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A letter is an unannounced visit; the mailman the mediator of impolite incursions. One ought to have one hour in every eight days for receiving letters, and then take a bath.


Nietzsche, from The Wanderer and His Shadow



Pica2 n.: a craving for unnatural food such as mud or cloth, as occurs occasionally in hysteria and pregnancy. (New Latin, from Latin pica, magpie (from its omnivorous nature).)


Reader’s Digest Universal Dictionary




One for Sorrow


I collect things; I collect stones and fish. One time I had fish. I had Clown Loach and Black Ruby Barb. I had Blue Lumphead and Tiger Barb. I didn’t have Rainbow Fish or Lantern Fish. They glow in the dark.


Mum has got a paper bag with some nice pastries in them. Mum says it’s early Matthew, look, come here, I’ll show you how high up we are. We are far up, we’re like birds or aeroplanes, but we haven’t got an aquarium in this house and we can’t have one now. But we have got a gas oven in the kitchen with a blue flame but Mum isn’t scared of it. And I’m not. If you don’t have an aquarium in your house you can have cards with pictures of fish on them and your Mum can read you the names. Ghost Shrimp, Hairy Cancer Crab, Beach Crab, Rose Star, Peanut Worm. Sand flea. White Sea Cucumber. Your Mum can read all those words and you can have a book with them in. Your Dad can read you the words as well. Your Dad can say, Sea Gooseberry. Sea Dollar.


I like to say: Sea Willy Head.


Midnight and a police helicopter twirls its beam over the Flanders Estate like the blade in a liquidiser. Light settles for a short while on a black cab pulling up at the entrance to one of the blocks of flats; Bridge House. The slim figure of a young woman alights, pays the driver at the cab window and then pulls from inside the cab two small cases and a tumbling, dark-haired child. The woman pauses, and so does the helicopter, hovering like an expectant wasp, before she and the child disappear into the entrance of the flats and the helicopter climbs, a little unsteadily, makes a poorly executed turn (now a drunken wasp) and sets off in the direction of Bank: radio reports are coming in of someone with an Irish accent asking for directions in a Bedford van.


Lily Waite and her five-year-old son, Matthew, stand in sleepy silence beside the lift in Bridge House. Lily’s heart is not sleepy, beating ferociously hard inside her ribcage, her hands in the pockets of her denim jacket tight as balled-up paper, her right hand clutching two brand new, sharp-edged keys. Lily sneaks a glance over her shoulder, trying to take in a little more of the amber-lit Flanders Estate. A small council block of lowrise flats, red brick, built in the thirties in square design, facing each other, clustered around a metal-fenced hexagon of grass, one large London plane tree. A handwritten sign to Lily’s left announces a Tenants Meeting; a second notice offers the services of Madam Crystalle, clairvoyant. Pale blue tiles (mostly chipped) line the inside of the entrance-way. There is a smell of floral disinfectant, faintly underscored by the scent of overflowing bins.


The lift arrives at the ground floor with a whirr and a bump, a literal sound, the lift in a Hitchcock film. Lily and Matthew step hesitantly inside, Lily shuffling the cases in front of her.


‘Would you like to press the button for our floor, the top floor . . ?’ she asks. Matthew remains silent. Lily waits politely, then presses the button for floor five and the doors to the lift slide creakily shut.


No crows gathering. No gangs with knives, no welcome party of any kind, not even a net-curtain twitching. Lily smiles meaninglessly at her son, a habit she has developed of late, handy to disguise the fact that she is studying him; his celery-coloured woollen hat pulled low to his eyes, eyes which in the sharp artificial strip-light inside the lift are two dark contracting points, deeply suspicious.


‘Here we are then,’ Lily says, in the same smiling tone, quickly adding: ‘Don’t lean against the walls of the lift Matthew. Come over here, next to me.’


The lift arrives at floor five with a bump and the doors open on an identical hallway, blue tiles, same concrete floors, same smell. There is a flat on either side of the lift, and number 12 is to their left.


Lily takes a noisy breath, pulls the key from inside her pocket.


‘Here we are,’ she says again, but this time her voice is high-pitched, Matthew raises his eyes, attuned to nuances in his mother’s tone. He is unsure if this voice means something exciting is about to happen, or something terrible. He stands close beside Lily, tugging at the collar on his coat, as she struggles with the key, bursting into the flat with a dramatic oh when the door gives way after much jiggling and fussing. The hallway is dark, but Lily, armed with a letter from the council informing them that the electricity won’t be on until tomorrow morning, has come prepared, draws a mini Action Man torch from her back pocket, aims; flashes.


‘Let me!’ squeaks Matthew, waking up a little. In his hand, light strips bounce from ceiling to floor, from dangling bulb to uncarpeted corridor, and in these few moments, as she stands on the threshold of number 12, Bridge House, surveying her new home in tiny stripes, Lily’s brio nearly deserts her, threatens to tip right over into something else entirely.


‘Let me,’ Lily insists, gathering herself with some effort, turning to Matthew and taking the torch from him, carefully closing the door behind them, shuffling until they and the bags are fully inside. Lily directs the beam unblinkingly at the long thin corridor and the five doors. The bare floor is the worst part, nests of fluff in every corner, the remains of an old rotten carpet; but it’s clear at least that the walls have been recently painted. The flat smells of paint, a good smell, and the kitchen is big, reasonably clean, with plenty of surfaces, and at least the toilet is separate from the bathroom. The bedroom is wide and cold and outdoorsy; a window has been left open. Bringing the cases into this room, Lily begins unpacking, unrolling two sleeping bags on top of the narrow single beds.


‘We need to buy lots of things, Matthew, don’t we, we need to start from scratch: pillows, sheets, duvets . . .’


‘Where’s Pooh Bear?’


‘Well now, love, you know we don’t have Pooh Bear any more, but I can buy you a new one just as soon as I cash some money . . .’


Matthew says nothing, raises arms silently while Lily pulls his sweater over his head, slips his glow-in-the-dark Ghost Busters pyjama top in its place. Lily snuggles him into the cold, zipped nylon of his sleeping bag, kisses the top of his head.


‘This place stinks,’ says Matthew, into nylon, as loud as he can, but if Lily heard him, she doesn’t take the bait. He can see her shadowy outline, sitting on the single bed nearest the window, holding the torch between her teeth, so that the circle of light falls in small pools inside their cases. She drops the torch when she finds her cigarettes, and even from his own sleeping bag Matthew can smell the funny gold paper they are wrapped in. He watches Lily cup her hand in front of her face, hears the snap of her lighter and then the familiar tiny red glow in the dark, which to him equals: Lily. When he closes his eyes that bright red spark dances on his eyelids for the longest time, chasing him down dark corridors into sleep.


Lily is wide awake, standing at the slightly-opened bedroom window, blowing smoke out over the estate, amazed to see so many lights still on at this hour, a car pulling in, a figure walking into the entrance of the flat opposite. Voices, the ping of a milk bottle kicked over. Here I am in the inner-city. She likes the sound of that. Inner. Inside. High up.


What’s pricking her awake is excitement, she can feel her heart racing now, as if she just downed twenty cups of coffee. All through the train journey, the cab drive, she was steady, competent, asking Matthew in a sensible, calm voice – a voice which felt false to her, new – if he’d like a drink of orange juice from the buffet-bar? or a nice packet of crisps? Now, with Matthew sleeping, she can cast that self off, feel the bubbling just beneath it, the tiny voice muttering, I’ve done it. I’m here. All by myself.


It’s only a few hours since Bob was driving Lily and Matthew to the station in Leeds, Brenda beside him in the passenger seat, an atmosphere so brittle, so tense, that no one seemed at all surprised when Brenda dropped and broke her compact mirror, shattering into tiny silver pieces at the bottom of the car. Lily, in the back seat, could tell her mother was crying, blowing her nose in her handkerchief and muttering, ‘That’s seven years bad luck, seven years . . .’


Lily and Bob were silent, knowing it was useless to try to reassure Brenda about one of her superstitions. Don’t open an umbrella in the house, don’t walk under a ladder, don’t look at the moon’s reflection in the window. If Brenda saw a magpie, she crossed her eyes so that the image would duplicate. One for sorrow, two for joy.


Well, Lily thinks, I’m dispensing with that claptrap. I’ve thrown out all the rules. I’ve proved that nothing matters at all, nothing is under our control, no matter what we do. Bob isn’t superstitious, but he goes to church, he prays for things, the things he wants. As a child, Lily went with him often enough. Whispering between her hands and can I have a Sindy wardrobe and could you make Susan Masters be my friend? Ridiculous. Delusional, Lily decides. We might as well just allow ourselves to be buffeted around like flames in the wind, boats on a choppy sea. And we might as well enjoy it, set ourselves adrift. Perhaps it isn’t even as terrifying as we think.


The tail-lights of a plane glide across the sky like Lantern Fish in a bowl, and she can hear noises, ordinary noises, nothing terrible; exactly the sort of noises you hear anywhere. In Yorkshire, for example. A dog barking. A baby crying. A car door slamming.


Light wakes Lily first, a slant of lemony-grey splashing on her face from the curtainless window. For a minute she can’t remember where she is, expecting to feel the straggly limbs and heat of Matthew lying beside her, sharing her bed like they did in the last few months at Brenda and Bob’s. She glances over: Matthew’s dark hair sticks out from the top of his sleeping bag like a paintbrush and he breathes raggedly, a sound like sobs subsiding. Above that Lily can hear the soft purring of pigeons, presumably in the roof. At any rate, very close.


Before Matthew wakes she has unpacked most of the things, folded their few clothes inside the one fitted wardrobe, placed the white fluffy slippers that Brenda gave her under the bed, the two cups in the kitchen, the other basic kitchen items, the two thin towels, the three books, the chopping board, the donated tea-towels decorated with a picture of the Castle Museum in York. When she has done this, swept the floors, scrubbed the bath and sink and inside the fridge, the flat smells less of new paint and more of the fresh coffee brewing in (Brenda’s old) cafetière, but everywhere is still decidedly empty. Two whole cases. Strange how little they fill a home.


There is one bag, a plastic carrier, that she has kept secret from Matthew: she places this at the bottom of the wardrobe, without looking inside. It smells of smoke, an ugly, cloying smell that sickens her if she opens it. In this bag are the oddest things: a plastic comb, the ends blackened and melting, a square of smoky red fabric, a child’s diary with a great black streak across its silver glitter front and a broken lock. Also, the most remarkable thing, and this one not damaged at all: a tiny doll in a white crispy nylon dress with silver paper wings, blonde frizzy hair and a pale face, a thin line for a mouth. A Christmas-tree fairy, intact, ironic even; the sole survivor – that’s how Lily thinks of her. Amazing what survives a fire. Alan said this many times. Not the things you might think. Books, paper even. Never ceases to amaze me, was what he actually said, back then. Lily likes to remember things exactly, the phrases people use, the order of the words. She writes them down sometimes, the words. This is important.


Lily is wrong about the net-curtains not twitching at their arrival. She didn’t glance sideways, at flat number 2, where Joshua Larkland Senior is standing, smoking, and listening with expert ears to the sound of an engine. The engine of a black cab. Joshua once worked under the railway bridge on Richmond Road, for a firm which fixes black cabs. Cabbies are crazy fools if you ask Joshua (‘arks’ is how he pronounces it); they love their cabs better than their women or children. One white guy he knew used to balance a fifty pence piece on the engine while it was ticking over and wag his finger at Josh, saying: That’s how I want it. Sweet as a fucking nut.


But that was a couple of years back. And that isn’t the reason Josh’s ears prick up now at the distinctive sound of a black cab engine arriving at midnight at Bridge House. He is listening for Daphine. Of course, she isn’t due back yet, she didn’t give him a time to expect her, she hasn’t rung. Could be a few weeks, a few months, a year. She left last Saturday to go to Portland, to see the family, after the worst year of her life. Portland, Jamaica. (‘Porty’, Josh calls it, but not lately. He’s not been talking much, lately.) He has a letter, the one letter from Daphine he’s received in twenty years of married life, but he hasn’t got round to reading it yet.


What he sees, under the amber light above the entrance to Bridge House, is a white girl, wiry, boyish, must be around twenty, with short tufts of blonde hair and a denim jacket, helping a boy from the cab, and then bundling him and two cases into the entrance-way. As she walks under the light and, for a moment, directly into Joshua’s line of vision, he sees her lit up like a hare caught in headlights, and sees that he is wrong about her age; her face is a little too set to be so young, she has a small upturned nose, a thin line for a mouth. A glint of silver at each ear. He lets the curtain swing shut. He finishes the joint, and stubs it carefully out in the silver ashtray, on Daphine’s side of the bed. She doesn’t like him smoking, especially spliffs. He wafts his hand around the bedroom, fetches the Fresh Pine air-freshener from the kitchen, gives the air a generous squirt. Then he rinses the ashtray under the sink and polishes it with one of Daphine’s brand new dusters.


When he looks out again the cab has gone and there is only the sound of Julie Weaver’s dog, yapping like a damn-blasted maniac.


Lily needs to check if the phone is working so she phones Brenda and Bob.


‘Oh hello love, thank goodness, I thought you might have rung last night when you first got in . . .’ Brenda’s anxiety raises instant hackles.


‘It was late. The electricity didn’t come on until this morning.’


‘Oh, is it on now then? So, how’s things, how’s Matthew doing? What’s the house like?’


‘Flat. The flat’s fine. Bit empty, but it’ll be fine. Well Mum, I just needed to check the phone, I’ve got such a lot to do this morning . . .’


‘Okay then, love. Your father wants a quick word – Bob, here’s our Lily . . .’


Lily holds the phone away from her ear while Bob booms at her, various instructions, practical matters, setting up a direct debit to pay the services, that kind of thing. In the background she hears Brenda saying to Bob, why did they have to go so far, that’s what I want to know, there are perfectly nice places near East Keswick; the council were perfectly happy to rehouse her locally, if she’d wanted. Her parents have the habit, preserved throughout her childhood, of holding a conversation with each other at the same time as talking to Lily and behaving as if Lily can hear only one of the conversations, the one they direct at her. She would like to answer their questions, she feels like bursting in with I’ll tell you why I had to go so far but since they aren’t addressed to her, there never seems to be the right moment.


She finally manages to finish the conversation by letting Matthew speak for a while, leaving him in the living room trying to bite the phone cord while Nannie asks him if his wobbly tooth is out yet.


Lily calculates, as she waits in the kitchen for the kettle to boil, that in her entire life (and that’s twenty-five years of it) she has only spent two weeks living on her own, that is, without another adult present, and that they were the two weeks leading up to the fire.


When she was eleven years old Lily dreamed of living in London. She would go to sleep in her overwarm purple bedroom, mentally taking the road to the Boston Spa roundabout, that led to the A1. If she listened hard enough, past the sound of the owl hooting and Bob’s snoring, she could hear trucks in the distance rolling towards London and she knew how easy it would be for a girl like Lily – a small girl that men at Bob’s work called ‘poppet’ and ‘darling’ – to hitch a lift with one of these truck drivers, climb right up high in their smoky cabs, glow with joy on the black plastic seat beside them like a jittery yellow candle flame.


Of course, she knew better than to let slip any of these thoughts to Brenda. Brenda told Lily from as soon as Lily could remember that she is her most precious darling child, that Brenda lost two babies before Lily came along, and although this confused Lily, wondering for a long time where Brenda lost them, she got the message, the very strong message, that it was her solemn duty to take care of herself so that Brenda didn’t lose any more.


Lily was a tiny girl, always a tiny girl, a good head and shoulders smaller than her classmates, easily intimidated by them. Her favourite book in primary school was Thumbelina; at breaktime when Miss Hansom sent the children to the book corner with the soapy-tasting milk and the soggy straws to suck on, Thumbelina was what Lily picked up, settled down with. The book across her knees was huge and flat, precarious to balance. The tiny girl in the story floated along in her walnut boat, then was proposed to by the ugly mole, who seemed well-meaning in the beginning but turned out to really want to keep her in his dark underworld with him. Eventually, Thumbelina was rescued by the swallow, a big blue bird taking up the whole page in the illustration, who swooped off with Thumbelina, with Lily, into the wide sky, to another life.



Always got her head in a book, our Lily. Or in the clouds. Lily heard this as a criticism, her parents suggesting she was in some way not right, different from them. Bob would take her to the library, at her insistence, but he would wait outside, whistling, shifting from one foot to the other, while Lily lost herself in Mrs Pepperpot, finally tapping on the library window, calling Cmon lass in a disgruntled tone until she ran out, hugging her choices. Books, not just the reading of them, but the feel of them; hard, their sharp corners, their scent of musty paper, the smudged and creased pages where other children’s sticky fingers had traced storylines, were Lily’s joy, Lily’s lifeline, in her hushed existence at home, navigating the carefully phrased perimeter of Bob’s world, Bob’s version of things; tiptoeing outside Brenda’s sickly bedroom.


Her fantasies of London were delicious, illicit, fed by books and cobbled together with images from Blue Peter. She always pictured herself on the top deck of a double-decker bus, feeding pigeons in Trafalgar Square, or strolling around Bloomsbury, the British Museum, staring at the mummies. London would be colourful, busy, lots of people, big old buildings. A bit like York only dirtier and with more strangers.


So now she’s finally here and the guilt about Brenda is heady and intoxicating and though she couldn’t say this to her mother she would like to say look, you were wrong: I’m charmed, nothing can touch me. I’ve survived a fire and losing a husband and here I am right as rain, as Bob would say.


‘Come on, let’s go out and do some exploring . . .’ Lily suggests to Matthew when she puts the phone down, already holding out his coat to him. Matthew allows Lily to push his arms into the sleeves, keeping them stiff as wooden coat-hangers, and submits to his woolly hat, regarding Lily all the time in silence, chewing the plastic toggle on his coat.


‘It’ll be fun!’ Lily insists, picking up her keys and nudging him towards the front door.


The morning is crisp, bright sunlight, cool. Out on the Flanders Estate, a couple of children, about Matthew’s age, are leaning from one of the first floor flats, throwing empty cans on to the roof of a car below. Matthew sticks his tongue out at them and they pull faces back. Music thumps from one of the other flats and the smell of something spicy floats over to them. Lily holds Matthew’s hand tightly, her other hand reaching for a cigarette. They pass several people: adults hustling children into cars, an old man pushing a shopping trolley, a young man starting up a motorbike. Lily has a blank, casual expression, deliberately contrived to look as if she is ready to speak, to say ‘Now then,’ if necessary or whatever the Southern equivalent is. She soon realises that no one is going to greet her and relieved, concentrates on enjoying her cigarette.


Matthew kicks a bottle-top on the ground in front of him, aiming for the concrete bollards which dot the pavements in an attempt to stop cars parking on them (a failed one, Lily observes, as several have been knocked down and broken). Lily notices that every car she’s seen in London has dents on it. She reads a sign saying No Ball Games, and Liquid Petroleum Cylinders Must Not Be Brought Into This Building.


Leaving the Estate, she notices that there are trees, that every street is lined with cars and every road has speed bumps. She notices buddleias in some of the gardens and a sign on a lamppost saying Voting for Mans law is a Sin (Haram), The Voice, The Eyes and The Ears of The Muslims. She notices Shari’s Caribbean and English Restaurant. A kebab house. Mini-cab, dry cleaner. Ray’s Video Club. Kayani’s Food and Wine. It is compulsive with Lily, the reading of signs. A cataloguing, sifting, left over from her time in the library. Posters with Vote for Diane Abbott on them. Eden’s Perm Centre for Hair Relaxing. Lennie’s Hot Wings.


On the High Street Matthew spies a gobstopper machine outside one of the shops – ‘Can I have one, can I?’ – and Lily searches for a coin. The multicoloured sweets shine mouthwateringly while Lily searches all her pockets and the bottom of her handbag. Matthew stands very still, his eyes glued to the gobstoppers. The sweet machine, a glass dispenser, is covered in chains, a big heavy chain, with a padlock on it, something he never saw at home, or at Nannie’s. Lily finally finds twenty pence and lets Matthew put it in, but after all that the machine is broken, no red ball of gum rolls out.


‘Oh Mum, can’t you get me some in Marks Expensive?’


‘Marks and Spencer’s doesn’t sell gum.’


But she doesn’t want Matthew complaining all the way home. She finds a newsagent, buys him some Bazooka Joe and they walk back in the direction of the flats with him sucking on it, making noisy snapping attempts to blow bubbles. Matthew notices a sign with a drawing of a fire engine, and he reads the word Fire on the ground in front of him, embedded in one of the flagstones. Fire Something Beginning with H but he can’t read that word. He makes an effort to step right on it as they pass. If you step on a crack, you’ll fall and break your back, if you step on a leaf, you’ll fall and break your teeth. He doesn’t know the one for stepping on fire. If you step on a fire, you’ll fall into the fire. No, that’s not right. He can’t ask Lily, although he knows she’s good at making up rhymes. Nannie told him to be a good boy and not to mention the fire or Daddy to Lily. He snaps his gum, finds a pebble to kick along in front of him, but the rhyme keeps going in his head anyway.


If you step on a fire, you’ll turn into a liar.


Joshua is not watching Lily, but of course, given that his is a ground floor flat, he can’t help but be aware in the mornings and afternoons of her comings and goings. Especially given that the morning ones are so noisy. The child’s wailing echoes through the lift shaft as the lift descends and when the girl and child emerge on to the estate from Bridge House, the howls reach fever-pitch. Poor little pic’nee. Obviously hates school. Then he hears the girl’s voice, the strange Northern accent rising and falling in exasperation, not the words but the tone; at first calming, then cajoling, then finally vexed, desperate.


One morning the boy takes off. Makes a dash for the tree in the middle of the estate, flings his arms around it, the screaming is enough to lick your head off. The odd part is watching her. She pauses for a second, then bolts after her son. Joshua moves closer to the window, pulls the curtain aside a fraction further. He is astonished to feel his body respond in the oddest way to the sight of the girl running. He thinks she is going to hit the child. His mouth drops open slightly, the jaw tense. He is aware of a rising discomfort that he can’t make sense of; he adjusts himself in his shorts, lets the curtain drop.



Skinny white girl. She look like a boy. Joshua is increasingly late for work and he has to admit that he waits until Lily has left the building before he gets his tools and his work gear together and heads off for the garage behind the police station. Without Daphine to put his elaborate packed lunches together he has stopped avoiding meat, or salt. He has taken to eating at Jerk Chicken or even McDonald’s and this last few weeks he’s been going through money like water. He is not aware that he is depressed. I don’t care if Daphine never come. Don’t feel no way if me lose me job.


There is still the letter and he knows he will have to read it eventually. He has opened it now, seen Daphine’s large writing, recognised her attempt to write clearly for his benefit, or the benefit of whoever it is she expects to read it to him. He can recognise his own name, that is, Daphine’s name for him: Landy. The name he had back home, the one people here had never heard, the one his mother used for him. The problem with Daphine being in Jamaica is that images of it keep cropping up for him and they are not the wanted ones, not the expected ones. The long dusty road to school, the trees with the cocoa-beans he reached up and plucked, chewed on, the taste rich, strong as coffee and not sweet, but something else, deep powdery chocolate taste and powerful: it makes him think of Neville, how he never even took Neville to Jamaica and for how long he thought he had all the time in the world for that. Josh shakes those thoughts, he literally shakes his head, shakes Neville out of it. He’s late for work. The girl have a nice backside, that’s all. Apart from that, she’s nothing special.


Daytimes are fine, daytimes are sustained by Lily’s excitement, by a prickly energy, by being busy, keeping herself cheerful in the way that Bob always did, whistling on his way to the Brewery in Tadcaster where he worked for years, or sometimes walking Lily to school, holding her hand and whispering in her ear, Keep y’sen cheerful lass, that’s the way.


Night-times are different. After Matthew has fallen asleep, after she has washed up, tidied up, she is seldom tired enough to fall asleep herself. She could phone someone, but she doesn’t want to. She has books, a newspaper, which she flicks through. Finally she makes herself cocoa, lies in her T-shirt on her bed, vaguely comforted by the sound of Matthew’s breathing, by the traffic and voices she hears outside, the thump of music from the flat below.


She dreads closing her eyes. She is afraid. Of remembering Alan. Of feeling things again. Or more specifically, of landing in the grip of her recurrent nightmare. It’s not of the fire, she would have expected to dream about the fire, instead it’s something banal – she dreams of taking Matthew on a trip to Mother Shipton’s Cave in Knaresborough. This is not particularly scary, she went there herself as a child, she even remembers her mother saying she visited as a child too – it’s a popular Yorkshire attraction – but in real life Lily never got around to taking Matthew.


In the dream the cave is longer, darker, there are no admission fees. Lily leans over the dropping well, with the other visitors, dutifully making her wish, hearing the drip drip of water at her ear, smelling the green dank rock, reading the signs forbidding visitors to drop gloves or handkerchiefs into the petrifying well, a favourite trick of her mother’s generation. Then suddenly Matthew is falling, or he slipped, or Lily dropped him, she doesn’t know which; he is already stiff, the petrifying has happened in an instant with no time to prevent it and instead of a living child, a crying, protesting, frightened child, Lily pulls out a slim piece of rock, shaped like a gingerbread biscuit, or Matthew, faintly green. She pulls him out, she dips him in again, but it’s all too late; his form remains the same; solid, flat, only some indentations in places where the nose and eyes should be.


She always wakes from the dream sweating and tangled in the bed sheets, with the sensation of having dived down, over and over to try and bring up Matthew in another form, but without success; with a sense of knowing again something terrible that she always knew; here is her son held in her arms, a stone child, something ancient and unavoidable: a gargoyle.


To keep herself from sleeping, from dreaming, from remembering Alan, Lily is writing a list. Listing all the things she lost in the fire, all the possessions she had in the world, apart from the smoky bag of charred remnants, apart from the new things she has brought to Bridge House. She is up to three thousand six hundred and fifty-four. Big things and small things. How many things does a person amass in twenty-five years? The list-making is compulsive, both soothing and agitating at the same time, like pacing a room. She has filled one notebook already, she is not remembering in any particular order, just as they come. The essential thing is not to miss anything. Tea set from Argos catalogue. A chest of drawers. About sixteen pairs of cotton knickers from British Home Stores, with the lace mostly peeling. The answerphone, also from Argos. Axminster carpet from Thorp Arch Trading Estate. Navy spotted curtains that she made herself. A gold christening bracelet she wore as a baby and Brenda gave her when she was pregnant, in case Matthew was a girl. Six rustic looking brown cups on a plastic mug tree. Cuddly toy. Her wedding ring. When something snags at her she feels the bump but carries right on, like running an iron over buttons on a shirt.


So as not to wake Matthew, she bends the lamp on the bedside table to spotlight her list. Now they have bedside tables. Cheap painted wood, second-hand from a shop on Wishley Street called the Secons Shop. (Lily finds this hand-painted sign embarrassing. All the while standing in the shop paying for the tables and arranging delivery, she has to control an urge to bring the mistake to the owner’s attention. She crushes these thoughts and tries consciously to replace them with others. Don’t be silly. What do they care?)


The music from the flat below is thudding on, something about a train being bound to glory; the muddy undertones, not exactly the tune. She glances over at Matthew, only his hair sprouting from the sleeping bag, marvelling at his ability to sleep through anything. Stepping to the window in her T-shirt and knickers, she pushes the stiff metal-framed window wide open. It’s not gospel but a kind of reggae she’s unfamiliar with; she can hear it properly now. Something about a brand new Second Hand girl . . .


A cool delight finally creeps over her skin, cancelling the dread of her bad dream like icing covering mistakes on a cake. Here I am, far from home, and nobody really knows where I am. I can do anything I want. I can start all over. There’s no Alan, no Bob to tell me to take care, nothing to lose, nobody to please: just myself. The thought is exhilarating, it zooms up her spine like electricity, making her shiver, making her draw in her breath in large gulps, reach for a sweater to wrap around herself.


Wishley School has the benefit of being close to the Flanders Estate, part of the playground can be seen from the flat, at least that’s what Lily tells Matthew. When she tries this, however, a high brick wall around the Victorian school building means that she can only see one particular far corner, which has a single child in it. She wonders whether to suggest to Matthew that he should play in that precise area, but decides against it. Enrolment was an adventure for Lily, she’s never done that kind of official thing before, at least not on her own.


The headteacher is a woman called Ms Brightman, surprisingly young, chic, slim in a tight black and white skirt and DM shoes. She sits in the swivelling office chair opposite Lily and Matthew, reading the notes on a file on the desk in front of her. The office smells of strong perfume and plastic chairs.


‘And Matthew is five, is that right, Mrs Waite?’


‘Nearly six,’ says Lily, politely.


‘And he’s already reached Key Stage 1, Level 3, it says here, for reading and maths. Remarkable.’ Ms Brightman leans forward, raises her voice slightly as if talking to a deaf child.


‘You’re a clever boy then Matthew, is that right?’


Lily grins at Matthew in the seat beside her. Matthew chews on the collar of his sweater. He is dressed in the oddest outfit; the shoes are fine, they fit, they look new enough, apart from the different coloured laces, but it’s the trousers, which are actually girl’s leggings, dark green and baggy at the crotch, and a pale blue polo-neck sweater, with the sleeves way too long, that make him look strange. A tubby little vicar. Lily makes a mental note; as soon as she gets her Income Support book she must get him some decent clothes.


‘Do you have family in this area of London?’ Ms Brightman leans forward to ask this, pen poised. Lily wonders if she would actually write down the answer.


‘No. It’s all new to us,’ says Lily, cheerfully.


Ms Brightman smiles. A professional smile. There is a little pause. Lily looks round the office, reading notices. The Child Protection Act: Teacher’s Checklist. Multi-Faith Assemblies: A Guideline. Questions hover around them, Lily sees that Ms Brightman’s pen is still poised. Little sounds of Matthew chewing. The head-teacher clears her throat.
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