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			Joe

			1987

			You were born a bluish scrap, too small and too early. 

			You were placed in a plastic box, with holes in the side for adult arms to reach through. There you lay, unfinished, beside other babies, ventilators inflating rows of tiny lungs, names given in the hope of a chance to use them. A puppy, born tiny and lifeless, can be put into the oven on a low heat, where it will lie on the shelf like a chicken breast. Just sometimes it will come to life. 

			It was March. The corridors were briefly blasted with light. Fathers and mothers – men and women who had recently painted rooms in gentle colours and assembled new furniture – came and went with spring rain on the shoulders of their coats, while their babies bathed in the regulated, seasonless warmth of the incubators. They were sometimes allowed to sit and carefully slide gloved hands through the incubator holes, and sometimes put out into hallways to stand, staring at nothing, crushing plastic cups between their palms.

			In the single photograph from this time, our parents, Ruth and Mark, look grave, despite the camera prompting the reflex to smile. They sit together on plastic chairs by your Perspex shell. A family portrait taken hastily in case you did not survive.

			It is a cliché to call it a miracle, but that must be how it felt when it came. The bright room, the tubes that had punctured your fine, translucent skin, the educated, efficient people who stood at your side and wrote things down, the bag of a stranger’s blood and the screen that relayed your fast, fragile heartbeat – these things had delivered you. After four days, you were moved to a different cot, one without a lid, one that you could easily be scooped out of and held, breathing for yourself, light but solid. And after a week, you were taken home in a blanket. 

			I think our parents almost forgot that it might have been different. Forgot the even tinier babies, red like skinned animals, their eyes fused shut. When those children were finally held, were their families glad it had been that way – their sons and daughters born and not miscarried – because there would be proof they had existed, birth certificates and graves?

			At home, Mum took out the blue-handled scissors, cut the plastic bracelet from your wrist and put it away in a shoebox, so that she could take it out sometimes, read the name – Joseph – which had not been wasted, and marvel that any limb could have been so small.

		

	
		
			Edward

			1952

			A hand reached through a gap in the hedge. Bitten fingernails and a scar in the centre of the palm. A boy slipped his body into the space: the stretch of scrub between a shoe factory and a wood. A hidden place broken by a stream. Nettles rose up the banks and water licked around glass and reeds, the occasional half-made shoe. The boy was seventeen and taller than he’d like to be. High bones in his face, his hair almost black. A stripe of light crossed him. His name was Edward Blood. 

			He had discovered the place by accident, two months before, while searching for shelter from a rainstorm, and since then had gone there most days, pausing on his cycle home from school to walk down to the end of the skinny path or crouch on a log, reading in undisrupted solitude. But today, for the first time, he was not alone. He had hesitated to share the place, and now, as his friend followed him through the hedge, Edward tried to adopt a casual stance, scoring a crack in the earth with the edge of his toe. Jack was shorter and clumsier than Edward. The sun touching a few strands of his hair, he grabbed the leaves in handfuls and struggled to pull his bike through. 

			Once, when Edward was a little boy, his sister, Agnes, had caught a frog and told him to hold it, passing it into his palms and clamping her hands round his so he couldn’t release them. The creature had pulsed in the cage of their fingers. Edward suddenly regretted bringing his friend here. What if Jack thought secret places were for children? 

			But Jack looked around like he had entered a cathedral, casting his eyes up to where branches broke the light. His gaze travelled over the treeline and the water, his mouth slightly open. What straight teeth he had. It was rare for Jack to be quiet. He laid his bicycle on the ground beside Edward’s then straightened up, smiling. Jack had recently started to shave and there was a cut on his face and a tiny patch of stubble beneath his jawline. Edward brought his fingernails to his mouth, then remembered he was trying to stop the habit. 

			‘I’ll give you the guided tour,’ he said, and turned, beginning down the path. 

			The narrowness forced them into single file, and behind him, Jack immediately began a rush of speech. Edward smiled and stopped listening. The roots that contoured the path felt pleasant through his shoes. He was in front, leading for once. He wondered what his back looked like.

			‘Right through his hand,’ Jack was saying, ‘blood everywhere.’ 

			It was a story he had told before – the man in the factory who had punctured a lace hole in his palm. 

			Turning, Edward said, ‘It can’t have gone straight through.’ 

			‘It did. My dad was there when it happened.’

			Edward batted a fly away from his face with an upward gesture and Jack switched topic: ‘You look like Mr Howard.’

			Edward grinned, repeated the motion, adding a swipe downward and across – up, down, right, left – as if conducting. Mr Howard had recently arrived and taken over their school choir. His voice filled the room. His predecessor, Mr Jones, was a short, ancient man with tight, contained gestures and a shake in his voice. When he sang examples, he hurried through them or got one of the boys to do it. The first time Mr Howard opened his mouth to sing, Jack kept his eyes forward but pressed his elbow into Edward’s side.

			‘No,’ Jack said now, ‘more like this!’ He closed his fists emphatically, moved them through the air, then dramatically flared his fingers. 

			They were used to hearing, A little more control, boys, but Mr Howard told them all to stop holding back their voices. You have to do both, he said, control it and let it out. He told them to breathe into their ribs, not their throats, and made them place their palms between their waists and armpits to understand the difference. It made Edward think of the wide, curving ribs of cows. 

			Edward glanced down and spotted the white threads of Jack’s shoelaces lying in the dirt. 

			‘Your laces, Jack.’

			Jack didn’t move, so Edward crouched before him and picked up the threads, a crust of mud on one of the nibs. Memory of his mother saying, Ears of the rabbit, round the tree, into the rabbit hole. He had never tied another person’s laces. He finished and looked at the shape of Jack’s feet on the ground. A worn part in his white plimsolls at the knuckle of the big toe. The foot straining to get out. What if I never get up? 

			When he stood, their faces were close. There was a little sour note in Jack’s breath. Wind through the leaves. Jack smiled at him. A corner-of-the-mouth smile. A mole interrupting his lip.

			‘How long,’ Jack said, ‘can you hold your breath?’

			Edward hesitated. ‘I don’t know.’

			Jack stepped forward and said, ‘Let’s see.’

			‘Like a game?’ 

			Jack laughed. ‘If you like.’ 

			He placed his fingertips on Edward’s shoulders. 

			Memory of a bomb. Not a real one, but pieces of an old motorbike Edward had found with his sister near their farm, the scattered parts rusting into the ground. Agnes had made it into a game, and they had circled it, sweat in her fringe, her eyes intense. Careful, Edward! He was seven then and games could still suddenly shift and feel real. She said, Let’s touch it, and they crept up slowly. Fear ran hot through him as she held his fingers to a curve of metal arching out of the grass. 

			‘First, we have to synchronise,’ Jack said, ‘then we’ll take a big breath together and see who can hold it longer.’

			They made their breaths audible until the in and the out were in time. Edward kept forgetting that he was allowed to blink. Then Jack took his fingers from Edward’s shoulders and touched them to Edward’s throat. He told him to do the same.

			‘So we’ll know exactly who lets go first.’ 

			If someone had stumbled upon them, they might have thought the two boys were engaged in a strange fight, slow and silent, both with a hand at the other’s neck. 

			‘Ready?’ Jack asked.

			Snake through time and find Edward somewhere else. Two months from this moment, his mother will sit beside him on his bed. He will think what thin eyelids she has, what a thin, small mouth. She will ask him to leave and he will leave. This place will splinter in his mind. A shoe in water. Fingers of light through the leaves. Edward will remember Jack in his vanishing points. His ankles, his wrists, his neck. The stretch of skin where his shirt came up if he bent at the hip, the shallow depressions above the belt on either side of the spine. Pale places that mosquitoes like. 

			Snake through time further and find Edward the father in a family. His wife in the living room with the children, the television on, removing lice from their hair, crumpling a tissue over their white pearl eggs and sliding them off the comb. He comes in with his coat on, and she folds her body round him, all care and bones, the children round their ankles like dogs. 

			Further in the future, find him old. A grandfather. Place a baby in the crook of his arm and a word in his mouth – Joseph. 

			Edward breathed in. 

		

	
		
			Eleanor

			1967

			Eleanor kneels with a comb in her hand, her shins pressing into the carpet. Her fingers travel nimbly over her children’s scalps, and she counts each louse that she captures. She is thirty-nine years old. For a moment, Eleanor feels the strangeness of life having led her to this pale green living room. She rests her hand upon her daughter’s shoulder. Ruth turns expectantly, but Eleanor doesn’t speak. What can be said about the peculiar lightness of having arrived in one life rather than another? Then Edward enters and she goes to him.

		

	
		
			Emily

			1989

			I was born two years and seven  months after you. Robust and at the proper time. I screamed immediately at the shock of the world: a relief after your crumpled silence. My skin was ready for me, and there had only been a usual amount of pain. Our grandparents brought you to the hospital, where you were allowed to sit on the bed with Mum and hold me, your body leaning against hers, her arm braced round yours. 

			There is a photograph of this, taken by Grandad so that Dad, standing by the bed, has his head chopped off. Mum looks out at the camera, but you look at me. Babies just born can only see twenty to thirty centimetres in front of them. 

			Joe, in that moment, you would have been my entire world.

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			Joe & Emily

			2011

			You came home thin at Christmas. The suddenness of it made us laugh, your neck long and pale, and your shoulders not filling your coat. Had you been a young woman, Mum and I might have taken in your sharp collarbones and wrists and exchanged a look. We’d have found a quiet moment to discuss it, quickly changing the subject if you entered the room. I’d have taken you off for a walk on our own, inventing a reason to go to the newsagent’s and asking you to come. As we came back together through the quiet streets, I’d have casually asked if you were all right, whether your course was very stressful, touching your arm to show I wanted a real answer. And through my worry and my attempts to buoy you and coax you to me with compliments, I might have felt a little stab of jealousy. Might have grabbed a handful of my own body in bed as you slept in the next room and wondered why I lacked your will. 

			But you were a man, my brother, always thin and now thinner. I remembered you blowing out your stomach when you were nine years old, the pregnant globe of it funny on your skinny frame. At twenty-four, you hadn’t strayed far from that boy-body. You were just taller and more firmly held together, a fine layer of adult muscle over your torso, down the backs of your arms. You seemed happy and confident, four months into your master’s. You talked about the music you had been writing and your new friends and your job on Friday and Saturday nights collecting glasses in a cocktail bar. No, you shrugged, you didn’t mind giving up those social hours to clear up after other people’s fun. 

			‘Too busy to eat,’ Dad said. 

			I poked your ribs as you reached into the kitchen cupboard to move aside mugs in search of your favourite one. You pretended to ignore me as you withdrew it and placed it on the counter. I picked up your forearm. You gave me an impatient look but let it dangle, obligingly limp in my grip.

			‘God, Joe,’ I said, ‘you’re going to snap.’ 

			Someone had given my boyfriend, Solomon, a packet of cigars and we agreed to try them, laughing at the stranger as Solomon led us into the garden, holding them aloft in his hand: ‘Who gives cigars for Secret Santa?’ 

			Dad followed us out with his camera and a beer, and you scowled and asked if he was going to photograph everything that Christmas. 

			‘It’s like living with the paparazzi,’ you said. 

			But you still turned toward him as he put his bottle on the wall and waved to get the security light on. 

			In the image, we are floodlit, with smoke drifting up in front of our faces. I have instinctively slipped into the middle, my arm round Solomon’s waist and you narrow at my other side. Your eyebrows are slightly lifted, amusement at the corners of your mouth. We are the adult children, indulging our dad. You look like a gangster in your long black coat, the cigar between your fingers. We are allowed to smoke cigars because they are theatrical somehow and it is Christmas. 

			You and I were the kind of non-smokers who might say, Go on then, a few times a year at parties, holding our gifted cigarettes gingerly and really feeling the nicotine’s sick-delicious thump. The rule between us, unspoken, was to never, ever smoke in front of our parents. Solomon could take out a yellow packet at the kitchen table, lay the filter on the paper and sprinkle on tobacco, roll without looking down, lick it and slip out into the garden without comment. Because he was loved less.

			On Christmas morning, you opened your presents carefully, using your thumbnail to get under the tape, adding each translucent piece to a ball as you peeled it off. I had learned as a child to pause between presents, so that you wouldn’t be left with lots to unwrap after I had finished. We sat on the living-room floor, with Solomon behind us on the sofa. He thanked Mum for every individual gift – socks, shower gel, bottles of beer from around the world, five for ten pounds – touched and self-conscious to be included. 

			When our parents had moved from the countryside back to London, I was eighteen and you were twenty. New adults. It might have been the moment to stop doing Christmas stockings. But four Christmases had passed since then and here we were. Now, I imagined us in our forties, crouched on the carpet amid sheets of bright paper. We opened cards from our grandad, which depicted choristers with their mouths open in song and contained ten-pound notes. A faint ink mark had transferred onto mine – a broken H across the Queen’s nose – from his neat, sloping Happy Christmas.

			After lunch, we folded chocolate wrappers into shining triangles and watched films we had seen before on a projector borrowed from Dad’s work. The bottom of the shots spilled over the wall onto the mantlepiece, feet and chins warping over the curve of the wood. Mum kept leaving the room to return with food. 

			‘Eat, Joe,’ she urged you. ‘Everyone eat!’ 

			Eventually, you shook your head at the dates and oranges, walnuts and circles of waxed cheese, and jerked your hands in a wordless irritated gesture. Then you rose and gathered everything quickly, plates and packets piled into your arms, and returned it all to the kitchen.

			Solomon got quietly drunk all afternoon, pissed off, I guessed, at spending Christmas with vegetarians. He disappeared upstairs soon after it got dark and I found him, face down, snoring on the bed with his shoes on. 

			‘Honey,’ he said, waking briefly as I undid his laces. 

			By the time I came back down, Mum and Dad were making their way to bed. We crossed on the stairs. The television was off and the house suddenly quiet. I watched you for a moment from the doorway of the living room. You were reading, stretched along the sofa on your belly, propped up on your elbows. 

			‘Hey,’ I said.

			You looked up. 

			‘Hey.’

			Slim and symmetrical, something neat among the wrapping paper and mugs and wine-rusted glasses. 

			‘Joe,’ I said, ‘you look like a sphinx.’

			In the kitchen, I made hot chocolate in the microwave and poured whisky into it. I lit a tangerine-scented candle someone had given to Mum. We sat diagonally across from one another at the kitchen table, my chair angled inwards, my feet on the seat and my knees bent up in front of me, your back against the wall and legs stretched over the chair next to you, like someone sitting up in bed. Above us, the sound of the radio, classical music, an occasional murmuring voice, leaked through our parents’ bedroom floor. 

			‘That candle stinks like ass,’ you said. 

			I blew it out and switched on the fairy lights Mum had laced across the window. You added the strip lights under the cabinets. I hadn’t seen you since October, when you came down on the coach for my birthday with a tin brooch for me in your pocket, protected by a carefully folded paper bag. We messaged each other often, but usually with photographs, not words. The whole pizza that had appeared on the pavement outside your halls of residence had been the subject of an entire series. Now, with your elbows on the table and your chin resting on your knuckles, you said, ‘Have you heard about Ryan Worrall?’

			‘Yes!’ I said. ‘But tell me everything you know,’ feeling only a little guilty at how entertaining it was to share the story of this boy, now man, from our home town, who had been given a suspended sentence for running along Corbar Road one night, smashing car windows with a cricket bat. 

			We talked about him and other people we had in common: mutual friends and schoolmates we no longer saw, who had come out and who was pregnant again at twenty-four. We dissolved After Eights in our mouths, our eyes on each other, squirming against the reflex to chew, and it felt like one of the late afternoons we had shared in childhood once we were old enough to let ourselves in after school with a key kept in a plastic rock by the back door. We would take off our school ties and watch Come Dine With Me on the black-and-white television in the corner of the kitchen, and the house would belong to us for a bit before our parents got back from work.

			Sitting at the table transplanted from that home, with its white halo burns and scars on the legs where the dog had chewed it, I at last asked about you. It was two in the morning and we had exhausted everybody else. You smiled, slightly wry, then looked a little cut and glanced at the window. It was dark outside, not the dark we had grown up with, thickly silent at night, the moor swaddling the town, but the diluted fox-dark of South London. There were no buses lurching through the streets because it was Christmas, but occasional cars or footsteps came past, reminding us that there were more streets beyond this one, more and more beyond those. You kept your eyes on the window and said you liked someone. He was another student and you were friends, but you hadn’t told him, and he had gone home. 

			‘Will you tell him in January?’ I asked, but you said no, he had gone back to Boston; he had only been there for a term. 

			‘Aeroplanes exist, Joe.’

			‘Yeah.’

			You smiled but didn’t look convinced.

			‘His family are pretty religious, so . . .’

			You stopped and laughed at yourself and said, ‘I always do this. I always never tell them.’

			‘Always never sounds hard,’ I said.

			‘I’m such a twat,’ you said. 

			Then Solomon came downstairs and took a beer out of the fridge and the three of us laughed together about something I don’t remember now. 

			On 27 December, we took the train together to Victoria and said goodbye on the concourse. You walked off toward the coach station with your violin under your arm. Could I have looked back and noticed something in the way you walked? In how you held your back perhaps? You swerved round some people handing out samples of toothpaste and disappeared through the side exit. 

			As we went down to the Tube, Solomon asked what you were going to do in Birmingham in the weeks before the start of term. 

			‘He’ll practise, write music, concentrate,’ I shrugged.

			The two of you mystified each other but found ways to be, watching documentaries about the Second World War together on Mum and Dad’s sofa, eating Hula Hoops off the ends of your fingers. 

			I told you once that I thought I would marry Solomon and you smiled and said, ‘Oh, how nice,’ and then we’d talked about something else. 

			I returned to my flat and did not think about you. You spent New Year’s Eve at one of your teacher’s houses in Birmingham, and I spent it in Brixton with Solomon and a few hundred strangers, sweating and dancing in the dark and getting tired hours before he was ready to go home. I did not think about your thin wrists, your new brittleness, tension glowing out from some unseen place.

		

	
		
			2012

			In January, Solomon and I boarded a plane to Belfast. He drank a beer at Gatwick and two more on the hour-long flight, but said he wasn’t nervous. We arrived at the little airport in the dark, and his eyes darted around as we walked out, landing on a skinny man in his forties who looked like Solomon’s older brother. The man hugged Solomon a little harder than Solomon hugged back. Then he drew away and held his shoulders for a moment, before turning to embrace me, clumsy and excited, like he couldn’t believe we were there. 

			As the three of us went out to his car, he spoke quickly: ‘I’m so happy you’re here, Sol. So happy! It’s just along here. Fuck me, the parking was a rip-off!’ 

			I tried to imagine his accent in Solomon’s mouth, the way my boyfriend would have spoken if he’d stayed and grown up here and all the ingredients of his life had been different. 

			I had only just met Solomon when Sean came back into his orbit. One night in his tiny bedroom, he tensed and told me, ‘So, my dad got in touch.’

			It was our first real conversation in a way, both of us forgetting to be gorgeous and fun and non-committal. I lay on my side and listened as he talked, his voice steady and his eyes on the ceiling. He said he wasn’t sure whether to reply. Sean used to come back to visit when Solomon and his brother were small, taking them out for the day. He never had any money, so they did things like paddling in the fountains in Trafalgar Square until someone told them off. I pictured the two boys shivering on the bus afterwards in soaking clothes. Eventually, the visits stopped. It struck me as strange for family to be so malleable, its dimensions shifting as people chose to exit and enter. There had been nothing for seventeen years until a message landed in Solomon’s phone with a hollow chime. He didn’t reply immediately but reread it and reread it and kept clicking View profile. 

			‘He looks like me,’ Solomon said. ‘It’s weird. He just looks so much like me.’

			I kissed his face really gently, like we knew each other better than we did, and asked what he wanted to do. 

			Two years on, after exchanging messages, talking twice on Skype and meeting once face to face in London, when they had gone to Brick Lane together and Solomon had come home so drunk that he had risen in the night to piss in the corner of our bedroom, Sean had invited us out to Derry to see him. They had discovered things in common. Small things that felt seismic after so long apart. Solomon’s eyes glowed as he told me they both felt strongly that Sister Rosetta Tharpe was the un-hailed queen of rock and roll. 

			But he had hesitated about the trip. ‘Mum won’t like it.’

			Then Sean offered to pay for the flights, which mattered somehow, though they weren’t expensive. 

			As we drove through the night from Belfast to Derry, Sean asked Solomon to take the wheel for a moment and brought out a tin of tobacco to roll a cigarette on his thigh. Solomon leaned into his space and took a corner as his father talked rapidly, calling him Sol, which no one ever called him. He showed us the sign to the city. Someone had spray-painted LONDON out of the name. 

			All week Solomon was paraded around. 

			Sean beamed as he said, ‘This is my son,’ the phrase as full and fresh as if Solomon had just been born. 

			We went to pubs and met what felt like hundreds of smiling friends, who shook Solomon’s hand and looked from him to Sean and back again as if their likeness were some sort of miracle.

			‘You’re short like a Derry girl,’ the women told me as I tried to hang back. 

			The streets were full of shops selling plastic Virgin Marys, and when the pubs closed, people piled back to Sean’s house, which was big but freezing with hardly any furniture. Cocaine was lined up on a world atlas. Ketamine. Other things. 

			‘Don’t you want any, Emily?’ Sean asked, like he was passing round a plate of biscuits.

			I had a sad feeling as everyone around me burned through energy into listlessness. 

			Solomon said, ‘It’s cool that I can party with my dad,’ and chewed his lip. 

			At ten in the morning, he joined me in bed, took my hand and said, ‘Emily, can you just tell me one thing? Just one thing.’

			His hand was damp and chilly. He looked worried.

			‘What is it, honey?’ I asked.

			‘Are there, like, a hundred spiders crawling out that crack in the ceiling?’

			I told him there wasn’t even a crack in the ceiling. 

			On the final night, we ate in a massive, empty Chinese restaurant. Red lanterns and roses on the carpet. A Snoopy figurine in the fish tank. For some reason, a dance floor.

			‘This is my son!’ Sean said to the waitress, a short woman with pale stripes of iridescent highlighter running from her temples to her cheeks. 

			‘Hi,’ I said, thinking they knew each other.

			But she just said, ‘Table for three, yes?’ and showed us to a round, glass-topped table set for six, grabbing up the three spare plates, the cutlery and the glasses. 

			Then she said, ‘Wait,’ and vanished somewhere.

			We all looked at each other, ironic-expectant; then music came on through a speaker above our heads. Synths layered over with flute, a keyboard pretending to be strings. I was about to say my brother had a perverse fascination with this kind of music, tell them that you liked to dissect each layer of its ugliness, but I realised that might sound rude. Sean ordered far too much food. We weren’t hungry enough and it sat cooling around us, shining and hardening, decorated with carrots cut like flowers. Together, we made it through one of the three huge plates of egg fried rice as Sean spoke about the video evidence that 9/11 was a hoax.

			‘If you look at the footage of the second tower—’

			My wine glass dropped from my hand, spilling in a streak over the table and onto his shirt.

			‘. . . you’ll see the way it collapses,’ he continued, dabbing the mark as Solomon handed him napkins, ‘just cannot be from a plane impact.’

			Solomon caught my eye and sucked sweet-and-sour sauce from his fingers.

			We said almost nothing as Sean ordered more wine and three banana fritters, swerving somehow onto the topic of Solomon’s mum. ‘I would never hit a woman. The trouble with that situation was her parents. Don’t you want that?’

			‘I don’t really like bananas.’

			‘Sol, you should have said.’

			He tried to order shots, but Solomon put his hand out, leaving a faint sticky mark on his father’s sleeve.

			‘Early start tomorrow,’ he said.

			‘I’m driving you to the airport, Sol. You can sleep in the car.’

			There was a crackle of tension between the two men when Solomon tried to pay.

			‘Please,’ Sean said, ‘for all the time when I wasn’t . . . when I couldn’t be there to pay.’

			Solomon told him, ‘Do what you want,’ when he was supposed to just say, Thank you. 

			‘You OK?’ I asked him as we got in bed, but he didn’t really answer, just said he was looking forward to going home. He woke me up in the bleary early hours, pulling me toward him. We packed our stuff to leave. 

			‘Shall we wake your dad?’ I asked as we went into the hall, the sky still dark outside.

			Solomon glanced at the closed bedroom door.

			‘Sol, shall we wake him up? A cab will cost more than the flights.’

			He said, ‘Don’t you start calling me Sol too,’ and gently drummed his knuckles on the door. 

			We walked out to the plane with the sky turning pink as the sun rose. The lights along the wings glowed pink too. Sometimes the world is so beautiful by accident. 

			‘Well done,’ I told Solomon as we took our seats, but he just said, ‘For what?’

			He didn’t drink any beers on the way back. 

			We touched down with a fanfare and a recorded voice told us we had arrived on Yet another on-time flight! I turned my phone on as we waited for the doors to open and it vibrated with a message from Dad.

			‘That’s weird,’ I said. ‘Mum and Dad have come to meet us.’

			‘But we’re going back to ours,’ he said.

			‘Yeah,’ I reassured him, ‘we’re going back to ours. I don’t know why they’re here.’

			He looked away from me, and I added, ‘Don’t they have anything better to do?’

			As we came out into the car park, they drove past but didn’t see us. If there was worry on their faces, I didn’t notice. I wanted to show Dad my photographs and to find some time alone with Mum to talk about how strange and slightly sad the trip had been. I’d probably leave out the part about the drugs. I phoned Mum and she said to come up a floor. As we climbed the stairs, they came down. They hugged us in the stairwell. 

			‘What’s going on?’ I asked, as we followed them up and over the concrete. 

			Mum held on to my sleeve. Not my arm but my sleeve. I twitched to make her let go. Solomon shrank – a subtle movement, but I saw it, his instinct to be less there. 

			Dad said, ‘We need to tell you something before we get into the car.’

			What was wrong with the car? Would we need to get in carefully, or both go in through the same door because the other was broken? When we were children, my best friend, Harriet, had been going along in a car when the door next to her fell off into the road. I had been jealous at the time that something exciting had happened to her instead of me.

			Dad said, ‘Joe has cancer.’
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