

[image: Cover]






[image: image]







THE BOY



Summer 2008







1



The boy will live and die here: on this street that cuts the heart of town.


A quaint street by day: a corridor of boutique shops and higgledy-piggledy markets arranged over a bridge. The bridge rises, plateaus and falls in so gentle an arc that until today, its incline was imperceivable to the boy. Here he comes, the newest boy in town, watching his shadow advance over a patchwork of paving slabs alongside his auntie’s.


‘Wait,’ the boy’s auntie says.


The boy, named Kwasi, stops.


As he waits, he looks around. There, on the wall by the post box, is a familiar poster. The poster is a recent addition to many of the shop windows on this street. It shows a cast of figures dancing, and a smile of multicoloured bunting hanging across a cloudless sky. The letters are too swirly to read, but their meaning is clear enough; something is going to happen here soon.


Ahead, shoppers flurry from the supermarket.


‘Wait-wait,’ the boy’s auntie says again. She is considering her shopping list, which she has written in blue ink on the back of a receipt. This time, as he waits, the boy looks at his shoes. A crack has split the pavement where he stands, and runs from there into the road. The road here is like the crust of a bread roll that has swollen and cracked. Traffic slows, approaching the scar of potholes, and one by one, vehicles hiccup over the fault.


The street slopes downhill ahead, where town is an array of glass fronts and awnings, from the off-licence to the chip shop: parks and churches, schools and homes, a small piece in the puzzle of London.


‘Let’s go,’ the boy’s auntie says, and folds her list away. ‘Come.’


They walk a little further before the boy’s auntie stops again, this time by a sign: a blackened sign, between the newsagent’s and the old cinema, that proclaims in bold letters, ‘High Street’. These words appear on several streets across the city, and more around the country; no street name is more common. Seeing these letters now, the boy understands: this busy street rests upon a bridge he cannot see, and he is standing at its highest point. Before reading these words, he assumed this place was called Hi Street, since everyone says hello: mums with pushchairs and granddads walking dogs.


His auntie – whom he has named Auntie Aha, for her staccato laughter – is saying hi to someone now, under the greengrocer’s canopy. Kwasi stands still and listens. He is searching for a sound beneath the conversation, and beneath the noise of traffic, that might reveal what lies under the bridge on which town rests. He pictures a river of quicksand, a poisonous bog.


Auntie Aha glances his way, now her friend has gone inside. She picks up a coconut and shakes it.


‘Hello,’ comes a familiar voice. Excitement prickles Kwasi’s shoulders. Here is the Wednesday Woman, with her pushchair. She comes to town by bus each week when the shop has African foods. She wears a long orange dress today that matches the ribbon in her baby’s hair.


‘How are you, Kwasi?’ she asks. ‘εte sεn?’


‘Fine, thank you,’ he says.


Auntie Aha returns, holding two garden eggs. Kwasi gets a gloomy feeling at the sight of those pale yellow eggs – he previously tried to hatch one, expecting a miniature garden to unfold from inside it. He kept it for some time before it rotted soft, and Ma made him throw it away.


‘Are you ready for school?’ asks the Wednesday Woman. ‘I am sure you can’t wait to make new friends.’


‘Yes, thank you,’ Kwasi says. He pulls his bravest smile.


‘Ahaha. He will have his new uniform soon. Won’t you?’ Auntie Aha says. ‘Year two.’


‘Wow,’ the Wednesday Woman says. ‘Such a big boy.’


The shopkeeper comes out behind them both. He asks if they want to see the yams.


‘I’ll come back,’ the Wednesday Woman says. She tells her baby to say bye, and as usual the baby says nothing, and off they go down the street.


‘Let’s see your plantain,’ Auntie Aha says. She follows the shopkeeper inside.


Kwasi slips away. He goes where his shadow, a stout, dark arrow, leads. Past the butcher’s and the laundrette. The ground here is speckled with pale purple gum stains. Weeds sprout between paving slabs – it is as though a forest is growing underneath, with trees covered in coarse leaves and berries big as beach balls. The crack at the top of the street could be where foliage is about to break through.


Kwasi backs into the felt coats that hang outside a shop. He covers his ears to mute the noise of passing cars, hoping to hear a river that runs beneath.


This much is clear to him: most settlements grow from water. On maps, capital cities balance on borders where green shading meets blue, or by fissures of turquoise. Where water gathers, life grows. He once kept a cup of water under his bed for so long that things grew, writhing squiggly things. He had to throw that away, too.


To listen better, Kwasi closes his eyes. Dadda said that losing one of the five senses sharpens the others. He holds his tongue still in the centre of his mouth to untaste the lingering sweetness from the jelly beans he ate walking to town. It is tricky to forget a sweet taste. The juices of his mouth feel glittery. He bites his lip and imagines himself as one almighty ear.


Water has a language: gurgling and hissing that spreads under his skin and tickles the spaces in his throat that his voice can never fill. The sound of falling water usually means his bath is being drawn and Ma’s shouts will follow. There is no sound of water here, only traffic and bicycle whistles, which combined with muffled chit-chat melt to a gluey hush beneath his palm. Blood swishes in his ears, and there goes the thunking of his heart.


Kwasi glances down the street. Clusters of teenagers in puffed-up jackets and women in flapping scarves; joggers who huff by with music ticking from their headphones – there is no sign of Auntie Aha’s tan coat, nor of the long umbrella she holds at her waist as though it is a sword. She must be paying for things inside the shop. Auntie Aha makes exploring town easy, for she takes her time talking to shopkeepers, and to cans and cartons upon shelves. ‘Not today, not you,’ she says. ‘But as for you, do you have lactose? You are really tempting me.’


Unlike his other aunties, she won’t fuss when he vanishes. When the church clock strikes five, they will meet at the bus stop to walk home.


A fence glints from the foliage. Kwasi approaches, and grips a metal bar. If he can get to the other side he can climb down and see what flows beneath this bridge.


He scrambles up the railings and tips his weight over.


Should Auntie Aha ask where he went today, he might tell. But she will shake her head if he reveals that all of town lies on a bridge, and that he climbed over the fence and went below, to find a noiseless rush of river.


She will say he is telling stories; that as usual his imagination has carried him away.


Back home, he runs down the corridor to his room. Kicks off his trainers and slides paper from under his bed. Pencils have escaped his pouch and rolled away; he pats in the darkness and retrieves the blue, the green, the purple. Hunched on the floor, he fills a page with the river. The river he scribbles green, because the blue pencil is blunt and the sharpener is still missing. When the drawing is complete, he stands and peels the edge of his newest scene – the chestnut tree by the laundrettes – from the wall and pulls some of the Blu Tack off to reuse. He takes more from behind the best picture, a self-portrait depicting his round head, the mouth set low over his chin, the mouth his aunties always pinch shut. He has drawn his nose as a circle there, and above it the eyes that stream through springtime.


Blu Tack in hand, Kwasi climbs onto his bed and onto the chest of drawers. Keeping steady, he stretches and presses the new drawing over the crack in the wallpaper. Then he sits on his bed and looks up at the four pictures: the river, the chestnut tree, the self-portrait, and a third drawing, of a man crayoned in tangerine and brown. Kwasi tells everyone it is Rambo, but really, it is Kwasi. It is the shadow inside him, a bright shadow crumpled up to fit.


After dinner, aunties come in for his laundry, and choose from the wigs and uniforms they keep in his wardrobe. Auntie May steps in, talking on her phone: ‘Oh. Daabi. Oh no no. Yes. Please.’


No one looks up at the wall where the secret river flows over a page.


When Kwasi has washed and put on his pyjamas, Dadda hulks in, and sucks the space away. He sits on the edge of Kwasi’s bed and tells of a cunning spider’s mischief, in his voice that shakes the walls. Ma appears in the doorway and watches with soft eyes. They tuck Kwasi into bed and instruct him to sleep well.
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The uniform arrives in a cloudy plastic bag, announcing itself in crackles. Ma shakes the bag upside-down and out tumble a white shirt and a pair of black trousers. A jumper: bright blue and soft on his fingers.


‘Careful,’ Ma says. ‘Don’t tear the tag.’


Kwasi pulls the jumper over his face, looking through the little holes.


He zombie-runs from his room with his arms outstretched. He hops down the stairs and through the corridor dodging and ducking aunties’ hands. Outside, the sky’s brilliance cuts through pores in the knitted blue. A new game: imagining how fish see.


‘Let him play,’ Auntie May says, when Ma shouts for him to come and try on his trousers.


Auntie May gets it: these days are running out, hot blue-and-yellow days, when he has played every game twice and nothing remains but to coax an auntie to town where the people are. Something big is going to happen there, he can feel it, as clearly as he feels he will miss this newness soon, just as he misses Fridays at his best friend Tim’s house, fish fingers, peas and ketchup.


Kwasi tries to remember others from the old school, but they are orbs of light beyond his reach. Sometimes, before bed, he takes out his leaving card. Everyone drew their faces underneath their goodbyes, but none of the drawings are any good – everyone looks like ruined fruit. When Kwasi puts the card away he prays to meet more friends like Tim. He prays that Ma will let him play out, and that schoolwork will be simpler here.


The months ahead are dense with shapes and sounds he must mimic until they are part of him. Already, he has to try. Meals may no longer be eaten on the floor, surrounded by crayons. If Kwasi perches in the wrong place to pick at his mountain of rice, he and his meal are lifted – typically by Squid, who he has named for her size, bigger than Dadda with long arms and black and purple braids falling in ropes down her back – she carries him to the chair at the table, where the smell of polish comes up from Dadda’s shoes underneath.


Tonight, when Kwasi is lifted, mouth full of velvety plantain mush, and deposited at the table, a knife and fork are thrust under his nose.


This is important, so he tries, a rehearsal for lunchtime at the new school. He tries hardest when Dadda is home, but Dadda’s gaze is a spotlight, and knife and fork meet each other when they should be meeting food. The fork slips and clatters to the floor and then Ma comes and grabs his head and tells him to behave.


Tonight’s meal will not end. The grilled fish watches him from the plate and its eye contains the world, towns and rivers and oceans.


‘Finished?’ Auntie Aha asks, though it is obvious he has not. She plants his water beaker by his plate.


He asks where a fish goes after he eats it.


Her dangly earrings chatter as she laughs.


Ma isn’t amused. ‘Do you want to be the last person eating lunch at your new school too?’


He imagines the fish melting in his tummy and seeping into his blood, flowing into his eyes, making them stronger, so his eyes never need drops again. Strong enough to see underwater.


‘Hello?’ Ma says. ‘Why haven’t you finished?’


‘I don’t like it. I like the fish that’s crispy, the fish Tim’s mum makes.’


‘That is not real fish. And it’s not about what you like. When you do the right thing for long enough, you will enjoy it. If you want to do well at school, you need the correct fuel.’


When Ma goes to put the vacuum cleaner away, Auntie Aha takes most of the fish onto her own plate. ‘Finish the rest,’ she says. ‘I want to hear you read before I go to work.’


‘Auntie.’ He prods a slice of carrot with his fork.


‘What is it?’


‘If they say I’m too slow at this school, will we have to move again?’


‘Oh,’ Auntie Aha says. ‘Just try your best.’ She looks up at the doorway, where a patch of buttery yellow remains streaked against the white. Dadda stopped painting this morning and said this shade was too bright for a living room, although it looks fine on the front door. ‘It’s a special place,’ Auntie Aha says, ‘isn’t it? Our yellow house. Ahaha. We are all going to do our best.’ She moves his beaker towards his bowl. ‘Drink up. I haven’t seen you take one sip.’


Drinking water, Kwasi can feel how tender his bones are, and how much he will have to eat to grow. Some sort of river waits inside him, and makes his eyes give way to tears. He gulps the contents of his beaker to wash the hurt out of his throat.


Another river spills at night. He goes to the toilet – twice – before curling in bed and pulling his duvet to his chin. There is no water left in him; even his mouth is dry and bright with mint. But when he wakes, in the bad hours of the night, damp has spread everywhere.
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This yellow house – House Number Six – is barely two months theirs. On sunny mornings with the curtains in each room wide apart, it feels new and vacant. It is busier lately though; aunties keep arriving.


Five, seven, nine. They summon him as boy, and he calls them all Auntie. On Sundays they are happiest, spilling from sofas in perfumed dresses and slipping him toffees.


When Kwasi covers his face, they chide, ‘Stop this baby behaviour. You don’t have long before school starts. We are black, and so we will be twice as good. Do you hear?’


Kwasi nods, though he feels trembly thinking about the new school. Everyone will know each other. The trembling is mostly in his arms, and when the washing machine runs, with his bedsheets spinning behind the clear door, the stairs tremble with him, like the house is nervous too.


Yet more aunties arrive, with glossy wigs and uniforms and new patterns of laughter. Kwasi takes care to notice how each woman sits, slouching or upright, and whether she crosses her legs. He pays attention to the motion of their hands while they talk. He is going to draw everyone before school starts. If more aunties keep coming, Dadda might even reinstate party nights, so they can play music and dance. Those nights were the best thing about the old house, apart from that one Sunday, the week after Ma made him leave school, when all the aunties got up and left and so many policemen arrived, tall and noisy with more voices speaking over radios, and after looking round the house, they talked quietly with Dadda.


After that, fewer aunties visited, only in pairs or threes. Kwasi asked if the policemen had come because of the trouble at his school.


‘Don’t worry,’ Dadda said. ‘It’s not about your schooling.’


Dadda must have fixed whatever happened, since more aunties are visiting again.


This new house has room for all. When Dadda pushed open the door of Number Six, it was clear how vast the house was. Its rooms were ripe with echoes, the ceilings bounced back Dadda’s voice and the thuds of his steps. Sunlight streaked the floorboards, dripped off metal bones of chairs and door handles.


‘Can we go to town with everyone,’ he asks Squid after dinner one Sunday, ‘to show the new aunties the park?’ Squid, Auntie Aha and Auntie May, who grabs him and tickles him sore if he looks at her too long, only these aunties will stay. They are Ma and Dadda’s sisters. The others will move on soon, Ma says.


‘We should show them everything before they go,’ he says.


‘Another time,’ Squid says. ‘Why don’t you draw something instead?’


He starts another new drawing, of aunties with the things they bring. Each auntie brings a suitcase and, soon after, a gift: a plant for the kitchen window, a photo frame, a deep saucepan. Cupboards and shelves fill with items from town. Almost every shop has contributed. Kwasi was present to witness most of the moments each item stopped belonging to town and became a part of Number Six.


Excitement bubbles inside when he thinks of it. Sometimes, it is almost enough excitement to cancel out the fear, and the watery feeling he gets when he thinks of all he will have to learn. But at least there is this: if this new school is like the last, he will be asked on the first day to tell one thing he learned over summer. This summer, he has learned how homes are made.


There are still parts of the new house that he has hardly explored. This house has an upstairs, and one spare room where Dadda has set up his computer and left folders in a heap. Kwasi is not to enter that room. Another secret space is in Ma and Dadda’s bedroom: a hiding place inside their wardrobe. Ma calls it a safe.


‘What’s inside?’ Kwasi asked, on that first day.


Dadda said, ‘Boring grown-up papers.’


When telling his classmates how this house became home, he will start from July, when they left the old house. Dadda drove the van, and the aunties rode in the back enthroned on sofas. Kwasi sat on Ma’s lap at the front. He tried to memorise the way, to notice the turns Dadda took and the buildings they passed, so that he could walk back later. He’d go to Tim’s house to play.


He tried to memorise the way, but the drive went on and on. Dark buildings soared, and he could not see their tops even with his face pressed to the glass. And then the buildings gave way to a great river, a grim expanse that showed no trace of blue.


He tugged a handful of Ma’s hair and, when she turned to him, asked, ‘What country is this now?’


Ma, prying her hair from his grip, assured him they were still in Britain, they would always be in Britain, but had crossed to North London.


He will tell his new class about the old house too, how big he felt there, with the walls close together and the rooms padded with bags. The yellow house, in the quiet after bedtime, holds its breath.


It will take a while to get used to having his own room, to the absence of snoring, of sheets tugging around him and the bed creaking. It will take more drawings to cover the walls here too, to make it feel all his.


When they first arrived, Kwasi led his aunties into almost every shop – even the ones with girls’ clothes and mirrors. It is harder now that summer is running out, to get an auntie to take him to town, and although he knows the way, they won’t let him go alone.


‘Only bad children go out alone,’ they say. ‘They go when it is dark because they don’t want people to see.’


Dadda agrees that bad people operate under darkness. Ma says this town has fewer bad people than the last area they lived in, but that doesn’t mean there are no bad people. Auntie May points out the man who sits on the corner by the church, who shouts and sometimes sings. The man looks as though he never bathes.


‘Don’t stare,’ Auntie May says. ‘You will provoke him if you stare.’


Most people walk past that man as though he is not there. It gets easier to do each time.


There are bad places in town too: three shops no auntie will let him enter.


One: a shadowy hall where grown-ups sit or stand and drink, busiest on Sundays. Ma says bad people fill their stomachs with venom there.


The second shop is filled with pillars of colourful lights, screens that flash with shapes and words. People stand jabbing, tapping. Kwasi once wandered near, but Squid caught his arm.


The last shop is important. It does not look like trouble, even though it is the only shop of the three that does not even display that poster, with the bunting and people dancing in the street. This last shop is dainty. On windy days a breeze bubbles behind the blue banner at the front and it ripples. Too many letters crowd the banner, and it takes ages to muster the courage to try to say the word it spells.


Squid, who is with him the day he tries, snorts and laughs. ‘Emergency Relief,’ she says, and wipes her eyes. ‘Emergency. Say it.’


He says nothing. He is in no mood to be mocked.


‘You can call it the Chest. That is what people call it. The Chest of Small Wonders. There is nothing here for us. It’s a very strange place.’


The Chest stands shorter than its neighbours. The shop next door is shuttered. Lime-coloured leaves creep up the building’s seams; someone will open it one day perhaps, and find a forest.


‘Why is that shop a strange place?’ he asks his aunties, but no one will explain.


‘When you are older you will understand,’ they say.


As far as he can see through the glass front, the Chest looks huge, twice as wide as the chip shop, with vases and clocks and lamps and mirrors. Jewellery sparkles from a stand that is shaped like a wintry tree. Sunglasses watch from the shelf behind and everywhere in between are books. Books are squeezed on the ends of shelves, in boxes on the carpet, more books rest on the counter. There are clothes too, hanging limp from the walls. A spiral staircase leads down.


The first time Kwasi draws the Chest, it is raining outside. He sprawls on the sitting-room rug and draws the glass frontage. He scribbles lots of colours inside.


It is hard to know if his drawing is any good because this is a shop that rearranges itself. Collections of photo frames and scarves and vases grow and merge and disappear. Old people go in, with shocks of silver-white hair. Then well-dressed women with pushchairs, and teenagers holding hands.


New people staff the Chest each time he manages to see. Kwasi stands on his toes as he walks by, to see who is behind the counter, but the shopkeepers are often lost, hidden amongst the shelves.


The person most often behind the till is a tall, grey-haired man. The man wears a white collar under a charcoal jumper, and sharply creased trousers. He is almost as tall as Mr Willis, who was the tallest teacher at Kwasi’s old school and the reason why they had to leave. Mr Willis argued with Ma at the school gates. Ma did not win.


‘Schools here are trouble,’ she explained as they marched home that day. ‘There is nothing wrong with you.’ She slowed, and her hand stroked his head. ‘They don’t know anything. We’ll move to Jericho’s school. You miss Jericho, don’t you?’


Kwasi could not remember Jericho. He got a bad feeling, down his back and arms. Ma went on and on about Jericho, how close they once were, and Kwasi wished she would stop. He hated to think that he could forget a boy who had once shared his bath and toys.


‘Don’t stare,’ Auntie May says now, about the shopkeeper in the Chest.


‘Why?’


‘Something terrible happened here. Come.’


‘What happened?’


Auntie May says nothing. She is watching the shop too.


The man in the shop goes down the stairs, and then all the women who work there gather by the till, talking and looking at a notepad that lies on the counter. The women keep glancing back towards the steps. Anticipation tingles in Kwasi: something is going to happen here.


‘Let’s go.’ Auntie May takes his hand. ‘We need tilapia.’


There are so many new aunties now, who converse in escalating laughter and noise. Their languages are unfamiliar, but Kwasi knows the rhythms of their words. He hums the arpeggios of their sentences while he colours – his second attempt at the Chest, but on a foggy day so he doesn’t have to detail what’s inside.


He is finishing two portraits, as well: one of Auntie Aha wielding a sword, instead of her big umbrella, with a gem-studded hilt; another of Squid, so tall she fills the page, tapering down to tiny feet.


When Squid gets back from work, he presents her portrait to her.


‘Thank you,’ Squid says, as she lies down on the three-person settee. She works at a restaurant and has brought plastic boxes of rice home with her. The freezer is rammed.


Auntie Aha kneads Squid’s back with both fists.


‘Such a nice drawing. Well done,’ Squid says.


Kwasi covers his face.


‘Why are you hiding? You’ve done well, aha.’


‘If you want to do even better,’ Squid says, ‘see if you can walk on my back. Come on. Try and balance.’


Kwasi climbs onto the sofa and from there onto Squid’s back. He steadies himself against the cushions and eases his weight across his feet.


Applause fills the house.


Later, before sleeping, Kwasi studies all he has drawn this summer, the pages he keeps under his bed and others already displayed on the walls: aunties who have moved away, the prettiest shops in town, the park on sweltering afternoons.


The Chest of Small Wonders.


He gets a spooky feeling looking at it. There is no other shop in town like it, that seems to be alive, new every time he sees it, but also somehow old.


‘Are you working hard for school?’ comes Dadda’s voice from the doorway. Dadda looks softer today. He is not wearing his shoes.


‘I’m making a surprise,’ Kwasi says. He pushes the pages back under his bed, but Dadda is not looking.


Dadda is looking around the room, like he’s forgotten how he arrived here. ‘Very nice,’ Dadda says. ‘Well done.’


‘I’m going to be really good this time,’ Kwasi says. ‘Then we won’t have to move again.’


‘Oh Kwasi,’ Dadda says, in a voice that is hardly there. ‘You are already good. It was the school that was poor.’


The house is still, waiting. There is only the faint hiss of the shower running next door.


‘Not only the school, the area was bad. Now this place is better. The only problem is, we are not many at all, here. It may be just you and Jericho in your class. But if anyone tries to shame or threaten you, you make sure to stand your ground. Do you hear me?’


Kwasi wishes he had not heard. There is something new and firm in Dadda’s voice, and in the hard glare of his eyes. ‘Yes, Dadda.’


‘Always fight back. You have as much right to be here as any of your peers. If not more. We worked very hard for you to be here. Fight. Understand?’


He hesitates. It could be a trick question. Dadda has never told him to fight.


‘Do you understand?’ Dadda asks again. ‘Don’t take nonsense from anyone.’


‘Yes, Dadda.’


Dadda looks suddenly sad. ‘Actually,’ he says. ‘Let me just.’ Dadda goes out to the landing, and comes back with his briefcase. He rummages inside and pulls out a newspaper. ‘Look at this,’ he says, ‘a party for the last weekend of August. Uncle Obi will be there. Jericho’s dad.’ Dadda presses the newspaper open. It is the poster Kwasi has seen all over town, the one with people dancing. The writing is different on this poster. There are so many tiny words, just looking at them hurts. ‘Let’s work hard and then go and enjoy ourselves, shall we?’


Kwasi feels sunny inside, like he will never sleep.
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THE SHOPKEEPER


No sound is so soothing as the rumble of boiling water after a long day. The volunteers’ excitement has only intensified, and the shop rings with it, even now everyone has gone. It is palpable, as Rupert stands in the quiet of his basement. His fingers find the kettle’s handle, which shudders with the water’s gathering heat. Steam wisps from the spout. A pity that this kettle cannot sing. Jada used to whistle every time the old kettle got going, filling the basement with a horrendous discord. Never was anyone so terrible at matching pitches she heard, yet so determined to try.


More steam gushes up and he remembers too late to turn on the new fan, a steel column whose canopy reaches over the sink and stove. He has to squint to read the buttons, but still their labels make no sense.


The volunteers were excited about installing this fan. He tried to say it would be wasted here. He told them, ‘I don’t see the need for it. I’m the only one who comes down here.’


‘It’s just that the vents have done their time,’ Lizzie, self-appointed volunteer representative, said. ‘Things fall apart, don’t they?’


The volunteers were already set on painting the back wall and replacing the washing machine, so he let them have their way, although every purchase, every additional cost tilts the Chest towards bankruptcy. They had heard the Chest used to be spectacular, in a past era, with a reputation for unveiling astonishing and humorous displays, and that people used to come in not only for cheap paperbacks and budget clothing and pieces for their homes, but to stay a while, to read the guestbook, and leave their own comments, to write about what was new in town. With sunshine in their voices, the volunteers promised improvement, put forth ideas imbued with optimism that had once been abundant here to the landlord, without consulting Rupert, negotiating more time to catch up on rent. They spoke of the future as though it was more than guaranteed. Lizzie even bought him this new kettle as a gift, a celebration.


Rupert climbs the stairs, taking care not to spill his tea, and settles in the armchair by the window display. There is a small crack in the bottom corner of the glass, he ought to fix it before winter. There is this feeling again, that he has missed out on so many small tiny faults, before the volunteers joined him, that all the effort will be for nothing. Soon summer will end, and business will slow again. He will miss these long afternoons, when the street outside is heaving. There go the builders, to the off-licence no doubt. There goes the vicar’s wife – Rupert starts to wave but she does not look up. It is dark in the shop and bright outside, perhaps she can’t see him. Teenagers surge against the flow. Heading for the estate, most likely, where parties have raged all summer.


He sips. Sweet heat tingles down his throat, works down his chest like a gulp of light.


Mothers and children pass by, eating ice creams. Here comes that African woman again, in her long trench coat, and her sturdy umbrella. This time her son is at her side, not skipping all over the street. Still, the child stares as he passes.


Years ago, when Jada was here, a little girl came in and threw a tantrum, kicking and wailing and rolling, convinced the dollhouse in the window had been taken from her. Sometimes parents do that, quietly donate toys their children have outgrown. In this case, the mother was not guilty; the dollhouse had never belonged to the child. Nevertheless, Jada went and lifted it from the window display.


‘It’s been waiting here for you,’ she told the child, placing it on the counter before her. ‘And look, Mr Rupert’s given it a clean.’


He takes another sip. He can’t be giving things away for nothing any more, and word of generosity spreads. This boy has gone by many times.


Here he is again, peering into the shop.


The child’s eyes twinkle. Bright eyes in a cheerful round face. Rupert feels sorry then, for the sourness in him. Regret is a bruise in his chest. He tries to smile, but his mouth is full of tea.
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The volunteers are definitely plotting something. Their ebullience has altered. They whisper amongst themselves all day, and keep glancing to check on where he is. He has too many helpers this summer. He doesn’t remember taking most of them on.


September is coming, and some volunteers will return to work at the secondary school; others won’t feel up to coming in when the weather deteriorates. They have helped more than enough, business could have stopped in June if not for their efforts, and when Councillor Obi comes by on his walks, with his little boy in tow, the volunteers are there to catch him in a web of chatter.


But now they loiter, gossiping, by the doors today, back early from lunch.


‘I hope you ladies remember,’ Rupert says, ‘I am not a fan of surprises.’


Lizzie removes her sunglasses. She has the same quietly gleeful look she had when she caught him mixing powders in the basement, in July.


‘I thought this was just a wild rumour,’ she confessed, when she found him. ‘I didn’t think you actually used this stuff. Wow. So you add it to your tea?’


She wanted to know where he ordered his herbs from, how they made him feel and did the landlord know? To which he replied: ‘Legal highs are just that – legal. Don’t you have a pint now and again? If you don’t like that I like them, write to your MP to raise it in Parliament.’


‘All right. I was just asking.’


‘Stress-alleviating, that’s your answer. If you have more questions, go to the library and ask Jeeves.’


He should have sent Lizzie away that day, for sneaking up on him in the basement. The basement is special. It contains the plans he drew with Jada, in the trunk her friends from America left. He will open that trunk someday, once he gets a moment, when the volunteers let him be. Small jobs patching up the building are not what will save the Chest. One of these days he will do justice to the work Jada began.


‘Let’s hear it then. What’s going on?’ Rupert asks the volunteers now.


Lizzie clasps her hands over her dress. A decision is made between the women, without words. Their quiet gains a gravity. It will be further trouble that needs fixing. Perhaps the issue of the rent has not been resolved after all. The Chest could be wrenched away, and Lizzie will be the one to tell him, in her teaching-assistant voice.


‘Okay, here it is,’ she says at last. ‘We’ve been invited to host a tea party. It’s an exclusive late afternoon tea for raffle winners at the Street Party.’


A grim feeling passes over him. ‘The Street Party?’


‘Friends of the High Street. We’re designing tablecloths and napkins, and we could use the tea set in the basement. Marie is baking cupcakes and pastries.’


The Street Party was a fine idea, until Councillor Obi got involved. First the article in the paper, where the councillor went on about how parties bring communities together, how every high street deserves a celebration. Now the party will be a rally for Obi’s ideas for the borough. He will go on with that smile, which makes it hard for anyone to imagine that he could ever say no.


Regret moves through Rupert. He rubs his elbows. The shop feels hollow around him, all the spaces on the shelves, the deafening silence from below, where customers might have been enjoying cocktails, had Councillor Obi granted him the licence to serve drinks.


‘The last Saturday in August? I have plans for that day,’ he says.


‘We know it falls on your wife’s birthday, Rupert,’ Lizzie says. ‘We thought we could do a theme that celebrates her life. Our own celebration, separate from the Street Party.’ Lizzie looks to the other volunteers. ‘I’ve been told Jada would have loved a party here, and that she was involved with the Friends of the High Street.’


‘That was years ago. She stopped wasting her time with them quickly.’


‘We were going to tell you once it was arranged, we didn’t want you to worry about the details. Here. Have a seat. I know it’s a surprise.’


He sinks onto the chair.


The volunteers stand around him. One goes to the window and flips the open sign over.


Rupert folds his arms, as if that could stop the regret from seeping down through him, and stop the spreading sense that everything that matters has escaped his hold. It seems to be downhill wherever he turns. He is either giving ground or losing it, and it is impossible to know, for the contrition in their smiles, that these volunteers mean well. The underlying feeling persists, a sense that volunteers come hoping to simplify the Chest, reduce it to the kind of business that Jada would have hated.


‘It would be nice. There are so many stories about how busy this place used to be,’ Lizzie says.


‘And it would be separate from the Street Party?’ Rupert asks. ‘Because it’s an important day for me. And if the Street Party is going to turn into a veritable rally…’


‘It’s separate. Friends of the High Street specifically said Jada would have liked to do something here, alongside the festivities outside. We would like to celebrate Jada with you this year, Rupert.’ A hand alights on his shoulder.


‘That’s thoughtful, but really,’ he begins, but his throat closes.


‘You were together for a long time, weren’t you?’


He coughs. ‘She would have been sixty this year. Fifteen years since she passed.’


‘I’ve heard so much about Jada since I moved here,’ Lizzie says. ‘From some of the parents. She had a workshop she did at schools, didn’t she?’


‘Oh, she was full of ideas. I was always content to take things slowly, but Jada, she had so many dreams she wanted to share. She’d travelled, she was exploring Europe when we met. I always used to tell her, the world won’t go away, we’ll get to it in time.’


‘Think about it,’ Lizzie says.


He doesn’t want to think about it, but it eats at him all afternoon. It would be a change, to celebrate her life here with a full shop. Before Jada fell ill, birthdays were simpler to mark. She loved birthdays: as soon as the day was light, she crept about decorating the sitting room and eventually returned to bed to disturb him with a song on the boombox – Michael Jackson, Bee Gees, cheerful stuff he loathed. The smell of pancakes softened him, coaxed him out.


‘Another year closer,’ he would say. Every year, twenty-five years. Each hangover settling heavier.


‘I’ll sleep on it,’ he says when evening comes. ‘I’m not impressed at all that you planned to keep this a surprise.’


‘Well, now you know,’ Lizzie says. She is by the door, bus pass in hand. ‘It could be special.’


‘We usually do something quiet. I do, I mean. Jada liked to spoil others, but never wanted fuss herself.’ He looks back over the shop. Irritating as it is, he can’t help but picture it, how they might arrange tables, what they might do to set the mood to host such a party. ‘We’d have to make room up here, move the trunks downstairs. And I suppose we could bring the benches up. Or we could find chairs. I’d have to tinker with the stereo. I don’t know.’


‘We’ll take care of everything,’ Lizzie says, with a small smile. ‘It’ll be fun, bring more life to this place.’
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THE BOY


‘It is a wonderful – and increasingly rare – privilege,’ Dadda says, looking up from his magazine, ‘to die within the vicinity of one’s birth.’


‘What now. What do you mean?’ Squid asks.


‘Well. Am I wrong?’ Dadda says.


The aunties erupt in disagreement.


Kwasi pushes his beans, with their eerie black eyes, to the edge of his plate. Something has changed over these past few days. Arguments last forever. He has no chance to say a thing when their discussions get noisy.


‘That is the way it should be,’ Dadda says, the light reflecting bright blue off his glasses. ‘If a place is working properly, people should never need to move away.’


‘Ho. It is not true.’


Ma hums agreement. ‘Some places, if you stay too long your mind will unravel from boredom.’


‘It’s true,’ Auntie May says. ‘And if people don’t leave their corner to go and find trouble, eventually trouble will find them. There is no single place where a person can live and die well.’


‘So many countries with different foods and you want to live in one village.’ Ma gets up. ‘Ignore him.’ She gathers empty glasses and goes to the kitchen.


‘All this movement,’ Dadda says. ‘You look at how so many Jamaicans have suffered in this country, because they have been scattered, removed from their land again and again.’


The aunties respond with a chorus of dismay, shaking their heads.


‘Oh no.’


‘That is not true.’


Auntie May claps her hands. ‘Goodness.’


‘Honestly.’


‘Anyway,’ Dadda says. ‘You look. People who are fortunate enough to be settled are content; there is no need to be restless, no need to get up and wander.’


‘Get up and wander. Is that what you think happens?’


Kwasi presses the beans into mush with his spoon.


Dadda eases into quiet, now and again clearing his throat, or turning the pages of his magazine.


‘Are you still eating there, Kwasi?’ Squid asks, without even looking his way. ‘Make sure you finish all the beans.’


Kwasi finishes his mouthful hurriedly. ‘When we go to the Street Party,’ he asks, ‘can we get fish and chips?’


‘We will have to see,’ Dadda says. Work is busy-busy, he explains, they may have to do something fun on another day.


‘Another day? You mean, we can’t go to the party?’


Dadda looks up sharply. ‘Did I say that?’ he asks. ‘I said wait and see.’


Kwasi has the feeling, as he eats the last of his beans, that he does not want to see. Something awful is unfolding in Dadda’s magazines and newspapers, that makes him gloomier each time he reads. Ma says the banks are collapsing, all over the country. It is hard to imagine a whole bank collapsing; the big Barclays on the high street is still standing okay. Ma says lots of people will soon have to find new jobs.


‘Do you have a new job, Dadda?’ Kwasi asks.


‘A new old job for me,’ Dadda says. He puts his magazine on the table. ‘I am the Connector. We will help people find work. A recession is just a prolonged spell of poor weather. We keep moving, regardless.’


‘How do I draw a Connector?’ Kwasi asks.


Dadda looks confused.


‘If I want to draw a picture of you doing your job.’


‘What do you need to draw it for? You want to show your friends? Not everything is for showing. Not everything has to be shared; some things are just to stay inside this house.’


Ma is back from the kitchen, in the doorway watching.


‘Tell me,’ Dadda carries on, ‘Are you excited for school? Not long before you start.’


He is trying not to think about school. Thinking about the Street Party is nicer. It is only three days away.


After dinner, sprawled on the living-room floor, Kwasi presses his pencil to the page and draws a square. He draws a horizontal line that cuts that square in half, and more lines down and across, slicing it into rectangle tiles, then into a jigsaw of triangles and squares. He puts his pencil down and shuts his eyes, but the old house remains beyond reach.


Frowning, he turns the page and starts again. He draws round-edged rectangles of sofas and then stops. This sofa – whose warm leather skin he was looking forward to shading – was actually at an uncle’s house.


‘Kwasi,’ Squid calls from the corridor outside. ‘Are you still drawing? Come and help us get the beds ready. We need a strong young man to help.’


Kwasi gets to his feet.


Each night, Squid drags mats from behind the wardrobe and he helps to unfold the bedding. Squid and Auntie Aha still sleep in his bedroom sometimes. They roll out a thin mat and lie together, with an empty duvet cover draped over the boulderous curves of their shoulders and hips. Kwasi holds himself awake, pinching his thigh under the sheets, and biting his lip when drowsiness threatens, until their breathing falls into sync and their snores tear the darkness.


Just two sleeps before the Street Party, while he is looking through a comic in bed, a new auntie comes in. She is half as wide as the others, and her steps make no sound. Narrow feet poke out beneath the hem of her pink nightie. She rolls out her mat, which seems vast as a sea about her. Kneeling, she ties her braids into a bun, over which she knots a black cloth.


This auntie does not wish him a good night’s sleep. Does not turn off the light. She folds into bed and pulls the sheets over her ears.


Kwasi gets up. He goes to the switch, stretches and clicks it.


By day, the new auntie keeps to the kitchen, vanishing amongst thorny scents. Kwasi can’t get near the kitchen without his eyes weeping. She sees him, looks away and smiles.


‘Does she speak,’ Kwasi asks Ma.


‘She doesn’t speak English. She is from the village.’


‘How old is she?’


‘Kwasi. We don’t ask such questions.’


He glances around to make sure she is not near.


‘What should I call her?’


‘Auntie Baby. She won’t stay long,’ Ma says, and strokes his head. ‘Dadda is working hard. We are all doing our best, okay?’


‘Is this for Dadda’s new job?’


‘Don’t worry, Kwasi.’


A car comes after dinner to take Auntie Baby to her job. Kwasi feels lucky to see her before she goes, for silver jewellery glitters on her collarbone and at her ears, her curly wig transforms her into a fairy queen.


In the morning, the day before the Street Party, Kwasi braves the kitchen again. Sizzling and roaring come from the stove, and Auntie Baby is leaning against the worktop, watching the pan’s contents.


‘I’m making this for school.’ He offers her his drawing and points to each scene in turn. There is Dadda, at work with his computer. There is Squid, stirring a pot in her restaurant. There is Auntie Aha, mopping in a big empty hall. There is Kwasi, standing beside a building labelled SCHOOL. He has drawn Auntie Baby last, in a box with nothing else. He offers her the page along with a pencil.


Auntie Baby puts her wooden spoon aside. She wipes her hands on her wrapper and looks closely at the page. She puts it, with the pencil, in her pocket.


Later, when everyone is getting ready, but no one will tell him why, Auntie Baby is nowhere to be found.


‘I gave her my drawing. Is she coming back?’ Kwasi asks.


‘I don’t know where she went,’ Ma says. ‘Maybe for a walk.’


Aunties fill the bathroom, painting their faces with brushes and pencils. Black ink for their eyes; crimson, pink, violet for lips; and for their faces, powder that looks like Ovaltine, that smudges the walls and doors. Traces of their preparation will remain for days after. Aunties line their eyes and draw eyebrows where they really have none – Kwasi finds his sharpener here, repurposed for eye pencils. They spray floral mists that make his eyes tear up. The scent clings to the towels, to all that is soft.


‘Auntie Baby has my drawing,’ Kwasi says, but no one is listening.


He goes to the front door and pulls it ajar. Cool air gushes over his hands and nips his chin and ears. He glances back, but his aunties remain huddled in the bathroom. Highlife music erupts from down the corridor. The walls ease. The house sways with sound.


Kwasi steps over the threshold. Cold seeps through his Scooby-Doo socks. Probably Auntie Baby has gone to town, to see how it looks at night. He could go after her. He could go and see if that shopkeeper is in the Chest, drinking tea and watching.


He peers into the night. Far ahead down the road, a tree detaches from the thicket. It stretches tall, and two branches unfold and hang at its sides like sinewy arms.


Kwasi glances back inside. The aunties are dancing silhouettes, hands flashing from the living-room doorway, shadows cast by skirts and hair.


The ground is plasticine-soft, and the door is heavy in his grip. The air is a second skin. He has read in books about trees coming to life, enchanted people emerging from trees they were trapped in.


Kwasi starts towards the street. His heel has just touched the pavement when the wind picks up. The door thuds shut behind.


Ahead, the tree rises, teetering closer. A second tree hobbles beside it. And then both are changed: they are not trees, but two figures, people heading his way.


Terror burns under his skin. He backs against the door. Knocks and beats until it swings open and he falls into Ma’s skirt. A cloud of ginger and pepper and vanilla surrounds him. Shouts descend. From beyond comes the gravel of Dadda’s voice.


‘What is this?’ Ma’s palms clamp over Kwasi’s ears. ‘What have you done?’


Words dry in his mouth. His eyes run and his shoulders shake.


Ma lets him go. ‘This child. Lord have mercy.’


Squid takes him in her strong arms and lifts him. He is trembling, and tears stream down his cheeks.
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