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For my 15-year-old self. For holding on. For dreaming.
For knowing good things would come to us one day.


You were right.
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Twelve Years Earlier


In a moment, I’ll open my eyes and wake up. I so badly want to wake up. Where is he? Where is he?


I knew something was wrong by lunchtime. I’d had no answers to my texts, and his phone, when I called, was going straight to voicemail. I knew. I knew from that moment.


‘He never switches off his phone,’ I’d told Ramesh desperately, shivering in the entrance of The Grove. ‘C-call his social worker. Please. Do something – anything. Something is wrong, Ramesh, I can tell.’ He picked up the phone, his eyes squinting, puzzled, then hung up, telling me she couldn’t help. And nobody will. Nobody will help me, and I have asked and asked and pleaded, but they just keep saying he’s fine, that he’s old enough, that he’ll be in touch, but they don’t understand. They don’t understand that I need to know he’s OK. I need to know he’s safe, and that his heart is still beating. Because Roman isn’t anywhere. My best friend is gone. He has disappeared. And he promised me, so many, many times, he never would.




Chapter One


‘They just called. He’s a minute away.’


‘A minute. Oh, god, did you hear that, Lizzie? Chris is a minute away.’


‘Yes, I—’


‘Shit. Shit. Bollocks. Oh, god.’


‘Priscilla …’


‘I can’t breathe. I actually cannot breathe. Is everything ready? I mean, is it? Where’s the big fifty balloon? And why are the spring rolls not on the buffet table, yet? I told Perry to put them out but he’s probably too busy letching about the place to—’


‘Priscilla, seriously. You need to chill.’


My best friend pauses, nods, and holds onto the inside of my forearms as if they are crutches, drawing in a huge breath, pink, glossy lips pressed together. Groups of party guests scurry past us to the living room, their shiny shoes scuffing and clip-clopping on the oak floor beneath us.


‘Sorry, Lizzie,’ she says. ‘I’m just shitting it. Really shitting it.’


‘I know, P, but there’s really no need,’ I tell her. ‘Look around you. Everything’s done, everything’s perfect. The party’s ready. All we need now is Chris.’


Priscilla smiles nervously and squeezes my arm. ‘God,’ she exhales. ‘You have no idea how filled with nerves my belly is right now.’ And I want to tell her that I do. I do, because my belly is the same, although it’s for a reason she’d never believe; a reason that’s sitting in my cardigan pocket as we speak, growing heavier and heavier at my 
thigh.


‘You should be shitting it to be fair,’ says my brother. He’s standing beside me, looming like he always does, with a plastic cup of beer in his shovel hand. I roll my eyes at him.


‘What?’ he shrugs. ‘I’m just saying, the bloke didn’t even want a party. He might walk in and “shit it” all the way out the front door. Plus,’ he smirks, ‘the elderly aren’t so keen on big dos, are they?’


Priscilla scowls up at Nathan, but there’s a tiny smile on her lips. ‘Oh, look, you’re being an ageist bastard again.’


Nathan lets loose a roar of his buffoony laugh and gives a shrug. ‘I’m just saying, even I know that your fiancé is not at all the surprise party type and—’


Nathan’s sentence is cut short by Katie’s elbow nudging him in his side. ‘Oh, be quiet, you arse,’ she tuts up at him, her hands moving to hold onto his arm now, tree trunk-like beneath her small, slim hands. She gives Priscilla a weary smile. ‘Please ignore my idiot of a husband. Chris is gonna absolutely love it. Isn’t he? ’


‘I’m joking,’ laughs Nathan. ‘Oh, come on, P knows I’m joking, don’t you, P?’


Priscilla smirks, giving a flip of her middle finger.


‘Deserved,’ Nathan grins, but his words are lost as Seedy Perry Keilson – self-proclaimed ‘brains’ of this whole party operation – appears in the doorway, all ruddy cheeks, white teeth, and misogyny, and shouts, ‘Positions, positions! Our main man’s just parking up.’


At those words, all hell breaks loose.


Party guests speed from all over Priscilla and Chris’s house, and there are so many more than I had expected tonight. This isn’t the first party my best friend has held at her house – dinner-party perfect with its white-walls, high ceilings, and jars of flowers and candles in all the right, Pinterest-precise places – but never before have I seen its rooms as crammed with bodies as it is now. There are shoals of them, rushing in from the kitchen, squeezing through the dining area, stumbling in from the patio, giggling, chattering, drinks sloshing in hands. And the guests are just as immaculate as the décor. Hair tumbles and shines, sitting neatly atop heads, pairs and pairs of elegant feet glide in elegant heels I’d walk like a constipated bridge troll in, and there are sleek, razor sharp suits at every turn. You can tell I arrived on a whim – in a gust of wind – from one look at the creased straight-from-the-ironing-pile dress I’d slung on in my desperate panic to get out, and this morning’s make up, which has sweated off after a long day in an airless office with my boss and his hairdryers for sinuses.


I am not meant to be here. I wasn’t prepared to come to a fiftieth birthday party tonight. But then, I wasn’t prepared for the letter that was handed to me as I left work either, and the sudden desperate overwhelming need that followed after I broke open the seal, to be anywhere else, except in my flat alone with it pulsing in its envelope. I tried. I did. I made a cup of tea, put on my pyjamas, and picked up the phone to order Chinese food, trying to carry on the way I do every Friday night. But I felt sick. I couldn’t dial, or swallow, or even think, so instead I paced. Paced and paced – the way you do when you’re waiting for vital news – and nibbled my fingernails until they were raw, all the while staring at the letter across the room as if it were a bomb that could go off at any moment, as if someone might be watching me unravel like this, as a result of their sick joke. And I just couldn’t stay. I had to get out, get to Priscilla. Because she’ll make sense of it, unearth the logical explanation. Nothing’s a big deal to Priscilla. She is 80% steel.


‘I’ve always liked the idea of a surprise party,’ muses my brother, as we shuffle together at the end of one of the lines of guests. There are rows and rows of us in Priscilla and Chris’s lounge now, like concert-goers squeezed together in the standing zone. ‘Just the thought of everyone stressing, sneaking about in their droves, all for me …’


‘Droves,’ I say.


‘What?’


‘Nothing,’ I shrug. ‘Just you know … droves. It’s a very confident thing to say.’


Nathan puffs up his chest and nods once.


‘For a common estate agent.’


Katie laughs, and chuckling, Nathan opens his mouth to speak, but we’re pushed against by even more filing, squishing-together guests, and he misses his chance. We’re arm-to-arm now with Nathan’s huge frame squashed against the wall, his head next to a canvas print of Priscilla and Chris in front of Sydney Opera House. Chris looks waspy in a pastel blue shirt, his razor-sharp jaw peppered with grey stubble, and Priscilla shines like the bright lights behind them. I’d once thought that the beaming elation Priscilla wore on her face after the almost-glimpse of Mr Dunmow’s crotch she got on our year ten trip to Walton-on-the-Naze could never be replicated. Priscilla had fancied him since year seven, and when he’d jumped into the sea with the rugby boys and his trunks had begun to fall down, Priscilla had grabbed my arm beside me on the shore, gasped like she’d just spotted Jesus walking on the horizon, and said, ‘I saw pubes! I saw skin!’ and the look on her face was unrivalled, concentrated happiness. Then she met Chris, three years ago, and ever since, she has been wearing the same shining, ‘can’t-believe-my-luck’ smile that she had on her face on that windy Essex beach.


Her face is stretched into her token constipated fake grin now though, over by the lounge door with Perry, one of Chris’s business partners and oldest friends. His arm is around her, squeezing her into his side, like the big seedy, smarmy snake that he is, and he is no doubt telling her, as if talking about a reliable used car, that if she had wanted an older man she should’ve gone to him first.


‘Come on, come on,’ he bellows, hand hovering over the light switch. ‘That’s it, party people, in your positions.’ Then he grins with eyebrows waggling so much that I expect the tinkling sound of a xylophone, and he says, ‘Anything from the Kama Sutra suits me, ladies of the room.’


I usually avoid parties and dos of all kinds – always have. Especially when the likes of Seedy Perry Keilson are floating about in them, but anywhere is better than home, alone tonight. Even here, at a party full of black tie wearing, hair like spaniels, sixty-year-old pervs shouting shit about the Kama Sutra. At least here, I stand a chance of drowning out the questions rapidly filling my head. They’ve been sprouting one-by-one, then two-by-two since I read those words inside the envelope; like weeds, weaving, wrapping around my brain, taking root, blocking out the light.


Nathan looks down at me. He’s huge, my brother. It’s always seemed ridiculous to me that he plays golf. He’d be much better suited to the tug of war or pulling along trucks with his ear lobes like those men on TV. I tell him this often.


‘Alright?’ he smiles.


I nod.


I’m not. I can barely move. We are all squashed and huddled together, packed tightly in lines like boxed cigarettes, and my head is pounding with anxiety. I’ve never fared well in crowds or confined spaces. They make me panic and turn the oxygen around me into thick gloop. I just want to talk to Priscilla, alone. I need to show her the letter. I know I’ll feel better once I do. I tried to show her when I arrived, after she’d finished squealing with excitement that I’d actually turned up, then telling me over and over that I looked so pale, I was ‘practically bloody see-through.’


‘I’m OK,’ I said. ‘I just … can we talk somewhere?’


‘Course. Liz, are you sure you’re alright?’


I told her I needed to show her something. She ushered me inside.


But then Perry and his ridiculous, flammable quiff had interrupted on his way to the kitchen, booming and smarming about me being late and arriving after the half-past-seven threshold, and how I’d get a ‘bloody good seeing to’ if I ruined the surprise of the party, and after that, everyone seemed to conspire against us. There were people everywhere, all of whom seemed to want to speak to Priscilla, and when it was announced that Chris was on his way home, the whole brimming houseful launched into an over-excited panic, a beaky woman I didn’t recognise asked Priscilla over and over why she and Perry hadn’t hired the ‘drink staff ’ she’d recommended, then Nathan and Katie came bounding over, shocked to see me, full of excited smiles and questions. I gave up. I’ll wait until the excitement dies down. I’ll wait until after Chris arrives. The whispers making their way slowly through the crowd like a Mexican wave now, tell us he is in his car, parked up, on the phone.


‘Here, meant to ask,’ says Nathan, ducking his head, a stray wave springing loose from his gelled, mousy curls. ‘Are you around on Sunday?’


I give a shrug. ‘I should be. Why?’


‘Katie and I are venturing back up into the loft.’ Nathan says the last three words in the way someone would say ‘Monster Mash’ and laughs. ‘Dad’s hoping to move out of the house when he’s back from Menorca so I want the loft clear before he goes. That way he can take stuff with him while we’ve got the rental van. Makes sense.’


‘But why do you need me?’


Nathan’s brow furrows. ‘Um, because there is loads of your stuff up there?’


‘Still?’ I ask. ‘You dropped round two bags of crap last week.’


Nathan shrugs. ‘Not my fault teenage Lizzie was a hoarder. Dad said there’s a box up there full of your CDs, and one with just your pencils and paints in, and that’s only what he can see sticking his head up there—’


‘Oh, just chuck it all, Nate.’ It’s hot in here, so bloody hot, and as I turn my face away and look over my shoulder, I meet the staring eyes of a stranger who is so close, she’s practically nuzzling my hair. Oh, I wish Chris would hurry up. The walls feel like they’re closing in on us all.


 ‘Chuck it all?’ asks Nathan. He ducks closer again, lowering his voice. ‘But what about photos and stuff for … I don’t know,’ he shrugs, hand in his pocket, beer to his chest, ‘for memories?’


‘But it’ll just be junk.’ Heat pounds my face, and all I can see is heads and backs and shoulders. I step onto my tiptoes to get a view of Priscilla, for a hint as to when this’ll all be over. She’s nervously looking at her phone, still squeezed into Perry who is mouthing something to someone far behind 
me.


‘Maybe just pop in?’


‘Nathan …’


‘Just take a quick look, so I know what’s junk and what’s not. There’s loads of Mum’s stuff, too, and to be honest, I could do with a—’


‘OK, fine,’ I cut in, mouth dry. Nathan’s lips press together. ‘Fine. I’ll pop in.’


A voice from behind shushes us then, and I raise my eyebrows at Nathan as if to say, ‘your fault.’


‘Sorry,’ he grimaces. Then after a breath and a sip of beer, he ducks again and whispers, ‘Lizzie, are you alright?’


‘Me? You’ve already asked,’ I say, widening my eyes, and putting my finger to my lips like a school child. ‘I’m fine.’


Nathan nods. ‘I know, I know. Just that … you weren’t gonna come tonight, were you? Usually, we wouldn’t be able to prise you out of your flat on a Friday night for love nor money.’


‘Changed my mind.’


Nathan nods once but carries on. Of course he does. Thirty-one years into life, and my big brother is still utterly incapable of taking a hint. ‘You’re just acting a bit … weird.’


‘Nathan, we’re currently being squashed into what can only be described as a mass grave,’ I whisper, ‘so, yes, maybe I am acting a bit weird.’


And then there is darkness. Pure, sudden darkness, as the light switch is pushed. The room fills with low, excited giggles and more hushing, and Nathan doesn’t say anything else. Divine timing. That’s what it’s called, isn’t it?


There’s the jingle of keys, a click, and a bang. Chris has let himself in and closed the front door behind him.


‘Priscilla?’ Chris calls through the house. ‘Only me.’


We all stand still and silent in the darkness. It’s disorientating. I can see nothing, besides dancing navy blue and black fuzz, like at the beginning of an old video tape before the film starts, and my brain is racing; more and more weeds continue to sprout, weaving into the gaps that are usually filled with visual distractions. I think about the letter. I think about his words, scrawled on the page. My brain runs over and over them, like a tripping record. ‘… where none of this ever happened.’ ‘… where none of this ever happened.’ This. None of ‘this’. What does ‘this’ mean?


Someone’s chest presses into my back. I can smell breath and onions and too-strong aftershave. I am working my arse off here not to tear from the room into a wide, open space to swallow down fresh air.


‘Hiya!’ Chris calls through the house again.


Silence. I close my eyes and breathe deeply, stuffing my hand into the deep woolly pocket of my cardigan. The letter folds under my fingers and crackles in the silence.


‘Shhhh,’ someone says.


It’s real. It must be, if it rustles, if a room full of people can hear it.


My heart thump-thumps in my throat. He mentioned Sea Fog in the letter. God … Sea Fog. I thought I had forgotten about it, but actually, I don’t think I’ve passed a caravan without looking for its name ever since. That bucket of rust – safety and freedom, and a reminder of how trapped we were, all rolled into one – must be hidden, but anchored in my mind somewhere, like it was anchored to that driveway. Until the day it wasn’t.


‘Priss?’ Chris calls through the house, his voice close now, on the other side of the door. ‘I know you’re here. Your bloody phone’s in the kitchen …’


The handle squeaks; the lounge door swings open. Someone snaps the light switch.


The room floods with blinding light. Everyone erupts.


‘Surprise!’




December 4th, 2005


Dear Lizzie J,


Somewhere in the universe there is a life playing out where none of this ever happened and wherever that is, we’re happy. We’re driving Sea Fog for miles and miles to where there is nothing but sea and our brains are clean slates and we’re just happy. We’re finally free.


That’s the only thing that’s getting me through this nightmare, J. Thinking of that place, and hoping one day we’ll get there. Or somewhere close.


I thought I’d know what to say if I started writing, besides I’m sorry. But I don’t. I’ve tried, I’ve tried so hard, but I don’t know how. There are no words for what I have done.


Please know you deserve more than this. You deserve the whole world.


Thank you. For every minute.


I’m sorry. I am so sorry.


Roman X





‘Roman. This is … this is from Roman? ’


Priscilla opens her mouth to speak, but no words come out. She swallows, the letter still open in her hand. Her other flies up to her forehead, as if pressing to check for a fever. Gradually, her hand drifts down to her cheek.


‘Lizzie …’ she utters. Then she pauses again, glancing back down at the letter. ‘Bloody hell. I mean – where …’ Priscilla trails off.


I sit down on the bed beside her. It creaks under our weight. She stares at me, dark, feathery eyelashes slowly batting.


‘Where did this come from?’ Priscilla’s hand is pressed against her chest now, where her heart is. ‘And DDC, what’s that? This logo printed at the top.’


‘Headed paper, I guess. I don’t know, P.’


‘Two thousand and five. Jesus,’ she says. ‘December. That’s …’


My heart heaves against my ribs. I nod. ‘The day he disappeared.’


Priscilla blinks down at the letter, her lips parted. ‘But why now? Where’s it been? Lost or something?’


‘No idea. Just turned up at Dad’s with the rest of the post.’


‘Today?’


‘Yesterday. Katie brought it into work this morning on her way past. It didn’t get to my desk until I was leaving tonight.’


‘Jesus,’ she says again.


‘I opened it on the tube,’ I tell her. ‘I think I knew. It was the handwriting.’


We look at each other in the dim light of Priscilla’s bedroom, our chests rising and falling, silence between us, as music, laughter, and chatter from the party below thumps through the floor.


‘Bloody hell,’ says Priscilla again into the silence. ‘How do you feel?’


I shrug. ‘I don’t know. Slightly sick actually. Confused. A bit sad. Seeing his name again, saying it—’ The words get stuck in my throat. I really don’t know how I feel. Besides knotted on the inside; veins and bones and tissue and heart twisted together in a ball in my chest.


We sit in silence again. Priscilla stares at a spot on the ceiling, then at the floor, then back down at the letter in her hand. ‘Shit,’ she mutters. ‘Mad,’ she says, over and over, picking up the envelope beside her on the edge of the bed and studying it, back and front, turning it over in her hand. She smiles, her manicured finger is pressed on the post mark. It’s dated two days ago.


‘Reading,’ she says. ‘So, what, Roman’s in Reading now? All those years and he’s a couple of hours away?’


‘Who knows?’ I say. ‘He could be anywhere, P – could’ve been anywhere.’


Priscilla beams down at the envelope and letter, one in each hand. ‘This is amazing, really. I mean, if you really think about it.’ Priscilla shakes her head in disbelief. ‘What’re you going to do?’


I fold my arms across my body. My pulse hammers in my throat. ‘Nothing.’


‘Nothing?’ says Priscilla, her eyes snapping up to look at me. The sudden burst of sound, such a contrast to speaking so softly over the humdrum of the party below, makes me sit up. ‘Sorry, babe, it’s just … don’t you want to know?’


I lift my shoulders to my ears. ‘But know what? It was years ago, P.’


‘I dunno,’ she says, quietly. ‘To find out why you got this now, where it came from, what he means?’


Heat flashes across my cheeks. ‘P, we were teenagers when he wrote this. Kids.’


Priscilla’s brow furrows. ‘But this isn’t just a kid, is it, Lizzie? This is Roman. Like … actual, real, Roman.’ She studies my face for a second, but I’m not even sure I’m breathing. My head is rushing with blood. I am frozen; stunned, I suppose, by all the questions, by the memories, trickling in, slowly, one by one. ‘And now you have this,’ carries on Priscilla, ‘you could probably trace this back, or at least try. Look, we know it was stamped in Reading, so maybe we could call the sorting office—’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘But you could just find out where it came from,’ says Priscilla. She’s turned now, so she’s looking right at me, eyes wide and glinting with excitement, beside me on the bed. Like she’s hatching a plan, and she wants me on board. ‘It was only sent two days ago …’


‘Yes, but written twelve years ago,’ I say. ‘He’s a man now, Priscilla. A grown man, probably getting on with his life and, knowing Roman, living in some sort of weird yurt in some tribal village with wolves for friends, and playing his bass. He probably hasn’t a clue this was even lost.’


Priscilla looks at the letter in her hands, her eyes narrowed, as if looking for a detail she might have missed. ‘But how can it be lost if it was only just posted?’


I swallow. ‘I – I don’t know.’ My arms are pricked with goosebumps. That’s the thing that’s jarring, that’s what playing on my mind, apart from the meaning behind the words inside, apart from wanting to know why he was sorry. So sorry, in fact. The idea that it was sent two days ago purposely. By him.


Priscilla brings her arms around herself and looks at me, sadly.


‘Bloody hell, P,’ I say, my voice shaking. ‘I really thought that you would … I don’t know, tell me it was cute, reminisce a bit, and then tell me to chuck it or something. That it’s been years, and how spooky, and how weird, now let’s go and have some mini crab cakes and watch Perry dance to Ricky Martin.’


Priscilla laughs. Light catches in her eyes, the colour of burnt sugar. ‘It is cute,’ she says. ‘And it is spooky. But you can’t chuck this, babe. You can’t just leave this.’ She places her hand on mine. ‘I don’t really know what any of this means, but … there must be a reason you’ve got this now – today – all these years later.’


I shake my head.


‘Lizzie, you could even find him—’


‘Priscilla,’ I say.


She stops. We stare at each other. I take the letter from her hands and push it back into the envelope. She watches me, biting the corner of her lip. Eventually, she nods.


‘Nothing,’ Priscilla says, her shoulders deflating. ‘Fine. OK. Nothing.’


‘Nothing,’ I say.




Chapter Two


Three boxes. That’s all my childhood whittles down to. Three cardboard boxes, the tape crunchy and curling with age, and a shoebox of keyrings that I collected from every holiday and day out we had from about the age of six. All tat; plastic boats, enamel shapes of countries and counties, dusty teddy bears too big for keychains really, but each one carefully and meticulously picked out. Each one with its own story of a moment in time.


‘So, hang on a minute,’ Nathan had puffed, this afternoon, creaking down the steps of Dad’s loft ladder, a split bin bag of dusty clothes bundled in his arms. ‘You have just dumped a box full of perfectly good oils and pastels, but you’re going to keep … that?’


‘For memories,’ I told him, squeezing a squeaky plastic pig keyring in his face.


He’d smirked, dumping the bin bag on the landing, next to a line of boxes and an old ironing board. ‘See, if you’d left me in charge, I’d have binned those and kept the paints and pencils and stuff.’


I shrugged. ‘But you can get paints from anywhere. I could never buy or collect all these again.’ I looked down into the shoebox held against my stomach. ‘I can tell you where I was when I bought every single one of these.’


Nathan cocked an eyebrow. ‘Go on then,’ he said. ‘The squeaky pig.’


‘Easy,’ I said. ‘Oakwood Farm with you, Mum and Dad. Dad got reflux from the scone in the farm café and she told him he was fat and killing himself with dairy and they didn’t speak for the rest of the day.’


Nathan laughed. ‘And uh …’ He fished about in the box, chains jangling. ‘This one? This bear thing.’


‘Alton Towers with Priscilla and her parents. We were fourteen.’


‘Is that one a … rose?’


‘Peonie. Some urban botanical garden place in a dome. Suffolk, I think.’


‘With Hubble,’ Nathan stated, incorrectly, more than asked, dusting his top down with his hand, and I swallowed at the sound of my grandad’s name.


‘No,’ I told him, lowering my voice. ‘Dad. Two weeks after Mum left him and he went a bit mad and kept taking me to weird places because he couldn’t bear to be in the house with all her stuff.’


Nathan raised both eyebrows, as the sound of Dad’s feet began to pound the stairs. ‘Bloody hell, Liz. Your memory’s a Tardis. I don’t even remember when I last took a shit.’


‘Right,’ said Dad, breathlessly, as he’d reached the top of the stairs, hand rubbing the side of his big tummy, as if kneading out a stitch, ‘car’s full for the tip. Lizzie, did you still want a lift home, darlin’?’ As Dad helped me gather up the last of the boxes, he stopped at the top of the stairs and said, ‘And it was last night, Nathan, when Britain’s Got Talent was on. You took so long, poor Katie had to wee in a bucket.’


I hadn’t planned to open the boxes. I was going to slide all three of them to the back of my wardrobe, drape them with an old winter coat and save them for another day, for when I was ready – whenever that’d be – but when I sat cross-legged by the wardrobe after Dad dropped me home, boxes stacked beside me, I saw a glimmer of orange through a loose flap of cardboard – the amber of an old college prospectus. 2005. I pulled it out, scraps of old drawings and doodles scattering from its pages like a switch had been pressed on a fan, the want to open it was like a hand, shoving me. Now, I sit staring at it, my hands carefully, peeling back the layers and layers of memories, one by one, as thunder rumbles outside, and a cup of tea turns cold on the carpet next to me.


I remember packing this box; tearing photos and papers off my bedroom walls, pulling every piece of evidence of The Grove, of him, from every crevice and shelf, and pushing them deep, deep down. It was January, 2006, a month of nothing but grey skies and howling winds. I remember the intense need for it all to go away as I packed. I remember my eyes, swollen and gritty from weeks of crying, and holding that gift in my hand one last time before I buried that too – the strong, heavy book wrapped loosely in the crinkled black tissue paper it came in, its gold gift tag still attached, still waiting to be used. And I remember the disc – the CD I made in a hurry, dragging over folders of conversations, hundreds of them automatically saved over one year, and picking and choosing what was worth saving; what would be most important to Future Me. The me who would one day unpeel the wrinkling tape. The Lizzie James who would know the answers to all life’s questions and be strong enough to look back.


I find the CD easily now, between the pages of my old art book – front cover stamped with a sticker that says ‘Lizzie J, group B’ – and balance it on the end of my finger. ‘Lizzie laptop’ is scrawled on it in black marker in my sixteen-year-old self ’s handwriting. I stretch over to my bed and pull my laptop onto the floor with me. I slide the disc into the tray. Thunder rumbles, like a grumbling monster outside in the humid night. The air is so dense this evening, it’s like breathing static electricity.


The computer whirs, and I’m seconds – millimetres – away from ejecting it now, throwing it back in the box, taping up the lid, and shoving it – shoving everything – back to where it was. Hidden. Forgotten. But something in me wants to open it; a part that’s been lying dormant for twelve years and has been roused since opening Roman’s letter on Friday. I can’t stop thinking about it; about him. Us. That year.


The computer fan silences and there’s the soft crunching sound of the computer’s gizzards. The folder opens. And there it all is, as if it’s been waiting all this time. Everything worth saving.


I scroll and scroll. Music, school essays, photographs – mostly of bands, some of me, razor-cut bob, thick fringe, and eyes smudged with an awful lilac eye shadow I thought looked fabulous, all taken with a digital camera pointing into my dusty bedroom mirror. Then I stop, cursor hovering over a folder. The ends of my fingers sting with the urge to slam the lid shut, but I click twice, and for a beat, I don’t think it’s going to work, corrupt with age or something, but then the screen turns white. It stutters. ‘Roman’ opens.




This PC/D: Lizzie Laptop/Roman/


Roman signed in on 29/09/04 21:54


Roman: Did you know that otters are actually aggressive arsewipes?


Lizzie: um … no?


Roman: Yep. Watching a documentary and they’re proper sick dickheads.


Roman: Just telling you. In case it ever comes up on your GCSEs.


Lizzie: hahaha


Lizzie: “Who are the biggest dickheads in the animal kingdom? Please answer and explain below …”


Roman: and/or arsewipes*


Lizzie: sorry. course. and/or arsewipes*


Roman: Think I might announce it to the group tomorrow.


Lizzie: I dare ya.


Roman: “I sit before you, a changed man after a week of discovery.”


Lizzie: hahahaha


Roman: “For I unearthed the groundbreaking fact that otters are dark dark shits who would never survive a day in the court of law.”


Lizzie: pissing myself.


Lizzie: shit! think I just woke my dad up.


Roman: Good.


Roman: :)


Lizzie: :)


Lizzie: not sure even that announcement will beat the giant ball sack that girl painted today in art tho – that was real bravery.


Roman: Jade. She’s a lifer like me.


Lizzie: the girl with the white hair?


Roman: Yeah, the one who drew the bollocks.


Roman: Good word that … bollocks:)


Lizzie: bollocks:)


Lizzie: didn’t realise Jade was a lifer btw. She seems OK …


Roman: whereas I’m quite obviously NOT?


Roman: :P


Lizzie: haha, you know what I mean.


Roman: Yeah. Jade talks a good talk. She’s strong.


Roman: But nobody goes to the grove for nothing Lizzie J.


Roman: not one of us.


Lizzie: I guess not.


Lizzie: well unless you’re just a misunderstood genius miles ahead of his time …


Roman: Who knows a lot of crap about ruffian otters.


Lizzie: yep


Roman: and has the devastatingly handsome smile of a fallen archangel.


Lizzie: errrrm …


Roman: and the rippling physique of a Greek warrior.


Lizzie: ok now I haven’t a clue who you possibly could be talking about.









Chapter Three


‘Ludicrous. Absolutely bloody ludicrous!’


‘Gail, please, I think we should discuss this.’


‘Last year you had us dress as nurses. Nurses! And you had the cheek to say it was to raise awareness of the flailing NHS. Yeah. Course it was. As if you give two hooeys.’


‘Gail …’


‘No, Tim. No. OK? Just no.’


Priscilla and I stand peering out of the sliver of the open door of my unnecessarily tiny accounts office. My boss, Calvin, is standing behind us watching, enrapt like me and Priscilla, as Sad Gail Travers, the saddest and most barbaric of all Fisher and Bolt Stationery’s sales reps, tears Tim Bunting, the sales manager, a brand spanking new arsehole. Gail’s outbursts happen often, although concealed deep in here, in this doom-filled shoebox of an office, I usually miss them and have to relive them vicariously through Priscilla at lunchtimes. Not today, though. And today’s is a humdinger. Not quite a chinned-Gerry-in-the-warehouse humdinger, but it’s up there, and it’s the sort of distraction I have been holding out for this week. A little nod from the universe that all is still well.


‘Tim must’ve sent the email,’ whispers Priscilla, her cheek squashed against mine. Calvin looms behind us, the Very Serious Gossip-Abhorring Accounts Manager mask that he wears is dangling at his chin.


‘What email?’ he asks.


Priscilla shrugs. ‘He wants our department to dress up in school uniform on Friday. You know … for charity.’


‘And?’ says Cal.


I slowly look upwards. Calvin is staring out across the office floor, face screwed up, mouth gaping; it’s his ‘I forgot my bloody glasses’ face. He left them at home this morning. His wife, Eva, called to tell him she found them on one of the twins’ highchairs and somehow, it turned into an argument about the horrendous way in which Calvin had parked the car last Wednesday, and the fact he kept her up last night because he has nostrils like a lawnmower.


‘Well, Gail thinks he’s a pervert,’ Priscilla continues, ‘so she’s dead against it, of course.’


‘A what?’


‘A pervert, Cal,’ I whisper. Priscilla nods and goes to take a bite of her sandwich, but stops, when her mobile phone bursts into song on my desk. She straightens and goes to answer it.


‘Well that’s rubbish, that is,’ Calvin flaps. I look back up at him. He’s shaking his whopping meathead and his mouth is a hard, appalled line. ‘Tim Bunting isn’t a pervert, of course he bloody isn’t.’


‘I didn’t say it,’ I tell him. ‘Gail did. Although, to be fair, such an accusation doesn’t exactly shock me.’


‘Well, he isn’t,’ Cal tuts. ‘He has a wife, Lizzie. He has kids.’


I snort a laugh. ‘Oh, well in that case, he must be innocent. Just like all those prisoners with wives and kids, all those murderers and savages …’


Calvin pushes off from the door frame and shoves his hands in his pockets. ‘She’s hardly an upstanding citizen herself, though, is she?’ He sits down at his desk. ‘She nuts people in the workplace, chins innocent men trying to earn a crust. She deserves the sack if you ask me.’


‘And thankfully, Cal,’ I say, turning back to look at him, ‘nobody is.’


Cal smiles, picking up something that looks like a gigantic pastry brain in both hands. I have never seen someone handle pastry the way Cal handles it. It’s like he’s cradling glass, or the breast of a beautiful woman. It was one of the things Priscilla told me about him before my first day here, six years ago. ‘You’ll never meet a man more in love with the notion of eating. You wait until we have a board meeting with free cake. He almost climaxes.’


‘Well,’ chews Calvin. ‘Nice to see the back-chat is back.’


I laugh. ‘Me? Did it ever leave?’


I look past Calvin to Priscilla, who’s on a spare chair at the end of my desk. She’s talking in a low voice into her phone and her hand is over her ear, her face is turned away from us.


‘Ah, I dunno,’ Cal shrugs. The enormous ham and cheese croissant is inches from his mouth. Gary, our clammy, bumbling, lone IT guy, brought it in for him at the start of our lunch break, and neither had said a word when he’d placed it down. Calvin had just looked up at him, watery-eyed, and Gary had sashayed off. They’re unlikely friends, really, Calvin and Gary, although I guess people used to say the same about Priscilla and me, at school. But there is one common interest that keeps their relationship ever-spiced: baked goods. Both are obsessed with pastry and specifically, the tray bakes Hiking Sarah often brings in. ‘You’ve just been quiet lately,’ Calvin carries on. ‘Even more so this week.’


‘Have I?’


‘Mmm,’ he munches. Behind him, Priscilla hangs up. She stares at the desk for a moment unblinking, her hands, one on top of the other over her phone on the desk. I bet Chris’s ex-wife Mandy’s been on the phone again. She rings Chris a lot, harping on about how Chris doesn’t discipline their daughter, Summer, enough on the weekends, and nothing irritates Priscilla more. ‘You’ve been a bit … what’s it they say?’ Calvin says. ‘Away with the fairies? Somewhere else. You know. Not your usual self.’


Priscilla looks at me then, at the sound of those last words, as if someone called her name. Her glassy eyes search my face.


‘Well, I am fine, Sir Meathead.’ I clear my throat, turning to look back out through the gap in the door. ‘Now, I’d appreciate it if you would shush. Sad Gail has just brought the Suffragettes into this and I won’t hesitate to kill you if you make me miss it.’


The truth is I haven’t been anywhere for the last few weeks – not away with the fairies, not anywhere else. Nowhere. I’ve just been here, living solely in my own head, which feels like standing in a dark tunnel of a thousand chattering voices, talking a thousand words a minute, overlapping, urgent, each voice trying to be heard. It’s exhausting. I’m exhausted. I’m not sure when it started. Maybe it was turning twenty-eight that did it – my ‘scary’ age, the age that always seemed miles into the future, the time when I’d be brave enough to be exactly who I wanted to be. Maybe it’s Dad, moving in with his long-term girlfriend, Linda, and moving out of the home my childhood played out within; the rooms slowly transforming as things are sold, or thrown away, or moved out. Maybe it was those boxes; all those drawings, books, plans, and the hope that was attached to it all – the world that was waiting for us. Or maybe it was all of it, finally coming to a simmer. And now there’s the letter, of course – Roman’s letter – landing in the centre of it all, causing everything to boil over and spill over the edges. It’s the questions more than anything I think, getting heavier the longer they sit there unanswered. The whys, the wheres, the hows. My mind is brimming with them, bowing with them, like rain-filled tarpaulin, and as hard as I try, I can think of nothing else besides Roman Meyers. Nothing besides The Grove and that year. Roman’s letter, lost, that somehow made its way back to me too many years too late; too late for any of it to have any meaning now.


On Sunday night, I sat staring at the hundreds of instant messenger conversations on the disc, scrolling and scrolling, watching them drift up the screen; these tiny little windows into us. Roman and me. Talking. Frozen in time. I’d scanned over a few at first, lump in my throat, scared to read too much, but then I couldn’t help but stop to take in the words. And as I read, I felt him coming to life again. I could hear his voice, as if there was a tape playing, could remember how his arm felt, heavy and strong over my shoulder, and how we’d sit, like that, in Sea Fog, squashed together, legs up on the flimsy vinyl-wood table, talking, singing, eating chips, and praying that when the time came for me to open the narrow caravan door to go home, we’d find that we’d somehow missed the end of the world, and we were the only ones who remained.


‘S’cuse us, Liz, out the way.’


‘Uh?’


‘Chop, chop, out the way, excuse et moi.’ Cal taps on the top of my arm with the back of his hand, which clutches a piece of paper.


‘Cal, no,’ I say. ‘You can’t possibly think of going out there. Gail’s still on one.’


‘Don’t talk daft.’ Cal pulls open the office door.


‘But it’s an unsecured area,’ I say, pressing my hands to my chest. ‘Keith just went over to use the photocopier and Gail actually mistook him for a predator and snarled at him, with all of her teeth …’


‘I need to speak to Niall,’ Calvin chuckles, jaw still chewing a mouthful of croissant. ‘He’s going at one, I need to catch him before he leaves.’


‘But think of Gerry’s nose,’ I whisper, frantically. ‘It still looks like a beef tomato and it’s been weeks since she chinned him …’


Cal walks out.


I look round at Priscilla and grin. She bursts out laughing.


‘It really does look like a beef tomato, doesn’t it?’ She pulls open the lid of her lunchbox. ‘How’s Tim doing out there? She disembowelled him yet?’


‘Unfortunately not, P.’


‘Shame.’ She tilts her Tupperware box towards me. ‘Brownie?’


‘If they’re the ones you make with sweet potato and all those seeds—’


‘Nope,’ smiles Priscilla. ‘Made with all the bad stuff.’


I join Priscilla over at my desk. We eat our brownies in silence, occasionally narrowing our eyes and nodding at each other in agreed ecstasy at the dense slabs of sticky deliciousness in our hands. It reminds me of those times we’d raid the school cafeteria of all the custard doughnuts the loose change in our blazer pockets could buy, and eat them on tables in empty form rooms at lunchtime, talking about what we’d become and who we would be, and what we imagined certain teachers looked like with their pants off.


‘Was that Chris on the phone?’ I ask, not looking up from scrolling through eBay.


‘Mmm? Just now?’


I nod.


‘Yeah,’ Priscilla sighs and leans back in her chair. ‘It was nothing. You know, just … a disagreement.’


I pause and look over at her.


‘Oh, I dunno.’ Priscilla lifts her bony shoulders to her ears, chewing slowly. Her eyes drop to her lap. ‘Being a step-mum to a fourteen-year-old at twenty-eight. It’s hard sometimes, Liz. Most of the time I feel way out of my depth and like I’m just not cut out for the whole thing – mood swings, messy bedrooms, homework, karate classes …’ Priscilla waves her hand in the air, as if she’s batting away a fly. ‘Anyway. It’s nothing, really. I just told Chris that this morning – that it’s too much for me sometimes, a teenager to parent when I don’t even have a child of my own yet. Not to mention the drama of Bandy Mandy and her blaming us for every bad grade, every bit of bad behaviour, and well,’ Priscilla sighs, ‘I may have accidentally said it in the style of a tactless motherfucker.’


I laugh at that and Priscilla breaks into a smile – her lips are a deep plum colour today. I don’t know how she pulls it off. I think if I walked in with lips that colour, Cal would sound the alarms and drag Boring Jeremy from marketing in for first aid assistance.


‘He was just ringing with an olive branch,’ continues Priscilla, fiddling with the piece of brownie between her thumb and finger. ‘You know Chris. Hates arguing.’


I wrap my hands around my mug of tea. ‘I’m sure he gets it, though, Priscilla. Anyone would. He finds it hard enough at the moment, and he’s her dad.’


Priscilla nods. ‘He does,’ she says, breathing deeply. ‘I’m lucky. I know that.’ Then she straightens in her chair and says, ‘And what about you?’


‘Me?’


‘Yeah. Are you OK? You know, since Roman’s letter and everything.’


I nod, so hard, that what feels like a ball is shaken free and rolls around in my skull.


‘Yes,’ I lie, turning back to my computer and opening my emails. ‘Fine. I mean of course I’ve been thinking about him and I’ve read it probably five hundred times now but … it is what it is, isn’t it?’


Priscilla smiles and bows her head in one nod. ‘Yeah. I suppose.’ She dusts the ends of her fingers of crumbs and leans back in her chair, phone in hand. I take the last bite of brownie and glance at my screen. A new email from my brother, like I get most Thursday afternoons. Today he’s asking me to get some biscuits on my way to Dad’s later. ‘Dad says nice ones. M&S or something?’


‘Lizzie,’ says Priscilla. I nod, fingers tapping the keys. When she says nothing else, I look at her. She’s staring at me, nibbling the corner of her lip. I stop chewing.


‘What? What is it?’


Priscilla pauses and puts her phone down on the desk. She straightens it with her fingers then looks up at me.


‘I found something.’


‘Mmm?’


‘To do with Roman.’


I can’t swallow. The brownie sits in my throat, a disintegrating lump. She stares at me, waiting for a response.


‘I know you said you didn’t want to, Liz, but—’


‘Priscilla …’


‘I know, I know, but I couldn’t help myself,’ she says, fanning her hand at her face, the way people do on films, when they start to cry or accidentally touch something disgusting. ‘You know what I’m like, Lizzie, I’m like a fucking dog with a bone with stuff like this.’


I raise my eyebrows at her, but I can’t speak.


‘But it’s driving me mad. I haven’t been able to stop wondering about it. Have you?’


I hesitate, but eventually, shake my head. Priscilla smiles gently.


‘So, I Googled DDC, ’cause those letters in the logo at the top of the paper are really bugging me,’ she says, leaning forward, forearms resting on the desk. ‘And I got nothing, Lizzie. Zilcho. It’s too vague. I mean, there are a billion companies called DDC – IT places, clothes shops, building firms, people. DDC could literally be anything.’


I don’t react. Because I already know. I couldn’t not search for it myself. The headed paper Roman’s letter is written on has a logo made up of the letters ‘DDC’ in gold-brown at the top, but nothing else – no address, no phone number, nothing. I don’t know what I was expecting or hoping to see, but still I found myself typing the letters into a search engine, little sparks of hope drifting like embers from my fingertips as I typed.


 ‘So,’ Priscilla continues. ‘On the envelope there’s a stamp, isn’t there? A tree in the bottom corner.’


I pause, furrow my brow. ‘You mean the recycled paper logo?’


‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Well, no, see it’s not a recycled paper thing. I thought it was too, but when you look closely, it’s a pear tree, and the trunk of the tree is actually a fish.’


I don’t say anything. I just watch her; her eyes the shape of mint leaves, the apples of her cheeks always taut, and her perfect, perfect skin. I remember that being one of the first things I noticed about Priscilla – after her ridiculous cackle, of course; her flawless light brown skin, always smooth and glowing. Nothing like my typical teenage skin was. Dry one day, and as greasy as lard the next, and where foundation went to clump, gather, and die.


‘I thought it was weird when I saw it. That’s why it stuck with me,’ rambles Priscilla, the pad of her index finger swiping and tapping on the screen of her phone. ‘So, I went a bit Sherlock Holmes, had a search, and that’s when I found out it isn’t just any fish. It’s a trout.’


‘Right?’


‘And this came up.’ Priscilla flips the phone over to show me the screen. And there it is. The little bottle green tree logo at the corner of the envelope Roman’s letter came in. The exact same.


Priscilla stares at me for a moment, then her lips slowly lift into a smile. ‘So, I kept delving.’


I can hardly bear waiting for her to speak. She is dancing around the words as if they are burning coals.


‘And it was easy, really, once I’d found that.’


‘Right?’


‘See, once I’d found—’


‘Priscilla, for Christ’s sake,’ I blurt, ‘can you please just spit it out?’


‘I found an address, Lizzie,’ she says. ‘I think I’ve found where Roman’s letter came from.’




This PC/D: Lizzie Laptop/Roman/


Roman signed in on 04/03/05 20:16


Roman: I’m still laughing.


Lizzie: i’m not! i’m mortifed.


Roman: Why!?


Lizzie: because she was so rude to you. i’m sorry Ro.


Roman: I honestly couldn’t give a shit, it was hilarious.


Roman: And don’t say sorry. Your auntie Sharon’s a knobber but that’s not your fault.


Lizzie: hubble chucked her cake in the bin when she left.


Lizzie: he was angry, i could tell. he said for us to go there again after the grove tomorrow. if you wanna?


Roman: Oh no, not her amazing pineapple cake! :o :o :o


Roman: And cool. That’s nice of him. Thanks :)


Lizzie: she really believed you when you said you’d never seen a pineapple before.


Roman: Well that’s the thing about us kids who live on council estates. We only eat spam and Findus pancakes. A pineapple could be anything to us ;)


Lizzie: I think I died when you put it to your ear and said hello?


Roman: hahahahaha


Roman: Just a shame she snatched it off me before I could do something else with it.


Lizzie: lol. I do not want to know.


Roman: Mind out the gutter J :)


Roman: So I’ll see you in the morning?


Lizzie: yep.


Lizzie: and come to hubble’s with me after for dinner?


Roman: It’s TEA. :P


Roman: But course. I’m there. Let me know if Shall’s coming. I’ll bring her some Special Brew.







Chapter Four


My brother leans against the kitchen counter, his mouth a gawping ‘o’.


‘What?’ he whispers. ‘What’s the big deal?’


‘I just can’t believe you didn’t mention they were coming.’


‘I forgot. End of story.’


‘But you know, Nathan. You have always known to tell me when Auntie Shall is anywhere near the vicinity, to warn me, so I can you know, not come, or get Norovirus or something equally awful—’


‘Well, I didn’t this time. Get over it.’


‘No, I will not get over it, because I don’t actually believe for one second that you forgot.’


‘I do,’ says Nathan, crunching a chocolate finger in half and shrugging. The kettle rumbles beside him as Katie rushes about, lining up mugs on the countertop. ‘Because guess what, Lizzie? Humans forget stuff sometimes. And shock horror, call the fucking papers, I am human.’


It’s Thursday evening, and like every Thursday evening, I am at Dad’s for dinner. It’s something Nathan, Katie and I have been doing for about thirteen years now, ever since Mum left Dad and the chaos and heartache of everything simmered down. It was something Dad seemed adamant on doing after his dad died, too. I guess we needed a new constant – something to rely on again, like Hubble always was – and since then, that’s how it’s been. Occasionally it’s Linda too, Dad’s girlfriend, but mostly it’s us four, a tray of steaming, homemade lasagne, a dish of crumble, bundled on the sofa watching rubbish soaps in the honey-glow of Dad’s lamp-lit living room. And that’s where we should be now; watching EastEnders, snuggled on the sofa, passing bourbon creams around and discussing Max Branning’s life choices as if they are those of a dear friend. We’re not though, and that’s because sitting in the next room on the sofa instead, is Dad’s soft wally of a brother, Uncle Pete, and his wife – uppity, sour-faced Auntie Shall who treats me like I am somewhere between a puzzle she wouldn’t dare begin to solve, and a Harry from Harry and the Hendersons type character – someone of sub-zero intelligence, who is experiencing human family life for the first time. They’re here because they have an announcement to make apparently, which may have piqued my intrigue for a second had they not made approximately 7654 ‘announcements’ in my twenty-eight-year-long life. Their last one was made over lunch at The Toby Carvery, and it was the news that Uncle Pete was getting a vasectomy.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘A beautifully observed study of love, social issues and real life’

JILL MANSELL

€

(lese T
Hemy

A LETTER FROM HER PAST COULD SOLVE
THE MYSTERY OF A LIFETIME

== o~
B

o~ N

_W__%_- "

Lo louis.






OEBPS/images/title.jpg





