words. The teacher said something about enjambment with the delight of a person who knew how to turn a French word into a toy. Linda wrote a line in the margin: you can lead a line across a page if you promise not to break it. In History, Mr Jordan insisted the Tudors had been ordinary people wearing extraordinary hats, and she decided she believed him. In PE, she ran in the square of the gym and felt the sweet burn in her chest that said she was still alive, thanks.

Break tasted like a shared bag of crisps with Anna, who had perfected the art of collecting gossip without ever being accused of it. “New boy,” Anna said, catlike. “Irish name, sits like he doesn’t want to own his elbows.”

“Sean,” Linda said, before she could pretend not to know, and Anna’s eyebrows performed a duet that needed no accompaniment.

“Mm,” Anna said, as if she’d just tasted a new flavour of crisps and wasn’t sure yet. “Just—don’t let Lorraine pick him for you. She’ll choose the one with a leather jacket and an opinion about basslines.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” Linda said, and folded the crisp packet perfectly into a triangle because some things deserved tidy endings.

By fourth period, the corridor outside Art B buzzed the way a stage buzzes when the audience has found its seats and the lights are about to lean in. Linda slowed before the door, not because she was hesitant but because arriving matters. She put her hand on the handle and thought of the pencil in her bag as a companion rather than a tool. Then she went in.

The room was the same and different: the way rooms are on days when you’ve decided to mean them. The drying rack sulked in the corner under the weight of yesterday’s still-wet skies. The sinks wore their stains like medals. Dust motes performed their hopeful ballet in the shafts of sun. Mr Ellis stood by the board, chalk in hand, beard arranged as if it had booked its own seat.

She slid into the middle row, hair almost staying in the tortoiseshell slide, pencil already at a tilt. She didn’t look for him. Looking is bravest when you do it without hunting. She lined the top of her page with a strip of masking tape softened by thumbprints and felt the paper settle under her hand.

“Today,” Mr Ellis said, “we consider the lies your brain tells your eyes.” He underlined a word—CONTOUR—with the authority of a man who believed in letters as lifeboats. “You will be drawing the spaces between things as much as the things. And if I see one robot, Darren, I swear by the Holy Ghost of Henry Moore, apples for a term.”

A small storm of laughter at the back, contained by the walls because walls are good at that. Linda turned her book a quarter clockwise, then a hair back to the left—the micro-movements that meant her wrist had remembered its own name. Out the window: the field pretending to be infinite; the crooked tree rehearsing the same heroic lean with a fresh audience of light. She began not with the trunk, but with the negative shape between trunk and branch, the way the sky made a knife-edge there and then forgave itself. Shade not by filling, but by listening, she’d written in a margin once. She listened.

She felt him before she saw him, the way you can tell when a room has gained a person you’ve been waiting to share it with. The weight of the air redistributed itself, a balancer adding a small brass weight and finding level. She didn’t turn. She drew the little triangle of not-tree near the bend, the triangle you only notice when you really look. She smudged it with the edge of her finger, then lifted, impressed by the neatness of the print her own whorl left. Graphite’s favourite thing is the human hand.

“Window, O’Connell,” Mr Ellis said to the left of her, not unkindly, and Linda rearranged her mouth to stop it wanting to smile on someone else’s behalf.

She gave her pencil a rest and wound the elastic of her sketchbook round her wrist, the snap of it a small, satisfying sting. In the margins of last week’s page, she’d written: It doesn’t have to be perfect. It just has to be yours. She looked at the sentence, then at the light on the tables, then at the space between them. The sentence still fit.

Her plan—for as much as she ever admitted to having one—was simple. At the end of class she would stand up, walk the two desks, open her mouth, and let her name be the first word to step out. Names are bridges you can carry in your pocket. She’d learned that from Lorraine, who could throw a name across a room and have three new friends by the time it landed. Linda didn’t want three. She wanted one that listened.

She shaded the bend with a chequer of marks that didn’t announce themselves—quiet work, confident of its own worth. A whisper caught the room: the tiny squeal of a Walkman wheel as its owner remembered he’d forgotten to forget it. Heads turned with the practised sympathy of a jury. Mr Ellis’s desk drawer made its famous sound—the snick of confiscation—and the Walkman changed hands, trailing orange foam like an embarrassed sunset. The boy at the back sighed like a poet and shaped his hands around an invisible drum.

Linda thought about the song Lorraine had looped last night while she finished an essay—something with a chiming guitar that made even washing-up feel cinematic. She liked music best when it belonged to a moment she could keep: bus windows in rain; pencil lines that suddenly obey. She imagined the new boy’s ears pinking—in a different classroom, probably—as Mr Ellis patrolled this one. Would he put music on a page if he could? Would he know how to trap a beat the way you trap light: not by holding, but by making a space where it wanted to stay?

She glanced up once, just once, and found him by the window where he belonged. He was looking at the latch again, as if it were telling him a joke he was working out the shape of. Their eyes didn’t meet. That felt right. Sometimes a moment’s courage is knowing when to save your courage for later.

She drew. The room drew with her. Outside, the field called everyone who didn’t draw. Inside, the tree came quietly onto the paper and decided to stay.

By the end of the period, the edges of the room had softened with effort. Good work makes walls kinder. Mr Ellis did his rounds with a series of “Mm”s that meant more than words when he wanted them to. He paused behind Linda, not long enough to make her stiffen, long enough to feel seen.

“Better,” he said, which was a word that can carry five compliments if you let it, and she let it. He tapped the negative space she’d started with. “You drew the world around the thing. That’s when the thing admits what it is.”

“Thank you,” she said, like a person taking a biscuit from a plate and not apologising for it.

Chairs began their end-of-lesson chorus. Pencils, reluctantly, were put back in tins that didn’t deserve them. The room performed the dance of bodies leaving without bumping too many elbows. Linda closed her book carefully, smoothing the tape as if it were a bandage, and stood. Two desks. That was all. Two desks and a name.

She got as far as pushing the chair in.

“Linda!” Anna’s voice, bright with emergency that was not an emergency at all. “Mr Scott says if we don’t get to French now, we’re doing oral verbs first.” The threat was sufficiently dire to be funny.

“Right,” Linda said, which was not no and not yes. She looked up, and in looking up saw Mr Ellis step into the river of bodies between her and the window, where Sean was still packaging his pencil with the military neatness of someone who had learned to put things where they couldn’t be hurt.

“Go,” Anna urged, tugging her sleeve. “Save yourself.”

Linda smiled at the absurdity of being saved from verbs and let herself be pulled. On her way out she let her hand drift along the edge of the window table, fingers remembering the nick at its corner. She didn’t look back. Small brave could live another half hour and still be brave.

Outside in the corridor, the light made even the noticeboards look affectionate. The bell did its clatter; the day moved on. Somewhere in the building, a new boy with graphite on his fingers put a sketchbook in his bag as if he were putting a part of himself somewhere safe. Somewhere else, a girl with a page that had decided it was a tree—no, a decision about a tree—walked toward French and thought about names the way you think about stairs: one at a time, upward.

The afternoon did what afternoons do when there is something golden hiding in the middle of them: it passed, mostly unremarkable and occasionally kind. In French, Mr Scott’s verbs proved unthreatening; Linda learned a new word for light and liked it enough to write it three times. In Geography she shaded a map like someone who already knew how to do tone. In the last minutes of the day the class was released like dogs at a park, and she didn’t rush because rushing is a way to miss everything.

By the front steps, she found Lorraine waiting in a jacket that might once have been a leather sofa and had its own opinions about rain. “Well?” Lorraine said, eyes at the setting labelled mischief.

“Nearly,” Linda said. She surprised herself by not apologising for that.

“Nearly is the first syllable of definitely,” Lorraine said wisely. “Come on. I’ll buy us a bag of chips we don’t need.”

They walked, and the world obligingly provided them with things to narrate: a man walking three dogs who were all named after breakfast items; a bus driver playing a tape so low you could only hear the bassline; a poster for a band neither of them had heard of yet and had already decided to love. Linda found herself telling Lorraine the exact angle of the new boy’s wrist when he drew, and Lorraine listened without teasing, which is how you know when a sister has chosen to deserve the title.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
‘ The
nght
Between
Us

STEVE MCCARTHY





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





