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Almost a Year Before


The stuff coming out of his mouth was lies.


She stared at him. A gust of wind whipped her hair across her face. She tucked it back behind her ear. Then, not knowing what else to do she grabbed hold of his shirt, raking her fingers against his chest through the soft laundered cotton. The smell of it, the washing powder, the sweet musty sweat, a hint of his deodorant, sent a shiver through her. His smell, them together, him inside her.


She looked up at him but he turned his face away from her. Why wouldn’t he look at her?


‘I don’t believe you,’ she said.


But he didn’t move a muscle, his eyes stayed fixed away from her, and she wondered whether she’d said the words loud enough or if they’d been carried away by the wind unheard. She snatched at his hand and thrust it against her breast, holding it hard against her until she felt him stop resisting. He looked down at her then and she saw his eyes had that strange glazed look they always had before they did it. His fingers closed around her. Relieved, she smiled and lifted her other hand, ran the tips of her fingers down his cheek.


‘No.’ The word was sudden and harsh and hit her like a sack of lead. He pushed himself away from her. ‘I can’t do this.’


But she could see the lie in his lusting eyes and suddenly felt angry. Angry that he wouldn’t kiss her, that he was wasting his breath on words he didn’t mean, playing some stupid game. She needed him to take her seriously; to know the games were over. She looked around her, at the flat roof bare of anything but those shabby old cushions and the empty bottle of vodka. Then she knew what to do. She went to the edge, climbed up onto the ledge, wobbling a little as her drunken head spun. She faced him.


‘If you don’t kiss me I’ll jump,’ she said, thrusting her hands hard against her hips. ‘I will. I’ll jump because without . . .’ Her voice trailed off then. She was surprised to find a lump in her throat, and her eyes welled. ‘Because without you,’ she whispered, ‘I don’t want to live.’


‘Get down,’ he said.


She shook her head and a handful of tears tumbled down her cheeks.


‘Get down off the wall.’


She shifted, feeling the rough brick beneath her bare feet, the edge pressing into her heels. She glanced down at the playground below, cast a deep blue in the moonlight, and wondered at the picnic tables and benches, how small they seemed, small enough to be from a dolls’ house. The tables blurred in fresh tears and she looked back at him. Why hadn’t he stopped her? Why was he standing so still, like a stupid, impotent statue? This wasn’t what she’d planned. This was the opposite of what she’d planned.


‘Say you love me!’ she suddenly screamed so loud it hurt her throat. ‘Say you’ll be with me for ever! Or I’ll do it. I will . . . I’ll jump!’


‘No. I can’t. It’s over.’


‘But I love you!’


As she screamed the words she felt a pain, as if a fist with broken glass for nails had torn into her body and ripped out her heart, and she began to sob, proper, wrenching sobs, because at that very moment she knew it was true.


‘I love you,’ she whispered.


She saw his hesitation and for a second she thought it might be all right, that at last he was going to walk over to her, lift her off the ledge, kiss her, and hold her tightly against him. But he didn’t; he turned and began to walk away from her.


‘If you don’t,’ she said then, ‘I’ll tell them. I’ll tell everyone your secret. They’ll all know about you and they’ll all hate you.’


Then something happened, maybe a strong gust of wind, or perhaps she just stumbled. Had she imagined the thump to her chest that took her breath? All she really knew was that she was falling, hurtling through the hot summer darkness towards the ground, and then, before she could think of what to do next, there was nothing.




Superdad: A Present-Day Hero


As always she heard the buzzing first and, as always, an instant panic froze her. Only her eyes moved, flicking from side to side, desperate to find it. When she finally did her fists clenched and she gasped. It was enormous. Not a bee but a hornet. A wasp on blinking steroids.


Lizzie took a couple of deep, slow breaths, and then as calmly as she could, with her eyes locked on the hornet, she reached for her bag. Her heart stopped. It wasn’t there. Her hands patted up and down her chest and over her shoulders in a frantic search. It never left her; it was always looped over her head and one shoulder, ready and waiting. Just not today, the day she needed it, the day she found herself sharing their tiny bathroom with a hornet the size of a spaniel. She tried to remember where it was, but as her mind raced faster and faster towards blind terror, her thoughts blurred to an indecipherable mess.


Focus, she told herself firmly. Focus on the bag.


She closed her eyes and pictured it, hoping this would trigger her memory. The patchwork squares in a rainbow of Indian silks, some of their edges beginning to fray, a black cotton strap, her name stitched inside, a folded piece of paper with instructions on what to do with its precious contents if the hornet turned nasty. But there was nothing. Blank. She could only hear the humming.


Then the noise stopped. Lizzie’s heart leapt again. No noise was way worse. Without the damn noise how did she know where the stupid thing was? She was aware then of a thick dampness creeping over her body. Sweat. She wanted to cry. Bees could smell sweat, couldn’t they? No, she told herself, you made that up. It was sharks that smelt sweat. No, that wasn’t it; you didn’t sweat in the ocean! She shook her head to keep her thoughts clear. It was definitely wee. Sharks went for wee. And blood. So did that mean it was bees that went for sweat? And if they did, did hornets too? A white fug fell over her, muddying her vision and clamping her lungs.


‘Come on, Lizzie, be brave,’ she whispered aloud. ‘Don’t be such a wimp.’ It wasn’t unusual for her to speak to herself. She did it a lot. Especially when she was nervous. She’d always done it, though perhaps more so in the last year.


She forced herself to move. ‘You’ve got to,’ she whispered. ‘Just walk.’ She began to edge towards the door. One tiny step. Then another. One more. ‘You’re nearly there. Keep going.’


But as she crept, images as clear as day began to play in her head like an old slasher flick. She saw the hornet, still and waiting; an ominous silence hung about it. Without warning it dropped its head and fixed a ghastly eye on Lizzie. Its feelers stroked its thorax as if rubbing evil hands. It licked whatever stood for lips. And then it fell. Direct as a dart. Straight for her.


‘Mum!’ Lizzie screamed. ‘Mum!’ She screamed again and again. ‘Mum! Mum, quick! Please!’


The door to the bathroom flew open and Lizzie fell into her mother’s arms and buried her face in her chest, breathing her in: Persil, Dove, white spirit.


‘Where is it?’ her mum said urgently, knowing immediately what was wrong.


Lizzie could feel her mother searching over her shoulder as she backed them out of the bathroom to the relative safety of the upstairs landing. Her dad appeared at their side, his face tight with concern as he pushed past them. He paused for a moment or two at the bathroom door. Don’t go in there! Lizzie wanted to cry. Don’t take another step! But no noise came out of her mouth. She closed her eyes as he went in.


‘It’s a hornet,’ he called back. ‘It’s on the shower curtain.’


‘Can you get it?’ her mum asked.


‘Yes, it seems quite sleepy.’


Lizzie kept her eyes tightly closed and listened to the noises of the execution: some grappling, muttered cursing, a bang, then another, one more. Then silence. She pictured her father breathing heavily, beads of sweat on his brow, adrenalin surging through him.


‘It’s over,’ her mum whispered, kissing her forehead. ‘It’s dead.’


Lizzie exhaled. Despite shivering like a little match girl she felt a sharp stab of sympathy for the squashed hornet.


Her dad appeared and scruffed her hair. ‘That was quite a biggie.’


Lizzie tried to smile. ‘I didn’t have my bag,’ she said weakly.


‘The hall table,’ her mum said. She took her arms away from Lizzie. ‘You put it there because the strap was coming loose. I was going to fix it for you. I forgot.’ She made a sucking noise as if to say how lax she’d been.


‘Are you OK now?’ her dad asked. His brow was crinkled with deep anxious furrows, and his hair, a thick and soupy mix of brown and grey, was messed up from his tussle. She wished he didn’t look so worried.


‘I’m fine,’ she nodded. ‘Sorry. I’m so pathetic.’


‘You are not pathetic, you daft thing. That was the biggest hornet I’ve ever seen. But,’ he paused and grinned at her, ‘luckily, no match for Superdad!’ He stretched a balled fist in front of him and sang his superhero jingle: ‘The dad all stingers dread to meet!’


Then he laughed.


Lizzie laughed too, albeit with less enthusiasm, but she stopped when she felt her mum’s thorny quiet beside her. She glanced at her dad and caught the last ray of his smile before it set behind his eyes. He cleared his throat and her mother sniffed loudly.


Lizzie couldn’t read minds, but she was ninety-nine-point-nine per cent certain that theirs were soaked in her sister, memories of a few years back, when laughing was OK and smiles held on. Lizzie knew that Superdad popped out by accident. She also knew her dad would be beating himself stupid for the slip, desperate at the thought of upsetting her mum, of flaring her heartache. He just didn’t get it; her mum’s heartache was flared to the max already. She couldn’t be any sadder. None of them could. Tiptoeing through this crazy minefield of spoken words was pointless. What happened had happened, and no amount of pretending there wasn’t a before would help. She didn’t understand them. If it were up to her they’d talk about Anna teasing her dad every day. She closed her eyes and saw her immediately.


‘Here he comes! Like a flash of light. It’s the one, it’s the only . . . family drum roll . . . iiiiiiiiitttttttsssss Superdad!’ Anna cried, her smile wide across her face, as she held their dad’s arm aloft like a boxing champ.




Looming Tuesday


Jon seemed about to speak to her, so Kate dropped her eyes and turned away from him.


‘Are you coming down for breakfast, Mum?’


Kate briefly looked up at Lizzie and forced a smile. ‘In a minute,’ she whispered, still trembling from the aftershocks of Lizzie’s scream. Though the frantic fear that filled her had begun to ebb, she was still finding it terribly hard to breathe.


‘Come on you,’ Jon said to Lizzie. He walked over to their daughter and took her hand. ‘Let’s get some toast on.’


Kate waited until they’d gone down the stairs and then covered her face with her hands. She felt queasy. Unnerved and shaken. How on earth would she cope with meeting Stephen now? And she had to; this was her last chance to stop Tuesday. She’d been over the words again and again. She thought she’d mustered the strength to tell him she just couldn’t go through with it. That he’d have to cancel. She was sorry. Really sorry. She appreciated everything he’d done, but there was no way. But now, standing shivery and faint on the upstairs landing, she knew she wouldn’t get those words out. She should have told Jon how she was feeling. Stopped trying to be brave. She should have told him as soon as the doubts had begun to darken and gather. Jon would have understood, and he would have had no problem telling Stephen. Maybe she could even have painted while he did it, her thoughts safely tucked a million miles away, and when she emerged the threat of Tuesday would be gone. But instead of confiding in her husband, instead of being honest, she’d tried to be strong, pretended she was, and now, because of it, she was struck dumb with sick fear.


Kate was halfway down the stairs when the phone rang. Her immediate thought was that it was Stephen calling to cancel the meeting.


‘Oh, God, please, please, please,’ she muttered, running the remaining stairs two at a time.




Between a Rock and a Sad Face


Jon was buttering the toast when the telephone rang. He balanced the knife against the pot of butter and went to answer it just as Kate appeared at the door and grabbed for the phone.


‘Hello?’ she said urgently. Then a muted: ‘Oh.’


He guessed who it was. Kate bowed her head and held the receiver out towards him.


‘Hello, Mother,’ he said.


‘Jonathan . . .’


Her voice was weak and unsteady. His stomach turned over.


‘Is everything all right?’ he said.


She didn’t reply. He could hear she was crying. He asked her again what was wrong, but she still couldn’t speak as quiet sobs stifled her words.


‘Mother? Speak to me. What’s wrong? Is it Dad?’


‘I’d like . . . to see you,’ she managed. ‘Can . . . you come now?’


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘What’s wrong?’


No words, just soft gasps of breath.


‘Mother,’ he said, as calmly as he could. ‘Sit down and wait for me. I’ll be with you as quickly as I can.’


His knees gave a little as he replaced the phone. ‘That was my mother,’ he said to Kate, who was leafing through the pile of post, her eyes locked on the middle distance, her mouth set. Ignoring her lack of response he began to rifle through the collection of keys in the wooden bowl on the side. ‘She, um, needs to see me. Shit!’ He emptied the contents of the bowl in frustration. ‘Where are the car keys?’


‘What’s wrong with her, Dad?’


At last he found his keys. He turned to Lizzie and tried to smile. ‘I don’t know yet, sweetheart. She couldn’t really tell me.’


‘Poor Granny.’ Lizzie stood up from the kitchen table. ‘Shall I come with you?’


‘No,’ he said. He smiled another tight smile. ‘Thank you. I’m sure she’s fine.’


‘You can’t go.’


He reached for his jacket, which hung on the back of a kitchen chair and made for the door.


‘Jon,’ Kate said, stepping into his path. ‘Didn’t you hear me?’ She paused and shook her head. ‘You can’t go.’


‘I have to. You heard the conversation.’


‘No,’ she said. ‘I didn’t hear the conversation, I only heard you say you’d be there as quick as you can.’


‘What if it’s my father?’ Jon said, more to himself than to her.


He rubbed a hand across his mouth as his question echoed over Kate’s silence.


‘You didn’t hear her,’ he said. ‘If you had, you’d tell me to go. She was so upset, distraught even.’ As he spoke, the dread in his stomach thickened. ‘When is she ever distraught?’


‘Maybe if it was more often she’d be more understanding of it in other people,’ Kate said with stale apathy. She went back to the post and picked up an unopened envelope.


‘I know you’re angry with her—’


Kate snorted and shook her head. He saw her eyes well. She pinched the bridge of her nose: her tried and tested way of stemming tears.


‘Something’s wrong and I need to go over there.’ He put an arm through his jacket. ‘She never cries,’ he said under his breath.


Kate walked over to the swing bin on the other side of the room and deposited the mess of junk mail and torn envelopes. ‘Stephen’s coming.’


Jon swore silently and stopped in his tracks. He turned to face his wife, but her eyes dropped away from him.


‘I’d forgotten.’


She gave a nod, heavy with I-expected-nothing-more, which rankled. He clamped his lips shut to stop himself snapping.


‘What time?’


‘Ten.’


Jon looked at the clock on the wall. ‘Half an hour. That’s OK,’ he said. ‘I’ll be back for him.’


‘You won’t.’


‘I will. Ten minutes there, ten back. I’ll spend ten minutes with her, make sure she’s OK and then get back for him.’


‘Jon,’ she said, looking directly at him, any challenge now gone, her eyes pleading with him. He had to look away.


‘I have to go,’ he said.


‘Jon . . . I can’t . . .’


‘I’ll be back,’ he said, glancing up and catching her injured look square on. ‘I—’ He stopped, interrupted by the memory of his mother crying. ‘What if it’s my father? She couldn’t even speak, Kate.’


They held each other’s gaze for a few moments. Her eyes searched his face. He knew she was waiting for him to change his mind. He stayed silent and watched her eyes harden to a familiar glaze. She nodded once and turned towards the sink. He watched her roughly put the plug in, turn the taps on, squeeze too much Fairy into the water.


‘It’s fine. It doesn’t need both of us.’ She forced the words out of her like a stubborn splinter.


He hesitated, but again he heard his mother’s crying. ‘I’ll be half an hour. OK?’


Kate fixed her eyes on the suddy water and didn’t say anything more.




The Fourth Chair


Lizzie grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl, went through to the living room and sat in the armchair beside the window to watch the rainy street for her dad’s car. It was three minutes to ten and there was no sign of him. He was usually pretty good at keeping promises, but even she knew he was going to struggle to get to her grandparents’ and back in time, especially if her grandmother was as upset as he’d said. She hoped it wasn’t anything too serious. She was pretty sure it wasn’t her grandpa, not dead anyway; her dad would definitely have called them by now.


She sighed and took a large bite out of her apple. She didn’t want to be there, but she couldn’t let her mum be alone for the meeting with Dr Howe, even though she couldn’t bear the thought of it.


‘Come on, Dad,’ she whispered, craning her neck to look down the road.


He wasn’t going to make it. She lifted her apple but hesitated before she bit, then decided against it. She put it on the window sill and then pulled her knees up to her chest, listening to the sounds coming from the kitchen – the boiling kettle, clinking crockery, biscuits tipping onto a plate – and tried not to let the living room get to her. She hated the room. So miserably gloomy. It never used to be; just another thing morphed by crippling sadness. Ironic, she thought, that it was called the living room, when it felt like the complete opposite. She was never comfortable in the room now, not even on those rare evenings when the three of them sat and stared at the television make-believing they were spending quality time together. It was that spot on the mantelpiece. The new and hideous heart of the room. Lizzie never looked anywhere near it, terrified in case she saw the urn still there.


She rested her chin on her knees and felt the rough graze of the large scab she had. She lifted her head and looked down at it, deep and crusted, the surface beginning to crack with healing, new skin beneath literally itching to break free. She was far too old for scabs. This wasn’t even a grown-up version, a graze from tripping in the street or falling up a step, no, this was falling off a swing. She’d tried to jump off when the bell rang for the end of break, and landed right on her knees. It was the most painful thing ever, totally made worse by a couple of Year Sevens who laughed and pointed like idiot hyenas. At least she’d managed not to cry. Now Lizzie picked at the edge of it with a tentative fingernail, which was a welcome distraction from the chill around her.


‘Do you want me to get that?’ she called, when the doorbell rang a few minutes later.


There was no reply, but she heard her mum’s footsteps in the hall, so stayed where she was and looked back out of the window. There was still no dad to be seen, and a heavy weight fell down on top of her.


When Dr Howe came into the living room she was polite enough to say a brief hello to his, but didn’t engage any further. It felt too weird. It was bad enough that her mum and dad were on first-name terms with the man, without her having to endure his forced chat. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Dr Howe; in fact, she wished she felt warmer towards him, especially given the support he’d been to her parents. She just would have preferred he didn’t constantly pop up in her actual home like some sort of bizarre, besuited jack-in-a-box. Violated was too strong a word, but she definitely felt compromised by his visits.


Dr Howe was tall, very tall, and his tallness made their living room feel even smaller than it was. There was just enough room for the two-seater sofa, the armchair, TV and the small circular table with four chairs, but not really enough for the glass coffee table squished into its middle or the sideboard that held the CD player and a vase of immortal silk sweet peas, and with Dr Howe looming in the doorway the room felt like Lilliput. He was also broad, with the air of a retired Olympic rower. His eyes were Swedish-blue, his teeth too white and too straight, and his dark hair was grey only at the sideburns. He always wore a navy suit, which that day went over an open-necked shirt that looked uncomfortably casual. Lots of the girls at school said they fancied him. She’d even heard Anna call him kinda hot. But they were talking in tongues. He was their headmaster; he couldn’t be any sort of hot, and he shouldn’t be in her living room.


‘Goodness me,’ he said, brushing rain off his shoulders. ‘Cats and dogs out there!’ He smiled at them both.


‘I’m afraid Jon can’t join us,’ said her mum. ‘There’s been an emergency.’


His eyes hooded with concern and he stopped brushing off the rain. ‘Nothing serious, I hope?’


Her mum ignored his probe. ‘Lizzie’s going to join us instead. She had a bit of a shock this morning.’


‘I’m fine,’ Lizzie mumbled, wishing her mum hadn’t mentioned her.


‘Delighted for her to sit in.’


Dr Howe gave Lizzie a wide smile showing all of his teeth. She felt her cheeks flush.


Her mum sat down at the small table with the four chairs where they used to eat their meals. Lizzie couldn’t remember the last time they had. Eating was mostly a routineless mixture of standing in the kitchen or on laps in front of the television. The problem was the fourth chair. As soon as they sat it screamed loud as a klaxon, far too loud for them to enjoy a conversation. Or even eat. The fourth chair made swallowing difficult, which left over-chewed food in her mouth like lead. Of course, it wasn’t just the fourth chair. There were stacks of reminders: the ever-closed door of her bedroom, their old and rusted swing in the garden that creaked with the memories of childhood games, her name carved into the damp plaster on the garage wall, and the spot behind the compost (two steps to the north, one to the west) where a box was buried with some Jelly Tots, a pair of tiny Barbie shoes, a cotton hankie and a book of matches from Bertolli’s down the road, all waiting patiently for a lucky prospector from the future. It was an endless list of foghorns all shrieking: ‘She’s gone! She’s gone! She’s gone!’


Dr Howe sat on the fourth chair and Lizzie closed her eyes as the two of them began to engage in empty small talk, with Dr Howe asking inane questions and her mum delivering clipped one-word answers. Then the discussion appeared to run out of steam. Lizzie opened her eyes and turned to look at them. Dr Howe was watching her mum, waiting for a reply, it seemed. He cleared his throat, but her mum just stared through him, her eyes glazed. Dr Howe glanced downwards at the open file in front of him.


‘So,’ he said, clearing his throat. ‘I think we’re almost there. There’s just a few final—’


‘Actually, Stephen,’ interrupted her mum quietly. ‘There’s something I need to say.’


He rested his hand on the open file. ‘Yes?’


‘Well . . . it’s . . .’ Lizzie looked up in alarm; her mum was about to cry. ‘I . . .’ Her voice trailed off to nothing.


‘Is everything OK, Kate?’ Dr Howe’s voice was creamy with concern.


Her mum looked up at him. Her mouth opened then closed a couple of times.


‘Mum?’


Her mum turned towards her and seemed surprised to see her there. Lizzie smiled. Her mum looked down at her lap. ‘Nothing,’ she whispered. ‘Carry on.’


They started talking again, their voices low, his laced with efficiency, her mother’s muttered syllables distinctly reticent.


Lizzie started to pick at her scab again and tried to think of her sister, tried to magic up a gorgeous memory of the two of them together. Maybe it was being in the ghastly living room, or her mum and Dr Howe’s soft, serious voices, but there were no gorgeous memories at all. All Lizzie could think of was her lack of Anna, the lack of her that sat in the fourth chair, that creaked the swing, that made her mum cry and her dad look shattered. The lack of her that set those strangers whispering whenever Lizzie walked past.


‘That’s her,’ the strangers whispered.


‘Who?’


‘That girl’s sister.’


‘Which girl?’


‘You know . . .’


Those whispers drove her mad, poisonous hushed tones that groaned beneath the weight of suspicion, judgement and aspersion. They made her want to turn and yell at the strangers, tell them that girl, her sister, had a name. Her name was Anna, and they had no right to whisper. No right to wonder. No right at all. Because she knew what most of them thought. That Anna didn’t fall. It was Lizzie’s worst nightmare, a dark, skulking thought that she banished to the back of her mind where it prowled night and day.


Lizzie breathed deeply, moved Anna firmly out of her head, and made a concerted effort to concentrate on her mum and headteacher. They were finalizing arrangements for Tuesday. Her mum’s voice cracked a couple of times, the words too heavy for her to carry. She looked so drained, and it yanked at Lizzie’s heart. Her lips were drawn tight over her teeth and recurring tear tracks trailed her sallow cheeks, but even so, pale and unmade-up, with delicate features, blanched skin and fine dark hair tied loosely back, her mother possessed an almost consumptive beauty. If it were possible, Lizzie would have spirited her away to convalesce somewhere remote and safe where Dr Howe and Tuesday and that noisy fourth chair weren’t.


‘We’ve chosen a tree,’ Dr Howe said, a note of triumph in his voice. ‘An apple tree. I hope that’s OK.’ He stopped talking and looked at her mum, who was doodling on the empty sheet of paper in front of her.


‘Kate?’ he asked. He laid a hand on hers, the one that was drawing, and Lizzie saw her land in the here-and-now with a heavy thud.


‘Sorry?’ Her voice was vague and faraway, and mirrored her eyes. She moved her hand from beneath his.


‘The tree we’ve bought,’ he said. ‘It’s an apple. We thought it might be nice to grow some fruit. Maybe the home economics club can make some chutney. There’ll be a plaque on it, engraved with Anna’s name.’


Her mum didn’t say anything. She just kept on with her doodles. Even without looking Lizzie knew what she was doodling. Straight lines. Lots of them. She’d Googled doodles and found a site called Doodling and the Inner You. Apparently, straight lines show a suffocated doodler and shading shows an anxious doodler. Lizzie used to shade, but when she read that shading meant she was anxious she decided it was better to doodle stars. Stars show an optimistic doodler. When Lizzie told her mum about the doodling website, though, she said in no uncertain terms that you doodle what you doodle, and doodling lines and shading doesn’t mean anything more than that you doodle lines and shading. But Lizzie felt she’d missed her point about the Inner You.


‘And you’ve thought about music,’ said Dr Howe.


Her mum didn’t reply and he stared hard at her, making Lizzie’s heart beat a fraction faster, nervous in case he decided to say something sarcastic about the importance of paying attention, which he did all the time in assembly.


‘Why don’t we let Mrs Goldman handle it? I know she’s prepared something.’


No reply.


Anxiety spiked again and Lizzie stood to go to her mother’s side, but as she did her mum suddenly jammed the biro into the paper and turned her doodling face down.


‘I think we’re done, Stephen,’ she said.


Lizzie looked nervously from her mum to Dr Howe and back again.


‘Ah. I see. Well . . .’ Dr Howe looked down at his red file, flicked forward a couple of pages, and then shut it.


Lizzie caught sight of her sister’s name in bold black capitals across the front of it.


ANNA.


She still loved the look and sound of it. She always had. It was fabulous, simple and feminine, and . . . a palindrome! Anna had teased her and called her a geek when she pointed this out.


‘It’s not just that it’s a palindrome,’ she’d said to her sister, smarting a little. ‘Elizabeth is so blinking dull. Just queens and stamps and some fancy cruise ship. Anna is romantic. Anna floats. Anna twirls. Anna gets kissed by Prince Charmings. Elizabeth chops people’s heads off and pays for postage.’


‘I don’t float and twirl!’


‘You get kissed by Prince Charmings.’


Anna smiled at her. ‘Most of those need their heads chopping off.’


Then they laughed.


Lizzie missed her terribly, and seeing her name on Dr Howe’s folder, yet another black reminder, was a punch in the stomach.


‘Yes,’ Dr Howe said, roughly interrupting Lizzie’s sadness. ‘I think we can leave it there. If there’s anything else,’ he continued. ‘I’ll telephone.’


Her mum nodded and then, without even a mumbled goodbye, she walked out of the room, leaving Lizzie and Dr Howe in an awkward, sticky silence.


‘Um . . . she’s . . . um . . . pretty tired,’ Lizzie mumbled. ‘You know . . . not been sleeping well . . .’


She turned towards the front door, praying he wouldn’t try and talk to her. They almost made it, but then she heard him clear his throat to speak. Her stomach clenched.


‘So, Lizzie, tell me,’ he said, sounding a lot like the kind but useless bereavement lady she was sent to after Anna fell. ‘How are you feeling about Tuesday?’


Lizzie reached to open the latch. ‘Er . . . fine,’ she mumbled.


This seemed to be the wrong answer, as he didn’t smile but gave her one of those teachery looks that said there was a far better answer floating about in the ether somewhere. Lizzie stared at the empty patch of space above his head and searched for it.


‘I mean, well, I’m sure it’ll be hard.’


She shot him a look to see if this was closer to what he’d wanted. It appeared so. His frown softened, and the corners of his mouth curled into a smile.


‘Yes, it will be hard. But, I think, once it’s over we’ll all feel so much . . . better.’


Then he nodded.


Lizzie nodded too, even though she knew full well that planting an apple tree for the home economics group and singing some songs chosen by her unstable music teacher wouldn’t make losing Anna any better at all.


They stood in silence for a moment or two. He stared at her so hard she felt as if she were standing on a metal sheet heated up as hot as it could go. She avoided his eyes and shifted her weight from foot to foot like one of those dancing desert lizards.


‘You know you can always talk to me if you need to,’ he said. ‘My door at school is always open.’


Lizzie breathed a massive sigh when she was finally able to close the door behind him. She wandered back to the living room and sat in the armchair to pick her knee and wait for her mum to come back down.


With the scab finally gone, flicked in tiny bits onto the carpet and her knee all pink and bloody, there was still no sign of her mum. She went to the bottom of the stairs and leant against the banister and waited a few minutes. Twice she nearly called her, but didn’t. If she was in her studio, the room in the loft with dusty Velux windows and cork tiles that lay unglued across ply, she wouldn’t disturb her, because, even though her mum never said so aloud, Lizzie knew that this was where she was happiest.




The Wrong Type of Tree


An apple tree?


Kate closed the door of her bedroom and rested her forehead against it. Why on earth didn’t she tell him they couldn’t possibly plant Anna an apple tree? Anna didn’t eat apples. Not unless Kate peeled and cored them and cut them into eighths, and she’d stopped doing that for her when she turned twelve.


‘You can peel your own apples,’ she’d said to her. ‘Honestly, you’re the fussiest child I’ve ever met. Lizzie doesn’t need them peeled and she’s younger than you.’


Kate hadn’t said this nicely.


She’d been tired. It was one of those days when nothing had gone right. She was hormonal. She and Jon had argued about who should have remembered to put the bins out. She got a parking ticket because she stopped to help a frazzled new mum whose carrier bag split on a zebra crossing. The warden was writing it out as she ran back to the car, and while she tried to explain he pretended she wasn’t there. When she got home and unpacked the shopping she realized she’d forgotten the milk. Then Anna had asked for an apple and Kate had told her to get one herself.


‘Can you peel it for me?’


You can peel your own apples.


The words tumbled out, hard, unbending, exhausted. Just a peeled apple. What would it have taken to peel that apple for Anna? Thirty seconds, tops. Instead she spoke unkindly. And then a little over three years later, maybe, what, a thousand days at the most, Anna was snatched away from her. A thousand days. It sounds a lot. It’s not; not if that paltry number of days is all a mother has left with her child. If only she had known. If she had, she never would have snapped. Or told her to peel her own. She would have smiled and kissed her. Taken the apple and peeled it, careful to take off every bit of skin. Then she would have cut it into the neatest eighths and arranged them on a plate to look like a flower. And she would have given her the plate and smiled and maybe kissed her forehead gently.


If only she had known.


If only she had known, Kate would have peeled and sliced her an apple every day they had left together. Every one of those thousand days. One thousand apples. Just for Anna.




The Tortoiseshell Comb: Part One


‘Is everything OK?’ asked Jon, as soon as his mother opened her door. Her eyes were puffed and reddened, and he guessed she’d been crying for quite some hours.


She tried to smile but her skin seemed too taut to allow it. She didn’t say anything, just turned and walked down the hallway, her shoes tapping on the chequerboard tiles on which he and Dan used to play toy soldiers – Jon’s small regimented army always on the lookout for Dan’s renegade snipers. He hovered, unsure, on the doorstep. He had no idea of what waited, and worry dripped steadily into the pit of his stomach as he willed himself over the threshold. He wiped his feet on the sisal mat and shook the water off his jacket. Just running the short distance from the car to the front door had been enough to soak him.


In the kitchen his mother leant against the sink. She wore immaculate black slacks and a pink cashmere sweater, her white hair put up, as it always was, in a neat bun held in place by her tortoiseshell comb. Her back faced him. Both hands gripped the stainless steel, but there was a slump in her body, a looseness to her limbs; she looked beaten. It was the first time he’d seen her anything other than stoically composed, with the starched upper lip that defined that certain sector of her generation. But now she was shattered like a mirror, broken and tear-stained, barely recognizable. It unnerved him. He looked around for hints of what was wrong, but nothing seemed amiss; the kitchen looked exactly the same as it always had. Of course it would do; as far as he could remember, nothing in the house had changed in forty years. The upright Bechstein in the corner topped with books and papers. The copper saucepans hanging above the antique butcher’s block. The collection of china jugs lined up in height order on the window sill. All unchanged for as long as Jon could remember. The oak farmhouse table – so out of place in their detached townhouse in the smarter part of Chiswick – still held his father’s disorder (piles and piles of papers, a collection of obscure works by eminent French economists here, dog-eared paperbacks of unknown Russian literary geniuses there) organized by his mother as best she could. Every room in the house, including the kitchen, was essentially overflow from the room his father called a study and his mother called the library. He smiled to himself. How had two such contrasting personalities spent so many years living in such apparent harmony? It never ceased to amaze him. Everything about her screamed order, cleanliness and aspiration; everything about his father was bookish, distractable chaos.


Jon rested a gentle hand on his mother’s. She was so warm, just as he remembered her as a child. Always warm. Like a splendid hot-water bottle, his father used to say with a grin.


‘Is it my father?’ Jon asked her.


Even as the words came out of his mouth he wished he could haul them back in. What if she nodded? What if his father was dead and he had to deal with the aftermath? He wasn’t sure he had sufficient energy for that today.


She turned to face him; her eyes were soft beneath a film of tears.


‘He’s fine. It’s just . . .’ She hesitated. ‘I’m just so tired.’


Then she shook her head.


The shake dislodged her tortoiseshell comb, and as it slipped her snow-queen hair came loose. She closed her eyes and pulled the comb fully out and placed it between her lips. She began to smooth her hair back into its proper place, but then she seemed to run out of steam, and her trembling hands fell to her sides. Without a word, Jon stepped towards her and took the comb from her mouth, then rested it beside the sink. He turned her around. She moved without resistance. He stroked her hair, which had aged to the finest strands of bleached silk, and gathered a new ponytail with the experienced hand of a father of daughters. He twisted the ponytail up against her head and pushed the comb into place. Then he lightly touched his fingers to the tortoiseshell. He had always loved the comb. His mother told him often how it had been passed down to her by her grandmother, and to her from an allegedly wild and unknown great-great-grandmother.


‘How this comb could tell stories,’ his mother used to say. ‘Palaces, castles, even a prince’s bedchamber.’ And Jon would beg her to tell him. He would sit next to her, gazing at the comb, listening to those tales of passion and daring, fascinated by the way the light caught the milky mother-of-pearl inlays, setting their green and purple glinting. He stared at the comb now; all those decades and barely a scratch.


‘Thank you,’ she said.


She turned back and he stepped closer and tentatively put his arms around her. The last time they’d held each other was the morning after the night Anna fell. Standing there, trying to give her comfort, he was suddenly overcome with memories of that morning. Breaking the news to his parents, his mother’s stoicism, his father’s lack of comprehension. Jon gripped her harder, not for her but for himself – he felt weak, as if he might crumple and bring them both to the floor. He tried to stand tall, but even as he did, he felt the strength in his backbone seep out of him into the ground. Her body stiffened and she pulled away from him, a cool mask set over her face. She pressed the corners of her eyes with the neatly pressed handkerchief that nestled in the sleeve of her cardigan.


‘Come on now. That’s enough, Jonathan. Stop looking so terribly stricken.’ Her voice was suddenly sharpened, stark in contrast to how feeble she appeared. It was instantly reassuring. ‘Your father and I are fine.’


‘I want to help.’


‘There’s no help needed,’ she said. ‘It’s just the end of a silly cold I’ve had; it’s run me down. I need a good sleep and a dose of chicken soup.’


He knew there was something else; his mother didn’t get ill and even if she did she certainly wouldn’t admit to it.


‘I’ve not been—’


His sentence was cut short by shuffling and grumbling from the hall. She drew the handkerchief from her sleeve again and patted it over her face, smoothed her hair with her hands and straightened her shoulders.


She cleared her throat. ‘He’s not so good today.’


Jon wished they had time to clarify the not-so-good. As far as Jon was concerned, even good days were not-so-good. On good days there were still the staring eyes left empty by the lack of recognition, still the flaring temper, the sentences left unfinished and the aimless wandering and disorientation. Even on good days there was always the gaunt thinness and the muscle twitches and hands knotted into the arthritic claws of a man he didn’t know who bore a striking resemblance to his father.


The man trundled into the kitchen in pyjamas and a plaid dressing gown with creases ironed the length of each arm, the yellow tint to his snowy hair emphasized by the neat rows left by his wife’s combing. He was immaculate save for wearing only one slipper.


Jon forced a smile.


‘Not those pipes again?’ said his father gruffly. His glaring eyes floated away for a moment, but then darted back and fixed on Jon. ‘Actually, don’t I know you?’ he barked.


Jon felt a flush of heat on the back of his neck. He tried to smile. His father flicked a gnarly finger at him.


‘Yes, yes, you’ve been before.’ He gave a couple of guttural tuts. ‘Just you make sure you check your watch, Barbara. This is that one who charged me double. Disreputable bunch.’


Jon glanced at his mother, who raised a stern eyebrow. He swallowed uncomfortably. ‘The pipes look fine,’ he said. ‘No charge today.’


The old man grumbled and shuffled past Jon.


‘You’ve lost a slipper,’ his mother said. ‘Your foot must be cold.’


His father looked down at his feet. When he lifted his head the crusty glare had vanished and his face held the bewildered confusion of a lost child.


‘Not to worry, I’ll fetch it.’ She patted his hand. He flinched and drew his arm close to his body.


Jon’s mother left the room and Jon watched his father apprehensively. He felt sickened by the lack of affection he had for him. He might as well have been a stranger; everything familiar was gone. He thought back, desperate to peg his emotions to a fond memory: his father’s smiling face across the dinner table, his patience teaching algebra, showing him and Dan how to light fires with flint, the soporific lilt of his voice as he read them Moby Dick by the fire while they ate an entire packet of chocolate digestives.


But looking at this ruined man, these recollections were as faint as rumours. Jon watched him float about the kitchen like a living ghost, walking from nowhere to nowhere, his hands fluttering at his sides with the memory of use, and racked his brain for conversation to fill the silence that drowned them.


‘How was your trip to Kew Gardens?’ he said at last.


The old man looked shocked. ‘Excuse me?’


‘You went with Mother last week. She took you to see the herbarium collections.’


‘What the blasted hell are you on about?’


‘The gardens,’ Jon tried. ‘Kew?’


‘Why are you even talking to me? Just get on with your job!’ His voice rose as his eyes filled with blind panic. ‘Wasting time and filling air with nonsense about gardens and mothers!’


‘Goodness me,’ said Jon’s mother, as she hurried back into the room clutching the missing slipper.


She went straight past Jon to her husband’s side and guided him to a chair, cooing softly as she did. She threw Jon a look that spoke silent reproach.


‘This man’s talking nonsense! Going on like a stupid child. A dunce. I know what he’s up to. He’s creating some sort of . . . of . . . a smoke screen. He’s trying to take my money. You should check his bag.’ His father’s eyes suddenly grew wide and flicked up to the ceiling and back. ‘You know I can hear them upstairs again, Barbara. Can’t you? Can’t you hear them up there? How many are there this time?’ His voice was now a whisper. He nodded. ‘Lots. I can hear lots. At least ten. It’s my watch they’re after. They’re trying to take my watch.’


‘There’s nobody up there, Peter,’ she soothed. The softness in her voice seemed unfamiliar suddenly, and Jon tried to recall if she’d ever used this tone with either him or Dan. ‘It’s just those squirrels again. We’ve had so many squirrels this year. Remember? We were watching them out of the window, eating the nuts I put out for the blue tit. Try not to get yourself worked up.’ She stroked his hand. ‘Let’s get this slipper back on before your foot turns to ice.’ She bent down and cradled his foot, carefully sliding the slipper on as if both foot and slipper were made of glass.


‘Now,’ she said, leaning back on her heels and resting her hands on his knees. ‘How about I make you a nice cup of tea?’


‘What the hell do I want tea for!’ he shouted suddenly. He leant forward until his face was only inches from hers and grabbed the tops of her arms. Jon could see his knuckles whitening as his grip tightened.


‘Mother!’ cried Jon. He stepped forwards, but she stopped him with a lifted hand.


‘It’s OK, Peter,’ she said. ‘Everything’s OK. You don’t have to have tea.’ She turned to Jon, her face calm, controlled. ‘You should leave now, Jonathan.’


Jon didn’t move.


‘Jonathan,’ she said again with more force. ‘It’s upsetting your father.’


Jon nodded. ‘Yes . . . yes, of course. I’ll leave.’ At last Jon saw the tension lessen in his father’s arms, and his mother’s face relaxed as he heard her exhale. ‘I’m leaving right away.’ His father released his grip and then he stood and began to shuffle out of the kitchen.


‘He’s slept late this morning,’ his mother said to the empty chair when her husband had gone. ‘He always wakes in a tetchy mood.’


‘He hurt you.’


‘No. He would never hurt me.’


Jon didn’t say anything.


She went to the cupboard that held the china teapot. This, too, they’d had since Jon was a child. Over the years it had been broken and broken and broken again, but each time, rather than throw it away, his father would mend it. He’d carefully lay the pieces out in front of him on a double spread of the Sunday Times, and set about rebuilding it with superglue, his glasses perched on the tip of his nose, his face the picture of concentration, so that now its white bone was tinged brown by the multitude of hairline scars that crisscrossed it. Jon and Kate had given them a brand new teapot several years back, Wedgwood Polka Dot, gold banding, dishwasher safe. They’d paid quite a lot of money for it, but it sat unused at the back of the cupboard. His parents thought the old one made the perfect cup of tea.


‘He’ll be better for some tea,’ she said, still facing the empty chair. ‘Will you have a cup?’


He hesitated and glanced at the clock on the oven, then felt a sharp stab of guilt from his now broken promise to Kate. ‘I should get home. Kate’s meeting the headmaster to talk about Tuesday.’


Her mouth set hard and her eyebrows lifted a fraction.


He drew a deep breath, wondering why on earth she couldn’t forgive his wife. It wasn’t as if she’d done that much wrong, not really, not if you took everything into account, remembered what she’d been through. Kate didn’t need his mother’s ongoing disdain; she needed her compassion, her support. He nearly said as much, but instead he kept silent. This wasn’t the right time for that discussion. He looked at the oven clock again and wondered if he’d make it home before the meeting with Stephen ended.


‘Would you like me to stay?’


‘That’s kind, but no thank you. I’m fine now. I don’t know what nonsense got into me.’ She tried to smile, but didn’t quite manage it.


‘Well, you must call whenever you need,’ he said. ‘I am always here for you.’


From the look on her face it was hard to be sure if she believed him, or whether she merely saw his sentiments as empty platitude. He couldn’t blame her if she did – after all, he’d done very little for her recently. He tried to remember if he’d called her in the last week. A malevolent voice in the back of his head began to point the finger at Anna’s death, but he silenced it quickly. Anna was too easy an excuse, and it wasn’t fair on her. It certainly wasn’t her fault he’d been a neglectful son. It had been a year now. Once Tuesday was over he would try and put her death behind them. It was time to stand tall. He would make Wednesday the start of a brand new chapter.




The Him in Her Head


Lizzie went back into the living room to get her half-eaten, browning apple from the window sill and went upstairs. She thumped her feet heavily so her mum would hear her and know she was there if she needed her. She waited briefly at the top of the stairs in case she appeared, but there was no sight or sound of her so she went into her room and closed the door. She sat on her bed and took a bite of the apple and stared out of the window. Dr Howe was right about the cats and dogs. It had been raining day and night for most of the last two weeks. Certainly it had been non-stop yesterday and the day before and the day before that. The newspapers said it was the wettest June in fifty-six years. This made her laugh because every June was always the wettest June in whatever number of years. As far as she was concerned, it would only be news when June was thirty days of anhydrous sweltering heat. Lizzie didn’t care, though; she loved the rain. Mostly because bees didn’t; then again, she pretty much enjoyed anything that bees didn’t – rain, November through February, high winds, bonfire smoke, snowflakes that stayed on her nose and eyelashes . . . all just a few of my favourite things. She smiled to herself and hummed the tune quietly as she watched the pelting rain.


Gradually, the rain began to change and the sheeting frantic drops became fattened little balloons that exploded on the window ledge like water bombs. She threw her apple core into the wastepaper bin and stood up, leaning against her white-painted desk, so tidy, just as she liked it, with a neat pile of lined paper and a jar of pens and pencils, rubbers and a ruler and a stack of books on the floor beside it. She was about to spend most of the next twelve months glued to this desk. It wouldn’t be too much of a hardship. Her friends at school were moaning continually about the looming threat of their exams. She kept quiet. She liked exams. She’d always found work comforting, especially since Anna – such welcome respite from both the crying and desperate silences that rung about the house, not to mention her own brooding. She loved the whole exam nonsense, making neatly colour-coded revision timetables, organizing her notes into labelled sections, ticking modules off when she’d revised them thoroughly. She had worked really hard for the school exams she’d just done. Now, all those colourful notes and immaculate lists of key dates and names and capital cities were all tidied away, stored beneath her bed ready to appear in September when she began preparing for her mocks and then her GCSEs.


She leant over her desk and pushed her forehead against the window. She noticed the drops of water on the glass, wiggling their way downward, some merging with static drops, some not, some sliding to a halt, others so beefed up by snowballing they suddenly catapulted off at tremendous speed. Why did the drops zigzag? she wondered then. Why did some of them run out of steam, while others hurtled? Surely they should behave predictably, rigidly scientific, obey some water-on-glass formula that governed them from unseen mathsy heights. Their behaviour appeared totally random and as she watched the drops, irrational and unpredictable, the hairs on the back of her neck began to prickle and her heart started racing. She slid the latch open and lifted the lower half of the window so her room was filled by the unseasonal weather and the papers on her desk quivered in surprise. She breathed in the beautiful smell of rain on warm pavements. She breathed in again, convinced she could also smell mowed grass on Brook Green.


Lizzie moved the paper and pens to the floor and then climbed on to the desk, one knee at a time, trying to ignore its wobble. Then she carefully swung each leg out of the window, gripped the frame with both hands, and lowered her head beneath the sash to ease the top half of her body outside. Her heart pumped. She didn’t look down. If she did she might think of falling, and she couldn’t think of falling. She tried to distract her mind, tried to concentrate on herself, her body, the feel of the cool rain on her warm skin, anything to keep away her dark thought of Anna. But the dark thought fought back, pushed itself out of the shadows in her head where it prowled day and night. She closed her eyes and winced. Now it was here it wouldn’t go away. She would have to indulge it, but only for a moment: any longer and its ugliness would begin to crawl beneath her skin. She took a deep breath and readied herself. Then she closed her eyes.


Immediately, Anna was there. She was standing on the edge of the roof. Her arms were outstretched. Lizzie could feel her sister’s blood fizzling, little bubbles of adrenalin rising and bursting inside her like champagne. Anna wanted to fly. She wanted more than this world could offer her. There were tears. They glittered like tiny diamonds embedded in her eyes. Lizzie wanted to call out to her, but like in a dream her voice was muted. Lizzie had to watch, helpless to stop her, as Anna leapt like a glorious angel, her hair billowing out behind her, ecstasy shining out of her like the beam of a lighthouse. And then Lizzie felt the familiar sickness. The sky behind Anna turned a deep, gunmetal grey. Her luminescence faded. Lizzie shook her head. It was time to shoo the thought away. If she stayed with this imagining of Anna taking her own life, of leaving without a goodbye or even a note, unable to talk to her own sister, she’d feel too sick to breathe.


Your sister didn’t jump. She fell. It was an accident.


Lizzie made herself think of the rain again. She turned her face upwards. The drops were falling harder now, almost tropical.


Your sister didn’t jump.


Then as quickly as the thought had shown itself, it was safely hidden away and she was suddenly aware of how soaked she was, of how wet her shirt and jeans were, how the fabrics clung to her. She felt the rain running down her cheek and into her mouth, fresh and cold, down her neck and chest. How glorious! Her arms became peppered with goose bumps and she shivered. Then she smiled. She could feel it again, the change in her, Lizzie-the-Adult pushing out of her shrivelling childish cocoon like a spectacular butterfly. It was exciting. Exhilarating. The promise of so much unknown.


She eased herself back into her room and wrapped her wet arms around her body. She shivered again, this time from the cold alone. She rubbed her hands against the tops of her arms to warm herself, gripped herself, dug her fingers into her skin. Then she closed her eyes and imagined the hands weren’t hers. They were his. They belonged to him. Her him. A him with no name, no face even, but a him who wanted her, who yearned for her. A boy who loved her so much he would do anything for her: sail seven seas, slay dragons, even die for her.


She squeezed her eyes tighter and leant closer to him, opening her lips just a fraction in case he was about to kiss her, hoping and hoping and hoping he would.




The Colour Grey


In the next-door room Kate sat on the bed and stared out of the window. She stared past the trailing raindrops and over the rooftops to somewhere much further away. Visions of a previous incarnation of herself flashed through her mind, numbing her. Visions of her young self, happy, sublimely unaware of the unfathomable sadness she would one day feel. A free spirit who skipped in the streets and laughed until she cried, who walked the city pavements barefoot in the sunshine, pavements of the very same city that all the while watched, passive and silent, as her life within its walls crumbled to nothing.


When she first arrived in London, centuries ago it felt like, she imagined she’d crash-landed in heaven. Seventeen, wrinkle-and cynicism-free, excited by the opportunities this place could give her. She was determined to make the most of every single one. It was like stepping into Wonderland. A kaleidoscope of characters bustled along golden paving, busying about each other like insects, scuttling from one corner of the city to another. Kate would lie awake those first few nights with blood pumping through her heart like she’d run a hundred miles. Sirens flew past on a road outside her window that growled like a thousand bees twenty-four hours a day. Drunken voices laughed and fought. An orange glow from the street lamps sent unidentifiable shadows dancing across the ceiling hand in hand with smells of the next-door kebab shop, of rubbish bins and exhaust fumes. Kate felt alive then, woven into the fabric of this magnificent, filthy, wondrous city. That first year so many things happened to her, each one revealing a little more of a self she wasn’t aware of. She lost her virginity. Passed out from alcohol. Smoked marijuana on the top deck of the number thirty-seven. The following year she pierced three holes in her left ear, a few weeks later her nose. She marched against the poll tax and skinny-dipped in the Serpentine. These were the moments of Kate’s youth. She unfolded like a rose, nourished by the smoggy vigour of London Town.
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