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‘I will provide you with the available words and the
available grammar. But will that help you to interpret
between privacies? I have no idea.’


Brian Friel, Translations





Prologue


One two-hundred-and-fiftieth of a second


The photograph in front of you was taken in one two-hundred-and-fiftieth of a second. Your first thoughts, when you look at it, are of the decades that place themselves between you and it – what a museum piece it is! How retro, what a laugh – the haircuts and flares and the archaic Union Jacks. Quite right, too – we all have Crimplene lurking in our past and sometimes it’s fun to be reminded of it.


But this photograph was taken in one two-hundred-and-fiftieth of a second, and thus is not just about the Seventies, or 1977, or June 1977, or even the seventh of June 1977 (a Tuesday, as it happens). There’s a greater precision here. This is about 13.03 and twenty-nine seconds (give or take a few hundredths of a second) on Tuesday the seventh of June 1977, in this particular place, with the photographer crouching three yards, one foot, four and a quarter inches in front of Number 4, Cherry Gardens, Bourne Heath, Bucks.


So, tempting as it is to look at this picture for generalities, take a closer look: the single strand of hair flying up and away from this girl’s glossy fringe; the corner of a lapel bent back on that boy’s shirt; three crumbs on the table next to the plate of cakes. Take your time. You could perform an inventory of every curve and angle, every glance and gesture, their precise juxtaposition unique to this moment.


And when you do look, this photograph – like all photographs – will tease you a little. Because you can examine it all you want, you can enumerate every detail, but after a while the things you really want to know are exactly those things that are unavailable to you. There is nothing internal here; it’s all surface. You want to know what, precisely, they were thinking in that moment, what happened before the shutter opened, and after it closed. This photograph was a point on a trajectory for these people, and what it’s hiding from you is the most interesting thing of all: what happened before, what happened next.




Chapter 1


Spring 2007: What Happened Next


Satish has been awake for nineteen hours when he gets his first rest. Lying neatly on the single bed, he breathes slowly, and begins the wind-down to sleep. Without the diazepam he has to do this alone, but he has strategies. In the street outside an ambulance has just arrived; there’s the dying fall of the siren, the thunk of the doors being opened. He suspends himself between attentiveness to his sleepless condition and a carelessness of it; a small shift either way and he’ll be lost.


He starts with the breathing: in for four, hold for four, out for four, hold for four. He continues like this for a minute or two, feels his pulse rate drop, relaxes his shoulders, rolls on to his side. Here, he reminds himself, it’s crucial to keep counting the breaths. It’s when you think you’re falling asleep that you become sloppy; then you might as well open your post, read the paper, or take a shower; you won’t be sleeping any time soon.


He breathes and counts, breathes and counts. The room around him is alien. Let’s go to a different place, thinks Satish. At home, Maya will be enjoying the run of their double bed (something she will not admit, but he knows it’s true). She might be lying at a slant, one foot poking out of the covers on her own side, her head on his pillow. She will have been asleep for a long time already. His on-calls are her excuse for an early night; once, he rang home at nine o’clock and woke her.


Asha will be out cold too, he’s sure, her cheek imprinted red by the corner of a book, or striped with the tiny hairlines from the edge of the pages. Awake, she’s balanced between a young girl and a teenager, can’t wait to get on to the next thing, but sleep draws her back into childhood. Maya would rescue the book from under her, but only Satish would fold the pages the right way and bookmark it. The children are quite used to these services being performed while they sleep; Asha has never once commented. Mehul will be damply unconscious, his room filled with the loamy scent that marks the territory of boy.


Satish’s parents’ room is more of a mystery. In the delicate business of communal living, he has drawn lines to ensure everyone’s privacy and his own sanity. He trespasses now though, slipping through their door unseen. His father is asleep but his mother, liberated from the demands of the family and her own sense of obligation, sits up in bed, cardigan around her shoulders against the chill, turning the pages of a book or magazine slowly so as not to crackle them and wake her husband. One night, when Satish had returned home late, she came quickly to the bedroom door, to warn him that Mehul had been ill. Satish noticed a book lying face down on the duvet, his mother’s reading glasses on the bedside table, his father sleeping, oblivious. When his mother caught him peering at the book, she smiled. ‘Mansfield Park,’ she said, and he felt the warmth of complicity.


It’s comforting to move through the rest of the house, to hear that particular night-silence that is a sort of settling. Satish drifts down the stairs, through the hall, into the kitchen. He opens the fridge so he can see the light and hear the drip and click of it, then quietly moves across the dining room’s bare boards, and into the lounge. He lies on the broad sofa, drawing Maya’s blanket round him, cocooning himself.


Just breathing now, not counting, forgetting his earlier admonition to himself. Just breathing because snatches of nonsense are running through his brain, which is surely a good sign, fragments of sentences that mean nothing, or seem important, but when he rises up to take hold of them they skitter away. He is reaching out to Maya, pulling the blanket around himself, closing the door … he’s nearly … almost …


And then his phone is ringing. He locates it on the bedside table, eyes closed, and puts it to his ear.


‘Yes?’


‘Dr Patel. It’s the reg. She’s struggling to put in a line. Can you come?’


Satish can feel the adrenaline kick-starting him, shaking him out of his fragile doze. His hands twitch. ‘The registrar can’t get a line in?’


‘No. She’s struggling.’


‘She needs a consultant for that?’


‘Yes. Sorry. They’re in room 5.’


He wants to argue with this woman – he was so close to sleep! – but there’s no point; he’s properly awake now. He swings his legs on to the floor and reaches for his sweater. This had better be good.


An hour later, Satish returns to the bedroom, pauses, then turns round and leaves immediately. His bladder, full from the cups of water he has drunk through the day, is swollen and prickling. But soon he is back on the narrow bed, hands folded on his chest. He thinks of the little brown bottle in his briefcase. A second dose would take the edge off, make sleep come more easily. Should he? No. No: he has rules about these things.


He starts to think about his home again, but this time it shrugs him off; it’s 3 a.m. now and there is no chance of the house shifting a little in its sleep to let him burrow in. Frustration bobs to the surface but Satish pushes it under; frustration will keep him awake.


Satish breathes and counts. He strategises. Let’s play All The Beds I’ve Ever Slept In, he thinks. All the beds.


Bed One, Kampala, although he cannot remember it. His parents’ bed, he thinks.


Bed two, Kampala. He can remember dark wood and a mosquito net, its colour intensifying as it rose above him. Did he spend much time each night, staring at that gathering of white on the ceiling? It’s an image that comes back to him effortlessly every time he plays this game. He thinks of himself, scaled down, five, four, three, lying there just as he’s lying here, staring up but breathing a different air. It was a richer air, he thinks – can this be true? – a bit of sweat, a bit of spice, the scent released from sun-warmed earth. It’s something like a kitchen-smell. But how would he know? He’s never been back; it’s an émigré’s fantasy.


Bed three, Ranjeet’s place, Bassetsbury. The weight of blankets on him, the cold a new discovery. Satish remembers the chill of the air as it entered his nostrils, his body warming it on its way down to his lungs. In Ranjeet’s house, he perfected a new way of lying in bed, falling asleep on his tummy, hands balled in fists at his neck to pin the blankets around him, a seal against the autumn night. In the morning, invariably, he would awake on his back, his shoulders and the tip of his nose cold.


Bed four, Cherry Gardens. The best nights were the rainy ones, and there were plenty of those. His dormer window was a drum, his room a sound box, and the noise kept telling him he was safe and dry, safe and warm and dry. Satish’s room was special.


Somehow he can rest here, and he does so now. He’s ten, or eleven, or twelve. His duvet quilt cover is dark blue and he lies under it, listening to the rain, not able to hear the telly downstairs because of the wet thrumming above him. He knows Mummy and Papa are in the sitting room, doing the mysterious things grown-ups do when you’re not with them.


All the kids in Cherry Gardens are asleep. Satish thinks of them, each in their own bed, sleeping tidy or sprawled, surrounded by the objects that recall them. Down the street there’s Sarah, with her make-up, her magazines and Snoopy paraphernalia. Her mother, Mrs Miller, would be downstairs making notes on a clipboard. Her dad might be fixing something.


Over the road, Mandy is sleeping. Where to start with Mandy? The contents of her secret box, he supposes, the pre-pubescent treasures spilling out of it: the leather pendant, the lipgloss, the chocolate mouse. There’s a smell to Mandy’s house, too. It’s the smell of baking. That’s what Mrs Hobbes would be doing, of course, in the kitchen. Her dad would be somewhere else. Just that: somewhere else.


Then Cai, Satish’s next-door neighbour, and his younger sister Colette. Colette … he thinks of scooters, hair bobbles, cuddly animals, generic kids’ things.


Cai, of course, had his cultural contraband, the stuff that would really piss off his dad. Satish imagines it now, sitting in the drawer waiting to be discovered. Cai’s dad – Mr Brecon – doesn’t know about it yet. He’s downstairs in the sitting room with Mrs Brecon. They’re watching It Ain’t Half Hot, Mum, and Mr Brecon is laughing and laughing …


Satish rolls over. His pillow smells nice; it smells of himself, his hair. Finally he sleeps.


Satish sleeps for four hours. He’s finally summoned to consciousness by his travel alarm, its dutiful beeps telling him: shower, handover, home.


But he can’t go home, not yet anyway, because once he’s over at the hospital his replacement rings, claiming a traffic hold-up. No one seems to need him for a bit, so Satish retreats to his office and sits, bleary, at his computer, clearing messages while he waits. He scans the subject lines: a second opinion, a paediatrics conference, the legalities of a recent firing. Towards the end, there’s something else.


It’s from Colette. The subject line says Happy and Glorious, and his fist clenches. Then he opens the email and reads what she has to say, and he can’t believe she’s saying it. It’s Colette – his friend – and she’s telling him there’s going to be a reunion, a new photograph. They want Satish to be in it. He knew it would come eventually, but he couldn’t imagine it would come from her. She’s sent him a copy of the picture. He double-clicks on the attachment.


He’s been ambushed. Four hours of sleep have not prepared him for this. And with a kick of anger he remembers how this photograph, this bloody photograph, has always ambushed him.


When he was twelve, when it all happened, he felt stalked by the thing. It first turned up in his local paper, as they had expected it to, one image in a round-up of Jubilee street parties. But it was special, you could tell even then, and the nationals got hold of it, and it started reproducing promiscuously: in broadsheets, tabloids, and a Sunday supplement souvenir edition. It lay in wait for him at school; it followed him home. His Cherry Gardens neighbours couldn’t get enough of it. They bought everything it appeared in and the newsagents kept selling out. For a few weeks it was everywhere he looked, and each time he saw it – whack! – it gave him a good thumping. People called it ‘the Jubilee photo’ or ‘that street party picture’. Its photographer, Andrew Ford, called it ‘Happy and Glorious’.


Over the years it has ambushed Satish many times because of its endlessly flexible applications. For a while it seemed central to his country’s view of itself, a snapshot of a nation in harmony. It was used – the irony! – to illustrate Britishness, or the Jubilee, or in arguments about the monarchy or multiculturalism. He remembers how politically versatile it was. It allowed racists to deny that Britain was racist (of course we aren’t: didn’t you see that lovely picture in the paper?) yet provided a neat reference to Empire, and a gentle hint that assimilation might prove a better model than multiculturalism. Here he was after all, an Asian boy happy in his white-majority Buckinghamshire village, accepted by its good-hearted people, and posing only a minimal threat to house prices.


It was used, too, by those who constructed a different story for the picture. For them, ‘Happy and Glorious’ helped to redefine what ‘English’ might mean, to posit a new normality in which your mate might be Asian, a Britain in which black immigrants were British too, and as patriotic as their white countrymen. But even these ideological tussles didn’t earn the picture its status as a National Treasure. That came later.


There’s a noise at the door, a token knock. When Satish looks up he sees Niamh, the team secretary, already halfway across the office.


‘I’ve sorted through these for you,’ she says.


‘Not now.’


‘I’m sorry.’ She stops.


‘You should knock and wait.’


‘Oh. OK.’


‘Knock and wait next time, please.’


‘I’ll remember.’


She retreats, stepping back before turning away from him. Satish stares for a few moments at the desk, at an arbitrary patch comprising the corner of his keyboard and the lid of a pen. It’s time to look at the photograph. He’s going to make himself do it. He’ll pretend he isn’t Satish at all. He’s someone else, someone detached from this entirely. This isn’t history – national, personal, familial – it’s art. He’s going to make an aesthetic judgement. Think about the composition. It’s part of the reason for the photograph’s endurance, the pleasing balance of the thing …


The photograph is taken from the head of a very long table, but with a shallow depth of field, so that only those seated nearest to the camera are in focus. Behind them, the table narrows as it stretches away, a blurred runway of paper cups and plates and cakes and crisps and Coke.


Only six people can be seen with clarity. When Satish looks at them again he feels a rise of nausea. He finds he’s pushing his chair back, just in case he needs to leave. There’s Colette and her dad, Peter Brecon. There’s Mandy and Sarah. More to the point, here is Cai, and here he is himself, plump of cheek, his limbs already showing signs of the disproportion that will take hold of them in puberty. As the acid gathers in his stomach Satish tells himself that this is just an icon and its subjects are ciphers; they are significant only as tokens of something else. It doesn’t even look like the real world, he reminds himself, but is black and white, as all newspaper photographs were back then; he remembers newsprint coming off on his hands. And it’s thirty years old now. Look at us, he thinks. We look dated. We look funny. Don’t take this so seriously. Look at the clothes, the hair. It was long, long ago. Look at those people.


He starts with Peter Brecon. He’s nearest to the camera on the right-hand side of the table, head turned slightly away so that his face, framed by the dark curve of his comedy sideburns, is in profile. Both his arms encircle Colette. She’s grinning, kiddish, maybe six years old, and she perches on her dad’s lap, facing the camera squarely. Where was Mrs Brecon that day? She didn’t sit with the rest of the family, Satish remembers that (he remembers, too, hiding in her house, hearing her cry in her bedroom). He peers along the table and spots her – an arm, a shoulder, no more. Here, at the front of the shot, Colette is sitting stiffly upright for her moment in the spotlight. In her right hand she clutches a plastic Union Jack, a cameo of the Queen at its centre. With her left, she is pulling at the bottom of the flag, its plastic is straining at the wooden strut.


Next to them, a bit further down the table, is Sarah. She too is in profile, staring across the table at Mandy, unsmiling. Sarah’s shoulders are bare, and she’s wearing the kind of skimpy top usually seen on women whose curves would inhabit it properly. On her rangy, eleven-year-old frame it hangs loosely, its descent down her chest interrupted by the merest suggestion of breasts. Mandy, dark-eyed, shiny-lipped, meets her gaze. Neither acknowledges the camera.


Between them, and all along the table, Union Jack plates and cups are set out at neat intervals on Union Jack tablecloths. Here and there, dishes of food have been placed; he can see a pyramid of fairy cakes and remembers their meticulous red, white and blue icing. There’s a platter of small spirals – his mum’s chakli – and, further up, an amorphous pile he knows is the coronation chicken. There, at the point where sharpness is lost and the blurring begins, arms are reaching across to distribute food. Forks are already moving towards mouths, cups are being lifted.


Outside that charmed circle at the front of the picture, expressions can only be made out with difficulty. Satish sees a woman turning, smiling radiantly towards the camera: Colette’s teacher friend, Miss Walsh. Mrs Miller, Sarah’s mum, is next to her. Those two blobs are Stephen and Paul Chandler, Satish knows for sure. He cannot find his own parents and sister, but he remembers exactly where they were: halfway along the trestle table near the Tomineys, Sima staring longingly down at his end, itching to move.


The sounds outside Satish’s office have changed again. There are steps, and a gentle knocking, and then silence: Niamh again.


‘Come in.’


She eyes him warily. ‘I’m off now. I really do need to get these to you today.’


‘Yes. I’m sorry about earlier. I had to concentrate. On some …’


‘Of course.’ She’s holding the sheaf of papers to her chest and coming over to the desk. Satish sees it in split-screen: Niamh getting closer, the photograph waiting on his monitor. He stands and leans over the desk towards her, reaching out for the papers. She stops far enough away and hands them over.


‘Thanks,’ he tells her. ‘See you next week.’ She leaves.


I’ll get this over with, he thinks. I’ll just look at Cai and me, then I can go. His eye locates the photograph again, moves down past Mandy, towards the front of the table once more. There’s Cai, and then there’s Satish. He’s right at the front of the picture, the key compositional element.


Cai sits sideways on his chair, his back to Mandy, his face towards the camera, one arm around Satish’s shoulder, the other hand resting a quarter inch from Satish’s cheek in a kind of Morecambe and Wise happy-slap. Satish’s Union Jack hat is about to fall off. It obscures his expression, so that all anybody sees is a comical half-grimace. Out of sight and across the road in Cai’s back garden, the barbecue glows hot, the hamburgers are charring.


He wonders what it felt like for Andrew Ford, the invisible framer of this scene, resplendent in denim and cowboy boots. Satish remembers the photographer squatting down, feet planted wide apart on the tarmac, holding the camera at roughly the height of his subjects’ faces. He’d grasped the long lens underneath, adjusting it deftly in a motion so suffused with adulthood and competence that Satish was winded by envy. In the end the photograph was the product of chance, Ford reeling off a string of clicks, and Satish doesn’t know which moment this was: the first, the second, the ninth? Ford didn’t ask them to look his way; that was why there was this rag-tag feel, this diffuse attention.


Chance served Andrew Ford well. After those first, hyperbolic weeks, people stopped caring so much about the Jubilee. The news went back to normal. Elvis Presley died, Satish started at his new school. The photograph found other places to be – in lofts, in scrapbooks, in bins; Satish didn’t care. He wasn’t visiting his neighbours’ houses much any more, but when he did, he’d sometimes catch sight of it. As the months went by, even that lost its impact. Skewered with a drawing pin or propped on a mantelpiece, it curled until all he could see were the things behind the photograph – other pictures, stuff he didn’t care about, writing that had nothing to do with him.


Then, one day – it was the next summer, a whole year had gone by – a boy in his class brought in a copy of the NME. On the front cover: Riot Act, a new band. They slouched against a wall, avoiding the camera’s gaze, all tight trousers and discontent. Inside was an interview, and a picture of their LP. Satish just looked at it. Then someone said: ‘Shit. It’s Patel.’


For a minute he couldn’t understand what he was seeing. Their record cover was a version of ‘Happy and Glorious’. They’d made the picture look different, but it was the Jubilee photograph all the same. He was in it. The band was in it, too; ragged cut-outs of them squeezed in between the real people. One lolled, smoking a cigarette. Another had his head on the table. Satish could see other changes, too: instead of the Coke, there was a bottle of whisky; Sarah wore a ring of black round each eye; Colette’s flag was burning and they’d put smudges of colour all over the photograph – red on Peter’s lips, red and blue on Satish’s hat. The album was called The Only Language They Understand.


Satish took the magazine and walked straight out of his prefab classroom, out to the end of the field where there was a gap in the hedge, and on to the pavement. He found a bin a few yards on and stuffed the copy of NME in there, down under other rubbish even though it made his hand dirty, down where it couldn’t be seen.


Lucky Andrew Ford. With the hindsight that Satish now possesses, he can see Ford’s success as inevitable; a smooth upward curve. After the album cover came profitable outrage: just what did that graffitied photograph, that ambiguous album title, imply? And to use children … Riot Act became huge, and a thousand disenchanted schoolboys leaned against walls, hoping they looked like their heroes. The Bucks Gazette was suddenly a tight fit for Andrew Ford, who was taken up by post-punk London. As ‘Happy and Glorious’ spun away from him (the endless pastiches, the cultural referencing), he became the chronicler of a new England, its underground and – not long after – of Thatcher’s Britain.


By March 2007, as Satish sits at his desk, ambushed again, Ford can credit to that picture his international reputation, both his wives, and all of his homes He’s planning a major retrospective, Colette says. He wants to take a ‘Thirty Years On’ reunion photograph in Cherry Gardens, a re-staging of the famous image. The Sunday Times Magazine wants to do a feature on the project. He’ll need them, those important six people, but most of all he’ll need Satish. How about it?


Satish is jabbed by a fierce spike of anger. He can’t believe what she’s asking him to do. He can’t understand how Colette fits in, why she’s mixed up in this at all. He resents having to make any decision, any pronouncement about it. He wishes Ford had never taken up the idea, but Ford knows no more about what happened that day than any other outsider – why should he? Ford looks at his masterpiece and sees, besides the money, the leapfrogging career, only smiling faces, party clothes, the bloody Union Jacks. How could he see anything else? Colette is a different matter. What was she thinking? Maybe it’s this: that what’s past is so long past it doesn’t matter any more. Satish considers the years it has taken to knit these memories into a manageable form and thinks it would be wise for her to fear, for all of them to fear, just as he does, the pulling of the thread that might set them unravelling.




Chapter 2


It’s Saturday afternoon and Maya’s in her tracksuit bottoms and vest, bouncing from foot to foot in the hall and breathing out loudly, rhythmically, each time she lands to her right. Her hands are clad in lilac boxing gloves and as she dances and huffs she slams them against each other.


‘Come on! Get on with it!’ she tells Satish. ‘Come and have a go if you think you’re hard enough.’


The second pad is always hardest to get on, his hand immobilised by the first; in the end he traps it under his armpit and slides his fingers in that way. He’s never told Maya how much he hates this ritual, how bemused he is that his wife, this gentle soul, would want to spend her spare time knocking seven bells out of … anything. When she fixes the pad with that focused gaze and lands one on it, he wonders what it’s standing in for. The whole process is unsettling, but it’s dull too, standing there for thirty minutes with his hands in the air. Plus, she looks a bit funny in her lilac boxing gloves and sometimes he has to force himself not to laugh.


‘You look weird, Papa,’ Asha tells him. She’s lounging on the bottom stair, book in hand.


‘Thank you, Asha,’ he says. ‘Do you have homework to do?’


‘At the end of this chapter.’


‘Homework?’


‘Just let me finish this.’ Her skinny legs are encased in black, thin tops layered over her skinny torso. She slaps the book face down on the stair and reaches up to tighten her ponytail.


‘Right,’ says Maya. ‘You done? You ready? You want a piece of me? You want a piece of me?’


‘One chapter,’ says Satish.


‘Sati! Any more of that and you’ll distract me,’ says Maya. ‘I might just hit the wrong thing.’ She’s exaggerating her bounces, bobbing from side to side. She dances up to Satish and bops him gently on the chest, on the nose. Then she puts her guard up and he can’t see her breasts any more. He realises he’s been watching them, the way they sit differently in a vest.


‘I’m going to start with jab, jab, cross. OK?’ She points to his right pad.


‘OK.’


She starts slowly, pulling back into guard position between punches, naming them as she lands them: jab, jab, cross. He concentrates on what he has to do, the pads at her shoulder height, meeting the blows with a little resistance, a little pushback each time. Sometimes she doesn’t land square, and then his hand is knocked askew, but not too often. It’s flowing nicely now, the crosses coming right across her body, from the back foot to the leading hand, and packing a proper wallop. Under her bare feet, as she twists, the hall rug skews.


‘Papa?’


‘Ye-es?’


‘Did you hear about Daksha’s dad? He’s famous.’


Eleven years as a parent have taught Satish the art of half-listening. He can catch the cry of authentic fear, the yell of actual pain, and filter out anything less consequential. He’ll never be able to multi-task, but this comes close.


‘You know Be My Guest?’


‘Umm … no.’


‘Papa! God!’


‘Asha! Language, please!’ Maya puffs. ‘Right, Sati. Change.’ She frowns at the pad and swaps foot positions. Leading from the other side she starts again: jab, jab, cross. He’d like a cup of tea, he thinks. He’d like a sit-down with the paper. Mehul’s out with his grandparents buying his school uniform and he’d even rather be doing that. Jab, jab, cross. His shoulders are aching.


‘Satish? Just watch the angle there. You’re a bit out.’ Maya reaches across to adjust the pad.


‘Be My Guest. It’s this TV programme. You know, TV, the thing in the corner? Big screen?’


Maya snorts. ‘Asha … has … a … point,’ she says.


‘Daksha’s dad was on it. There’re four people. They do, like, dinner parties for each other.’


‘Oh yes?’


‘It was on last week. Daksha’s dad won. He got a thousand pounds.’


‘Very nice.’


‘He was in the paper. Daksha brought it in yesterday: Asian Lite. There was a picture of him in their kitchen.’


‘Good for him.’


The pounding against his hands has stopped. Maya lifts her gloves to her head, pushing them over her ears. She frowns.


‘What are you doing?’


‘I’m trying to tuck my hair behind my ears. Don’t laugh. I can’t do it with these things on.’


‘Here, let me help.’


‘Anyway,’ he hears Asha say. ‘Daksha’s, like, this celebrity now.’


‘No,’ says Maya. ‘You’re just taking the mick …’ but she lets him reach out to her. Giggling, she dips her head forward and he brackets it with the curve of the pads. There’s her face, her hair, the flush and warmth of her, and he strokes across her cheeks towards her ears. There’s nothing to feel, an inch of leather and stuffing between them, and so he has to remember what it feels like, his fingers against her skin, the architecture of her bones.


‘Hmm. Not sure how to manage this.’ He pushes at her ears ineffectually. They’re both laughing. There’s a Velcro rip and her glove comes off. He leans down to her, but she turns away and searches the hall table for something.


There’s a gentle thumping behind them: Asha making her way lugubriously upstairs. She’ll hunker down on the beanbag they keep on the landing – there’s the shingle sound of her sinking into it. She’ll read her book, keeping an ear open for her parents, and send down waspish comments when she feels like it.


‘Bingo!’ Maya’s found two of Asha’s hairclips and puts them on: sparkling plastic butterflies, one on each side.


‘Good choice,’ Satish says. ‘Didn’t Prince Naseem wear something like that?’


‘Enough! Let’s go!’ But now she’s having problems with the glove; the Velcro strap won’t do up properly.


‘Bugger!’


‘I can hear you, Mum!’


‘It’s different for adults!’ Maya calls up. Then she mutters: ‘I’m sick of this. I’ll just be a sec.’


She goes to the door that links the house to the garage. Satish sees the light flickering.


‘What are you doing?’


‘I’m looking for duct tape. I just want to … hold on.’ He sees her through the half-open door, peering into the toolbox. He goes to the bottom of the stairs.


‘Asha?’


‘Yeah?’


‘Yes. I was serious about that homework.’


‘I’ve done my Maths. My War project’s due in …’ But as she’s talking, his attention leaves her again. He hears the lid of the toolbox shut, Maya sighing. He turns to see what she’s up to; she has his briefcase in her hand.


‘Wait! What are you doing?’ He rushes into the garage and snatches it from her.


‘Ow! What are you doing? I told you, I need duct tape—’


‘Well, it’s not in there.’


‘I was just clearing this shelf.’


‘I don’t like my stuff being moved.’


‘There’s all sorts of crap in here. I thought someone might have … hey!’ She reaches across him and emerges, duct tape in hand. She holds it up in front of his face. ‘On your briefcase shelf,’ she says. ‘Behind your briefcase.’


‘Well, it shouldn’t be.’


‘Well, if you don’t like it, may I suggest you’re overdue a tidy-up?’


Upstairs, Asha shifts. ‘Chill!’ she advises them. Satish and Maya look at each other. There’s a brief moment of standoff, then she smiles.


‘Yeah, chill,’ she says. ‘Dude.’


‘I just—’


‘Chill,’ she repeats. ‘Or your ass is grass.’


Jab, jab, cross, hook, hook: her hands are coming across at right angles, a side-on impact, and he has to angle the pads down after the first three punches. This takes more concentration, the change in position; it’s easy to miss a beat and mess things up.


‘I talked to Sima about your dad’s birthday.’ She slams into the pads on the stresses. ‘She’s got no idea about his present.’


‘OK. Don’t talk. Concentrate.’


‘I can do both – whoops! It’s good for me. Keeps both sides of my brain working.’


‘I’ll think of something for Papa.’


He sees the angle of her arm, her fierce face behind it, as she hooks across and connects. Upstairs, he can hear Asha shifting in the bean bag. Maya’s finding it harder to talk now; she leaves her words unfinished. Then she stops on a half-hearted cross and leans forward, hands on knees, mouth breathing, reaches out for the water bottle stationed on the windowsill.


‘Hold on … Just a minute.’ She swigs and bends over again. Satish stretches his hands behind him, crunching his shoulder blades together. He rolls his head and closes his eyes. No one requires him; it’s a moment of peace. He hears Maya’s breathing slow down and then, just when he thinks they’re about to start again, she says: ‘Colette rang earlier. She told me about the photo.’


He keeps his eyes closed. What does Maya know? Find out. Carefully.


‘What did she say?’


‘She said Andrew Ford wants to get all of you together again. She said she’d sent you an email. Didn’t you get it?’


Instinctively, his hand has moved to the top of his right arm. He finds he’s standing there hugging himself, only he can’t feel anything because of the stupid pad. He opens his eyes. Maya is looking at him quizzically.


‘Yes. I got it. What else did she say?’ He uncurls and holds the pads up at shoulder height.


‘Put some uppercuts in,’ she instructs. ‘Two, after the hooks. Pads facing down. OK?’


Jab, jab, cross, hook, hook, uppercut, uppercut, the last two coming towards his chin, blocked by the pads. Once she’s in the rhythm he tries again.


‘What did Colette tell you?’


‘Ford wants to take another picture. The papers want to do articles. Publicity and fame! She’s very keen.’


Ford wants? Satish knows what he wants. He wants to give Colette what for. He wants to shout at Maya. He wants them all to be quiet and leave him alone.


‘Think I’ll duck out.’


‘Why?’


‘I’m too busy. The rotas … it won’t work out.’


She’s hit her stride and she pounds away, hammering her words into the pads. ‘Everyone’s busy. They’ll be flexible about it.’


He has to concentrate on placing his hands: three punches upright, two lateral, two facing down. She’s moving faster and he doesn’t want to make a mistake.


‘It won’t work out, Maya.’


‘It might.’


‘I’m not going to do it!’


‘OK.’ Jab, jab, cross. ‘How about you tell me …’ Hook, hook. ‘… what’s really going on?’


His arms jerk sideways and the uppercut slams into him. There’s a blow, his head judders back, and he’s bitten the side of his tongue. Maya’s trying to touch him, but he’s pushing her away.


‘Oh God, Sati. I’m sorry. Are you OK?’


He nods. His mouth fills with the metallic taste of blood. She’s pulling her gloves off. ‘Let me see. Open up …’


He pushes past her into the kitchen, slips off the pads and opens his mouth under the tap. He spits out red, then pink. He wants to bellow. It escapes him as a low hum while the water shifts on his tongue.


‘Sati?’


He turns to her. ‘I’m all right. My fault.’


‘Let’s pack it in.’


‘No.’ He looks at the pads on the floor. ‘My turn.’


He’s not done this before. Maya’s padded up and he’s refused her sweaty, lilac gloves.


‘It’s stupid to do it without gloves. You can break your hand like that.’ Maya clicks her fingers.


‘Hold them up, Maya.’


‘Stop being so proud. Lead with the top of the metacarpals. Never tuck your thumb in. Keep it outside, to protect it. Start gently.’


‘Pads up.’


She sighs and holds up her hands. He copies what he’s seen her do, slowly at first. He feels the shock of the blow travel up his arm. Maya’s OK, though. She shudders very slightly each time he lands a punch, but she’s fine, and soon he can concentrate on just hitting. He can land them harder, and faster, and there’s a mantra in his head – jab, jab, cross – which helps him keep time. There’s only the pads, the centre of them, and it’s OK to hit them, to really hammer them, because Maya won’t be hurt and each blow makes him feel better.


This is him, jab, jab, cross, hook, hook, very strong, very powerful. He can look after himself; don’t mess with him. He sees them, sees them in front of him. Cai and Sarah. He sees the Chandler boys, Stephen and Paul. He sees Mrs Miller and Mr Brecon and Mrs Hobbes, the whole lot of them, and he is absolutely, absolutely not afraid of them, so much so that he can …


Cross, cross, cross, cross, cross … Just lay into them. Bam! Bam! Bam! They cannot stop him, and he will not stop. He will hit and hit and hit. He is completely unafraid. He is …


‘Satish? Satish! Stop!’


He is completely unafraid.


‘Satish! Please stop it!’ Maya is shouting at him. She’s stepping back, away from him. He can see Asha behind her, halfway down the stairs, her mouth open.


Satish crouches down and rests his head on his fists. He breathes. He can hear Maya’s voice. ‘Satish?’


It’s OK.


‘Sati, tell me what’s wrong.’


Everything’s OK.




Chapter 3


Since the email, Satish’s night-time strategies don’t seem to be working. He can’t do his breathing, or play All The Beds, or roam his house unseen. There’s only one place he can go, and one time, too, that lets him in as easily as you like. Because in those restless nights, 1977 welcomes him. Cherry Gardens invites him in – every door is open, he can just stroll inside.


There’s the dormer window of his childhood house, jutting out at the front, the bay beneath it. He can see his bedroom and the sitting room dimly behind the glass – no nets for his mum. There’s the front porch with its light that looks like an old-fashioned lantern, the brass number 4, the nameplate – Dawlish – which was there when they arrived. There’s the green front door. He walks through it, moves up the stairs, up and round, following their backwards twist. He arrives at the door of his room. He’s looking for something, as he always is on these night rambles. He’s searching for an explanation, a chain of cause and effect, something with a beginning, middle and end. In particular, he’s looking for a beginning. He wants to find out where it started.


Maybe it started here: in his own bedroom, on Jubilee morning. He pushes open the door. There he is, twelve years old, standing near the window. And here’s Mandy. She’s come to see him.


Mandy had brought something to show him. She was holding a long cardboard box. She lifted the lid, reverently, and he heard the sh-ish of tissue paper. Mandy spread her fingers to move aside the wrapping. Three oval soaps lay underneath, creamy-white and snug against their cardboard partitions.


‘It’s special soap, for the Jubilee,’ she told him. ‘My mum bought it at Murray’s.’


He looked at her quizzically for a moment. ‘Your mum bought them?’


‘Yes! Look at them, will you?’


He turned his attention to the soaps. Each one had a sepia photograph of the queen set into it on a transparent plastic disc; Satish could see the dots that made up each picture. He scratched at the surface with his fingernail.


‘Careful!’


‘I am being careful. I just want to see how hard it is. Will it wear down like the rest of the soap?’


‘I don’t know. That’s not the point. Do you like them?’


‘They’re OK. They’re just soaps.’ He leaned down and sniffed. ‘They don’t smell of much.’


Satish had bought his mum Aqua Manda bath foam for her birthday; he knew the importance of powerful fragrancing where women’s toiletries were concerned. But now, looking at Mandy, he had the sense that he hadn’t given her the right answers.


‘They’re really nice, though. Special, like you said. I haven’t seen any like these before.’


Mandy smiled at him, placated. They were in Satish’s room, its familiar landscape glamorised by the flickering, dappled shadows of the bunting. Since early morning Satish’s dad and Mr Brecon had been on ladders, stringing triangular pennants across the street under the eaves of the houses. Every few yards there was also a line of Union Jacks with the queen pictured in the middle of them, wearing her cloak and crown.


There were no cars parked in the street; it was empty and waiting, a sweep of uncluttered tarmac between two rows of identical semis: the same wavy roof tiles, the same dormers, the same patches of green at the front, the same brick pillars marking the entrance to the same concrete driveways. At either end, Cherry Gardens was anchored by homes of eclectic design: corner houses, owing allegiance neither to Satish’s road, nor to the streets adjoining them. Aside from these mavericks, there were only subtle variations: the colour of a door, a rockery instead of a flowerbed out front, a ceramic house number in place of a metal one.


The men were nearly finished. The ladders stood at the entrance to Cherry Gardens, where you could turn in from the village’s main road. Resting his elbows on the windowsill, Satish peered down to where the men were working, flattening his cheek against the glass. They were putting up a banner, their finishing touch, and he read it backwards: ‘Reign She May Long’.


Looking up, it was hard to see past the lines of red, white and blue; they cut off the sky. When the wind lifted, as it did now, the bunting swayed and bounced like the roof of a tent.


He heard Mandy come and stand beside him. Her elbow was on the sill, touching his. He wanted to move away and he wanted to stay there. Satish kept looking forwards; her house was opposite his. She had the dormer room, too. He concentrated on his arm, not letting it push any nearer, not letting it pull away. He thought about food.


In her kitchen, he knew, Mandy’s mum was decorating fairy cakes in red, white and blue. He visualised glass bowls of bright colour on the marbled Formica of their counter, vibrant dribbles of sweetness that hardened as they trickled down the sides of the cakes. Satish was a connoisseur of Mandy’s mum’s fairy cakes; he liked the icing best when it had just lost its gloss and a thin matte crust had formed over the stickiness underneath. This held true for only a very short moment but if you pushed against it with your tongue, you could taste the sweetness and feel the give of it without breaking through.


Beside him, Mandy was standing quietly, looking out over the road. He thought he should say something funny, or clever, but wasn’t sure which words he could enlist to do that. Her elbow was a constant pressure against his. If either of them moved, something would be switched off. He thought of electricity experiments at school: light bulbs and circuits. He remembered the muffled snarl of the buzzers.


Mandy was his secret. When they all played together, him and Cai, her and Sarah, she was like most of the other girls he saw at school: she went on about pop stars and laughed about things that didn’t make sense to him. He’d liked her, and he’d watched her, just as he watched the others, trying to understand how it worked between them, but they hadn’t been friends. Then one day he’d met her in Jennings’ Field, the bit of waste ground near the school that he’d cycle around on bored afternoons. She was alone too, which had surprised him, but he’d eased his bike down beside her, and they’d talked.


Without Sarah she was more fun, more up for a laugh. She did impressions of some of the teachers in school, and told him about seeing Mr Tominey in the nude through his bedroom window one night. Satish imitated Mr McLennan, their headmaster, as he called the school to order before assembly – ‘and … sit!’ – which made Mandy giggle. Satish repeated his performance, hoping to hear her giggle again.


They talked about their families. Her mum and dad were going out to a party that night, she said. Her mum had bought a new dress and was spending the afternoon at the hairdresser’s. He could see it: Mrs Hobbes, elegant in her long gown, her hair piled up high. He couldn’t picture Mr Hobbes in a jacket and bow tie though; in fact, he struggled to imagine him at a party at all. Satish had only ever heard Mr Hobbes say two things: ‘I’m warming her up,’ shouted into the house as he headed to the car in the morning, and ‘I was hoping for red, actually,’ after Satish’s dad complimented him on his new Granada. Unless the partygoers were keen to discuss motoring issues Mr Hobbes would be at a loss. Certainly, Mandy didn’t have much faith in him.


‘It’s not like he ever enjoys it,’ she said. ‘Mum says all he does is sit in a corner and eat cheese. Then he spends the next day complaining about the other guests. Do your parents go to parties?’


He thought about it. ‘Not like that. We go to my Uncle Ranjeet’s place a lot, though. He lives in Bassetsbury.’


‘What do you do there?’


He knew what she was asking now. She wanted to know what Asian people did, about how it might be different.


‘We talk and eat.’ There were things he couldn’t tell her about, things English people didn’t understand. He thought about Ranjeet’s family shrine, which took up the whole dining room. Auntie Manju washed and dressed the image of Vishnu every Sunday. Mandy wouldn’t understand that. He offered her something else, ‘sometimes they make me and my cousin play music’, and shot her a sideways glance as he said it, waiting for her derision.


‘They once made me do a ballet dance at my uncle’s house,’ Mandy told him. ‘They brought a butterfly costume and made me wear it.’


Satish received this in silence. He picked up a stick and spun the back wheel of his bike. A few moments later they both got up and made their way through the field, onto the main road. Neither of them said anything, but when Mandy turned the corner into Cherry Gardens, Satish slowed down. He waited for a bit, leaning on his bike, to give her enough time to get home. When he heard the sound of a door slamming, he started moving again.


After that they’d get together when no one else was around, each instinctively knowing that each was a liability for the other: she a girl, and a younger one at that, he the acknowledged outsider. She grew used to greeting his mum quickly at the door before slipping upstairs to his room, and he became used – gloriously, deliciously – to the treasure house of baked goods that was Mandy’s mum’s kitchen.


Looking out of the window on that Jubilee morning, Satish followed Mandy’s slow gaze, taking in his neighbours’ homes, performing imaginary cross-sections to reveal the industry going on in each one.


Fairy cakes at number one; Jubilee celebration cake at number three (Miss Bissett standing on a ladder, the better to reach the summit of her creation); no food at number five (Miss Walsh was providing the drinks); coronation chicken at number seven (huge platefuls of creamy-pale lumps. Satish wasn’t familiar with the dish, but it had met with warm approval from many of the adults). On his own side, there were the Chandlers at number eight (the Chandler boys, large and intimidating, sliced tomatoes and lettuce with flashing cleavers), whilst next door to him, Cai Brecon – lucky beggar – stoked a fire in his garden as his dad had volunteered to do the barbecue. On the other side, the Tomineys at number two were providing jelly and ice cream. In their kitchen, he felt sure, elaborate, wobbling creations only previously seen in comics or on children’s TV sat waiting to be revealed to the astonished revellers.


In his own house, Satish had been barred from the kitchen since breakfast. Between his mother’s anxious perfectionism and his sister Sima’s sulks – press-ganged into cooking she would adopt, at nine, a sullenness that prefigured her adolescence alarmingly – the atmosphere was unbearable anyway. They were making great bowlfuls of crispy chakli and would later steam dhokla, cut it into squares and put it out on the long tables at the last minute, warm and sprinkled with mustard seeds still popping from the heat of the pan. Thinking about the snacks made Satish’s stomach feel tight. When his mum cooked, he would usually hang around the kitchen, trying to grab what he could when her attention was elsewhere. He liked to sneak a curl of chakli before she’d let him, when it was still too hot to eat safely, passing it from hand to hand, judging the moment when it would not-quite burn his tongue.


Mandy leaned towards him, nudging his shoulder with her own, then left it there so that he could feel her warmth along his upper arm. She’d seen something.


‘Hey, look! It’s Colette. What’s she doing?’


Below them, Cai’s little sister was standing in the street, right in the centre of the road, bending her body backwards, face to the sky, her eyes clenched shut. She was grinning, her cheeks forced into squirrel pouches, and she held her hands out on either side of her, presumably to balance herself, though as they watched she staggered backwards. Mandy made an explosive sound in the back of her throat. Satish covered his mouth and laughed through his nose.
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