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			Chapter 1

			Thousands of songs and poems and stories have been written about love. Millions of pages have been filled with trillions of words; countless sad songs have been sung in countless sad bars by countless battered men with battered guitars. Endless nights have been fevered with the search for the perfect match that will make everything all right. For the ‘one’ that will make everything – everything – feel better.

			It starts early, if you’re lucky. With parents who adore you, with attention and kindness and indulgence. With books filled with pictures of cartoon hares challenging you to guess how much they love you. With friends or siblings or aunties or granddads, a whole world of love surrounding you like a sheltering, cocooning bubble.

			Before long, though, it’s not cartoon hares or Mum and Dad. It’s a whole different world of love. It’s that boy who sits in front of you in Geography; the one with the gorgeous hair and the cocky smile and the cool trainers. The one that makes you giddy when he smiles, and whose name you doodle surreptitiously on your pencil case, trying out his surname for size in advance of the inevitable wedding.

			You talk to your friends about him, all the time, and you think about literally Nothing Else At All. You analyse every word, every movement, every casual chew of every gunked up wad of gum. He is the only thing that matters, the only thing that feels real. It might not be the same for everyone. It might be a girl pining for a boy, a boy pining for a girl, or any combination of the above. It might happen when you’re fourteen, or when you’re forty. But at some point, it probably will happen – the search for love will begin.

			You won’t be alone in your obsession. In fact, rarely has a subject been so well discussed and yet so badly understood – because it seems to me that nobody has a clue what love is all about. We’ve all experienced it, but we all have a different version of it.

			The voices on the radios and the iPods and the record players all around the world; the words on the pages of books in libraries and stores and on dusty shelves, the names and heart shapes carved into tree trunks – they all have a viewpoint. They just don’t seem able to agree what it is.

			Is it a many splendoured thing, or a crazy little thing? Is it a battlefield, or is it a drug? A red red rose, an unchained melody, a labour lost? And is it really all you need, like The Beatles would have us believe?

			I’ll be buggered if I know – it’s confused me since the beginning.

			But I do know this one thing, with complete certainty: I have lived with love. I have felt its touch, and blossomed beneath it, and been transformed by it. I have been blessed by it, and burned by it. I’ve felt the scars it leaves when it’s snatched away, the pain that lives in the void of its absence. I’ve seen it packed up, in a small white box, and wheeled down the aisle of a church.

			I’ve lived my life with love, and for so many years now I’ve lived my life without it – and I know which I prefer. It’s what the kids might call a no-brainer.

			So tonight, as I lie here beneath a too-familiar duvet in a too-familiar house surrounded by too-familiar noises, I’ve decided that I need to be brave. I need to find my courage, and look for love again. I need to reach out, and see which way my story ends. To find him, and hold him, and tell him how much I regret the terrible things that happened between us. The terrible things that happened to both of us.

			Nothing so far in my life has led me to believe in fairy tales or happy endings. I am not a Disney princess, and my world is completely devoid of picture-perfect moments and moving speeches and passionate yearning.

			But tonight, I have stayed up late, reading by the light of a full, silvered moon shining through my open curtains. And tonight I have made my decision – to reach for that happy ending, even if I never find it.

			The sun crept over the trees about ten minutes ago, gold usurping the silver. It’s a fresh dawn. A new beginning. The start of rediscovering everything I thought I’d lost.

			Only twenty-four hours ago, I was getting up, brushing my teeth, drinking tea alone in a silent kitchen as I was preparing for a funeral. Preparing to say my final goodbyes to a woman I loved. Hard to believe that was only a day gone by.

			A day that started with a funeral – but ended with hope. Hope that I discovered wrapped in tissue paper, hidden in a box, among the forgotten clothes and broken sewing machines and decaying cobwebs of a long untouched attic. Hope that I never knew existed, and which now illuminates my being like sunlight filtered through lemon-washed linen.

			Hope. How did I ever live without it?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Beginning – the day before

			My mother’s funeral is a small, sad affair, held on a sunny early summer’s day that somehow makes its lack of fanfare feel even worse. Nature is having a party, but nobody else is celebrating.

			The crematorium is picturesque, its tree-lined routes shaded by pink and white cherry blossom, the blooms so heavy and full with life that they droop and spill onto the pathways. The petals flutter and dance in the breeze, settling on the hearse as I follow in the solitary funeral car, vibrant against the sombre black as I drive alone towards our destination.

			I look through the car window and see life and energy and rebirth; I hear the sound of birdsong and the low-level hum of insects. I feel the soothing warmth of the sun on my skin through the glass, and I close my eyes and try to stop myself enjoying it. It seems disrespectful to enjoy anything on a day like this.

			There are only five of us at the funeral, and that includes the vicar. Or the celebrant, whatever the official name is for the middle-aged lady who stands at the front, attempting to string together a coherent tribute to a woman she’s never met. Who had a life that feels too small, too narrow, to fill a whole five minutes’ worth of platitudes. She was my mum, and I loved her – but there isn’t much to say.

			We all sit there, dappled by stained glass light, in one small row. The sum total of my mother’s world: me, my aunt Rosemary and uncle Simon, and my cousin, Michael. My mother hadn’t planned this funeral – she wasn’t one of those people who made special requests about how the end of her life should be marked.

			Of course, she might have done, if she hadn’t been incapacitated by a series of strokes four years earlier. After that, she was barely capable of eating a jelly on her own, never mind articulating her last wishes.

			The service is blessedly short; the awkwardness over quickly. I’m struck again by the confines of my mother’s life, the controlled environment in which she failed to thrive. A stage lit entirely in shades of beige. I wish there’d been more joy, more abandon, more rule-breaking.

			I cast glances at Rosemary, my mother’s sister, who sits upright and rigid throughout. If she feels any emotion at all, she doesn’t show it – not even a sniffle into a clenched tissue, or a hand held in her husband’s. Nothing to mark the fact that my mother, who she grew up with, must have played with and laughed with during simpler times, is gone. I struggle to imagine them as children together, carefree and adventurous.

			I always wanted a sister, always dreamed it would be joyous. Someone to share my triumphs and sorrows, and help me through days like this. But perhaps, I think, looking at my aunt, it wouldn’t be like that at all.

			She is the very epitome of a stiff upper lip, and it’s infectious. It sets the tone, and informs the way we all behave, as we say our goodbyes to a woman who was a wife, a mother, presumably at some point a lover, an angst-ridden teenager, a little girl with gaps in her teeth. She must have had hopes and dreams and wild moments and passions and regrets – at least I hope so.

			I don’t remember her being anything other than Mum – and Rosemary isn’t the type to share stories. Perhaps it’s too painful for her. Perhaps I am doing her a disservice, and beneath her calm, cold exterior is a deep well of pain, barely held together.

			My pain is there, too, my very own barely-held-together hell. I’ve looked after my mum for years; my life has been dominated by her routines and rituals and needs. By understanding that although her body was broken and her ability to communicate was compromised, she was still there, still inside, still my mum.

			I’d be lying if I said there weren’t moments where I dreamed of freedom, of being liberated from the scheduling and the carers and the hospital appointments and the constant awareness that I could never risk a spontaneous moment of my own.

			Now, of course, I have that freedom, and it’s an unwanted gift that I’d quite like to return, unopened. Right now, the gift of freedom feels overrated, especially when it comes wrapped in guilt and tied with a big shiny bow made of grief.

			My mother was not young. My mother was not well. My mother was suffering. My mother, as everyone involved in her care has either implied or said out loud since her death, had probably yearned to be at peace.

			Whether their view is that she’s sitting on a cloud in Heaven surrounded by celestial angels and reunited with all her loved ones (her care assistant, Elaine), or that she’s at least out of pain (our GP), or that she lives on in the Spirit Otherworld (the lady who works at the pharmacy who wears crystal pendants), the agreed wisdom – reduced to a few harsh words – is that she’s better off dead.

			Maybe they’re right, who knows? None of us do, but it all adds to the whirlpool inside my head. I feel guilty that I ever wished for freedom. I feel guilty that I want her to still be alive even though she was suffering. I feel relieved that she’s gone, for her and for me, and then I feel guilty that I feel relieved. I basically feel too much, all the time, and with absolutely no consistency. I’m trapped on a deeply unpleasant roller-coaster.

			I keep all of this hidden, of course, for the time being. Wouldn’t want to let the side down, or give Aunt Rosemary a heart attack. It’s safely tucked away – damped down, coiled inside me, angry and eager to break free.

			I won’t show my weakness in front of people. Not the vicar, or the ushers, or the funeral director, or what’s left of my family. My mother would have been mortified at the public display of emotion. She saved her tears for characters in soap operas, weeping along with their lost loves and failed marriages and lothario love rats. In the real world, until she was ill, she was always precise, tidy and controlled.

			That’s how she would have wanted this thing to be done, I think. This funeral, this farewell. With minimum fuss, no weeping and wailing and beating of chests. Quiet and dignified and quick. Like her, this also needs to be precise, tidy and controlled.

			So I hold it all in, and barely hear the words, and train my eyes to skim over the coffin that looms so large in front of us. I can’t look at that box, and stay controlled, because that box contains my mother. That box proves she is really gone.

			When it’s finally done, the coffin slides along its tracks and behind the magic curtain. It’s all extremely strange and surreal, like this is happening to somebody else entirely, and I am witnessing it from outside my own body.

			We leave the room and stand outside together in the shade of the Victorian Gothic building, hands shielding our eyes from the rude intrusion of sunlight that contorts around corners and pierces through gaps in the guttering. We form a small, awkward huddle of social niceties all dressed in black.

			As we exit, the next party arrives on the conveyor belt of death – this one is huge, a convoy of shining cars, noisy, wet crying, massive floral arrangements that spell out the word ‘Granddad’ in carnations and lilies. The sound of Frank Sinatra singing ‘My Way’ floats in the air as the tear-stained family make their way inside. There will be a ‘do’ afterwards, I’m sure – pork pies and Scotch eggs and a lot of drinking and crying and possibly a fight. They’ll do it their way.

			Their way, of course, is not our way, and Rosemary looks at it all with distaste, as though expressing grief is unforgivably common and lower class. She flicks a stray blossom petal from the shoulder of her black jacket, and says nothing.

			There is no wake for us, no reception. No tearful karaoke at a pub, where we all share war stories and precious memories and mournful laughter. We simply prepare to go our separate ways.

			‘At least she’s not suffering any more,’ Rosemary says.

			‘It’s a blessing, really,’ adds Simon.

			‘You’re right, of course. Thank you for coming,’ I reply, because that is what is expected of me. Because for the sake of my mother’s memory, I will remain precise, tidy and controlled, at least for a few minutes more.

			My aunt and uncle politely hug me, as this too is expected – it is clearly in the Bereaved Family Book of Acceptable Etiquette. It is a brief hug, keeping all physical contact to the required minimum, offered and received with an equal lack of enthusiasm. I watch them walk away to Simon’s Jag, awash with relief.

			Michael stays with me. If I am being kind, I will assume this is to offer his support in my time of need. If I am not being kind, I will think it is because he will do literally anything to avoid spending more time than is absolutely necessary with his parents. There is, now I come to think of it, no reason that it can’t be both.

			We have all come to the funeral separately – me in the funeral car, Michael in his Fiat 500, his parents in their Jag – and you don’t need to be Freud to analyse that. We couldn’t be any more obviously broken, even if we wore T-shirts with the words ‘Dysfunctional Family’ emblazoned on them.

			Now, the big black cars are gone, along with the undertakers, away to cause simmering road rage elsewhere. After a brief discussion with my cousin, he offers to give me a lift home and I gratefully accept. I’m not in the mood to make casual conversation with a taxi driver. He crams his awkwardly tall frame into his tiny Fiat, and I sit next to him, thinking he looks like a giant behind the wheel of a Lilliputian car.

			We’re quiet as we drive, both still infected by our family’s entrenched belief that silence is the only dignified way of communicating. You can’t cause a scene if you’re silent, or say anything embarrassing if you say nothing at all. He puts on some music, and we both smile guiltily as Katy Perry roars. It feels jarring, out of place, funny. Rosemary would hate it, which makes it even more of a naughty pleasure.

			Together, me and Michael and Katy, we come home, back here, to the place where I grew up.

			It’s a handsome house; detached and Edwardian, built in mellow, pale stone. It’s double-fronted with large windows and five big bedrooms. It is a house built for more people than it ever held during our time here; for more living than it ever experienced during our custodianship. For more noise than we ever made.

			It sits in a quiet part of what was once a village, but after the arrival of a large estate in the 1950s expanded into being a small town, almost against its will.

			The older village buildings are pretty and timbered, with a touristy black-and-white painted pub and a quaint village hall and a higgledy-piggledy row of old cottages that are now sweet shops and craft centres.

			The newer part – the part that developed after the estate – has a Wetherspoon’s and an Aldi and some truly ugly concrete blocks that contain betting shops and places that sell vaping equipment and unlock mobile phones. Pretty much Sodom and Gomorrah as far as my family were concerned.

			Our house is firmly enclosed within the posher side of town, on a tree-lined street, near a duck pond and the post office and the primary school where I work.

			Now, after I unlock the big wooden door and walk inside, I am standing in the cool air of an old building on a hot day. Around me, I see the splinters of my mother’s existence, burrowed beneath the skin of the house. I see the zimmer frame she rarely used; the recliner chair she practically lived in; the side table laden with pills and potions and her blood pressure monitor, wires curled like a slumbering snake.

			I see the days and months and years and decades, embedded in the walls, in layers of wallpaper, in outdated lamps that were popular in the 1980s, in the swoosh of heavy brocade curtains that kept the glare from the TV screen as she sat and stared at the soaps she always claimed to hate while my dad was still alive.

			He despised them with every ounce of his being – watching the trials and tribulations of common people with common accents was never going to appeal to him.

			After he died, I thought maybe my mother would break free. That she might emerge from the confines of her oh-so-proper life and start going to raves and eating Pot Noodles in the nude or join an acapella choir.

			In reality, all she did was start watching EastEnders and Coronation Street. Maybe that was rebellion enough for her. Maybe that was all she had left inside her by then.

			Michael shakes his head and looks spooked. His expression resembles that of Shaggy from Scooby Doo when they first enter a haunted mansion.

			He’s been here countless times before, of course – but it does feel different now, without her. It feels old-fashioned, locked in time, as though everything simply stopped all at once. It even feels alien to me, with its musty smells and faded carpets and the echoes of ticking clocks that somehow sound judgemental, even though I’ve lived here for most of my life.

			Michael disappears off into the kitchen, carrying the bag he brought with him to the funeral, hidden in his car, while I examine the remnants of a life interrupted and wonder what I’m going to do with the leftovers.

			I should hire one of those house clearing firms, I think, or put everything in a skip, or have a yard sale That would scandalise the entire neighbourhood: going cheap, at a bargain price, second-hand commode – one careful lady owner.

			Or maybe, it occurs to me, pulling the heavy curtains back and letting the sunlight stream through, I should keep it all as it is. Then I’m completely set up for my own decline, in a few decades’ time. The recliner chair and the collections of remote controls that don’t even work but never got thrown away will be mine, all mine. My destiny awaits.

			I hear clinking in the background, and then Michael emerges. He is holding aloft two tall glasses, and smiling like he’s just made a deal with the devil at an especially fertile crossroads. The glasses are full of fizzing liquid, and he’s added little brightly coloured swizzle sticks decorated with cardboard flamingos. They look like the kind of drinks they’d serve in a cocktail bar in Miami.

			‘Pink gin!’ he announces, triumphantly. I raise one eyebrow, and he adds: ‘It’s what she would have wanted …’

			‘Really?’ I ask, taking the glass from him and sniffing it suspiciously. ‘My very proper, teetotal mother, who thought using teabags was a sign of a slovenly moral character, would have wanted us to drink pink gin on the day of her funeral? With added flamingos?’

			‘Maybe not,’ he responds. ‘I’m sure she’d have thought that the flamingos were an especially vulgar touch. But Jess, sweetheart, let’s face facts here – I hate to put it so bluntly, but she’s dead. You’re still alive. And you look like you need a gin, darling.’

			Michael tugs his black tie loose, and undoes the top buttons of his shirt, and kicks off his smart shoes to reveal socks that have the day of the week embroidered on them. His left foot says Wednesday, his right foot says Saturday, and it’s actually a Tuesday. He’ll have done that deliberately to feel outrageous – it doesn’t take a lot in our family.

			He’s only twenty-one, Michael – just about young enough to be my son, if I was a ‘gym slip mum’, to use a phrase I heard a lot during my own teenaged years. In fact I was a gym slip mum – but not to Michael. He was the belated product of the very respectable marriage of my aunt and uncle, who I always suspected only had sex that one time. And even then, it was in the dark, almost fully clothed, with a minimum of fuss.

			Despite the age difference, we’re close, my cousin and I. Certainly closer than anyone else in our supremely strange family – we’re like two survivors clinging to each other on a life raft. Except there isn’t a life raft, and we’re frantically treading water to try and keep our heads above the suffocating waves.

			Michael told me when he first had sex, and told me when he decided he didn’t like it, and told me when he decided that maybe it wasn’t the sex he didn’t like, but the fact that it was with a woman.

			He told me when he got his first boyfriend, and when he first had his heart broken, and when he considered telling his parents that he was never going to get married – at least not to a ‘nice girl’ – and give them the grandchildren they were expecting.

			He never did quite manage that last one, at least not so far. It’s not as simple as his parents being anti-gay – they’re just anti-everything that isn’t exactly like them.

			They go on holiday to hotels only populated by affluent English people, and their social lives revolve around a golf club so dazzlingly white in its ethnic make-up that it could blind you. These are not people who are flexible in their world view. They’re not evil – they’re just so rigid it’s as though rigor mortis has set in while they’re technically still alive.

			Michael is not a caricature flaming queen – not unless he’s doing it for entertainment value. He can pass as a ‘norm’ – his word – when he chooses to. But there is part of me that can’t help thinking that on some level, Rosemary must know.

			I suspect, though, that even if Rosemary does know, she has simply decided to ignore it and hope it goes away. That he’ll come to his senses. That it’ll be a passing phase, something silly and rebellious like joining the Labour Party or listening to R&B. She’s certainly not the sort to drag an issue as sordid as sexuality into the open and prod at it, that’s for sure.

			I sink down onto the sofa, and decide I will drink the pink gin. I have nothing to lose but my sobriety, which is vastly overrated. I grimace when I discover that it’s mainly gin, then feel it burn pleasantly in my throat once the chill of the ice wears off. The flamingo stares at me with one giant eye as I sip.

			Michael chooses to sit in my mother’s chair. The one with the remote controls lined up on the arm like soldiers. The one she lived her last few years in, getting half-shuffled, half-carried from this room into her bed across the hall. He presses the button that raises the footrest, and displays his mismatched socks.

			‘Is EastEnders on yet?’ he asks, then cackles wickedly.

			‘Michael, you are a very insensitive creature. I’ve just been to my mother’s funeral. I might not be ready to laugh about it right now.’

			‘Ah, but I think you are,’ he says, sagely, pointing his flamingo in my direction and waving it. ‘I think you said goodbye to your mother years ago. I think you know that she’s barely been alive for a long time. That in fact she comes from a long line of women who have specialised in being barely alive, even when they don’t have strokes to use as an excuse. I’m sad to see Aunt Ruth go – but I’ll be even sadder if you don’t start living your own life again.’

			I refuse to be bullied by a man waving a flamingo-shaped cocktail stick, but have to acknowledge that there is some wisdom in his casual insight, in what he says about my mother, and about me.

			He might, annoyingly, have a point. And it might, also annoyingly, be a point that frightens me. Makes me admit that I am also standing at a crossroads, and am worried that the devil won’t even be interested in my soul. That I’m just too dull for him. I take the sensible option, and swallow the rest of the gin.

			‘I need to clear some of this stuff out,’ I say, looking around me at the old-lady detritus and ugly pottery ornaments and health-care aids that are no longer aidful and were never caring.

			‘You do!’ he says enthusiastically, leaning forward. ‘Let’s get hammered and wash the granny right out of this place – even if she wasn’t actually a granny, this house feels like she was!’

			My breath catches in a choking gulp, and I feel a vein in my forehead throb, and a fluttering inside my ribcage. I haven’t felt those things for a while, but they’re like old friends you never want to see again. The harbingers of anxiety, and panic, and the close relatives of my throat closing up and a suffocating sensation of there not being enough air in all the known universe to fill my starved lungs.

			My mother was a granny – but not for long. Not long enough. Michael doesn’t understand what he’s said, the response he’s accidentally triggered. He knows I have a history – that I was the black sheep of this family way before he could even baa – but he wasn’t old enough to live it with me. And he isn’t old enough now to understand the way that grief can sneak up behind you, like someone trying to catch a glimpse of your PIN at a cash machine, and cosh you over the head.

			He doesn’t understand – and I hope for his sake that it’s a long time until he does.

			He jumps to his feet from my mother’s chair, and announces: ‘I shall return with more gin. And with many binbags.’

			I nod, and smile, and feel my right eye twitch in tension while I wait for him to leave. I take a slow, deep breath in through my nose, and out through my mouth. I go through the exercises I was taught long ago, in a place with dull green paint on the walls and alarms on the doors and gentle music on speakers that made you feel like you were trapped in a horror-film waltz.

			A place filled with broken people, sitting in circles on plastic chairs, sharing their fears with a man who had studied pain for years but never truly understood it. One of the places my parents took me to when the real world simply disappeared – when I was sucked under, like a foal stepping into quicksand. One of the places they never spoke of again, erasing it beneath a code of silence that I willingly acceded to.

			I still don’t know why we all had to pretend it didn’t happen. That I’d never been there. That the ‘problem with my nerves’ was something we all jointly hallucinated and needed to bury under layers of half-truths and evasions. Perhaps it was to protect me. Perhaps it was because it offended their sense of order. My mother and father are gone now. I will simply never know. Even if they were both still here, they weren’t the type to answer questions. Such curiosity would be offensive to them.

			I am holding one hand to my chest when Michael returns, as though I will be able to soothe the pounding beast inside.

			‘You OK?’ he asks, head on one side, gin in each hand and a roll of black bags tucked under his arm.

			‘Fine,’ I lie, getting to my feet, taking the gin, gulping it down so fast that his eyes widen. ‘Where should we start?’

			‘With a visit to AA, if you’re going to keep drinking like that,’ he replies.

			‘I’m not,’ I say, firmly. ‘That was medicinal. This isn’t easy. I’m not easy. My mother wasn’t easy. If you want to go, then go – I can do it on my own.’

			I sound aggressive, and know this is unfair. Michael has done nothing wrong, other than co-exist with me at a place and time when I am stretched, my control taut and vibrating so hard I can almost hear it hum like a tuning fork.

			He stares at me, perhaps noticing the twitch in my eyelid, the paleness of my cheeks, the clenched fists that are crushing my fingernails into the flesh of my palms. Perhaps simply wondering if he needs to nip to the off-licence and buy more alcohol.

			‘No chance, cousin dearest,’ he replies, passing me a binbag. ‘I’m in this for the cheap kicks. I want to see if there are any guilty secrets hidden around the place – you know, your mother’s dildo collection, your dad’s blonde hooker wigs, their Fifty Shades playroom in the attic…’

			He’s deliberately aiming to shock me. He feels uncertain, and this is how he rolls, my cousin Michael, when he feels uncertain. He knows he can get away with it when he’s with me – he can flounce and swear and pout to his heart’s content.

			When he’s with his parents, he has to play the role of the well-behaved, perfectly conventional son, studying law and planning a life and a career that they approve of. When he’s away from them, all of the outrageousness he’s bottled up comes pouring out, spilling over anyone who happens to be in the vicinity like an oil slick of eye-popping rudeness. I smile to show him that I’m still me – that it’s all OK.

			‘I cleared out the gimp masks and sequinned nipple tassels already,’ I say, clutching the plastic of the binbag so tightly I feel my fingers plunge through. ‘The best you can hope for in the attic is some nudie shots of yours truly. Though I was only one at the time.’

			Michael holds his roll of binbags in the air as though he’s a composer directing a symphony orchestra, and announces: ‘To the attic, boys and girls!’

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			There is a staircase to our attic; steep and narrow and lined with towers of books and heaps of starched, folded bed linen that hasn’t touched a bed for a decade. There is barely room to put one foot in front of another, and each step feels like it could be the one that sends you toppling.

			I suppose, long ago, it might have been used as an extra bedroom, or even, when the house was first built, for a nanny or maid.

			In my lifetime, though, it’s been a mysterious but uninteresting domain used primarily as a dumping ground by my mother. A place to abandon shameful clutter, safe where nobody could see it. Coming up here was discouraged – and the few times I did, it was so boring that the whole concept soon lost any sense of intrigue.

			This was my mother’s realm, and one she protected fiercely. My father, a tax accountant for a long-gone company that manufactured fishing rods, was only ever allowed in to store his old files – and that hardly sounds like something enticing and magical, even to a curious child. Mum rarely disagreed with my dad, but she would stare him into the ground if he ever suggested using her top-of-the-house empire for anything else.

			Mainly, she used it as an extra space for her sewing and crafting materials, back in the days when she had the dexterity and the energy to engage in such things. Before the strokes. She’d climb up here, bundles of fabric clutched to her chest, trailing cotton behind her.

			Today is the first time I’ve ventured up these steps in years. I have never felt the need – the house was big enough without adding an extra layer to feel lonely in.

			Michael follows behind me, and we are both carefully placing our feet, both silent as we cling to the wooden handrail and try not to displace any of the random items stacked at the sides of each step.

			‘Why do I feel like we’re doing something super naughty?’ he whispers. ‘And why am I whispering?’

			‘I don’t know,’ I whisper back as I narrowly avoid slipping on a pile of back copies of Homes & Gardens that are at least twenty years old, ‘but I am too!’

			‘It’s a bit creepy, isn’t it?’ he says, stopping behind me at the top of the stairs, so close I can hear his breathing. ‘Like there might be some kind of Miss Havisham thing going on up here? Or we might find the desiccated corpse of Juan, the handsome Guatemalan gardener who went missing in the summer of seventy-nine…’

			I pause, hand on the doorknob, and look back at him.

			‘What?’ he splutters, looking outraged.

			‘You – you’re wasted on the law, Michael. You should give it up and become a writer.’

			‘That’s the plan,’ he replies, ‘eventually. I just need to get a year behind me, so I can become the new gay John Grisham, and be able to put “former lawyer” at the start of each book so people take me seriously…Anyway, I rarely say this, but enough of me – are you going to open that door or what? I love you dearly, Jess, but I don’t want my face to be this close to your arse ever again.’

			I laugh, and push open the door. It’s dark inside the attic, and although I’d never admit it, I am also feeling a tiny bit spooked, and also a tiny bit inebriated.

			My hand flails around inside the space behind the door, clutching for the pull string which soon floods the room with the tinny light of a single dangling bulb, hanging shadeless from the roof.

			I climb up the final step, and emerge into the tallest part of the room, where you can just about stand upright without banging your head on one of the wooden roof beams. I can, at least – Michael is well over six foot though, so he hunches his shoulders and shuffles forward. He was a weirdly tall child, always slightly stooped in the way of the self-conscious adolescent, and the hunched shuffle looks familiar on him.

			The air here is musty and dense with dust; every object is layered with it, draped with crumbling cobwebs. Every surface we touch displaces clumps of grey that float through the unnatural lighting.

			My nostrils twitch as they try and defend themselves against the onslaught, every breath lining my throat with an oddly tangible sensation of being coated in grit. There’s an old run of carpet on the floorboards, which looks like an offcut from the one on the stairs, and each footstep I take sends up another small puff of grime.

			I glance at Michael, see his face contorted in distaste. He doesn’t like getting dirty, and he’s wearing his funeral clothes. I can imagine him running through a mental checklist of ways he’s going to scrub himself clean later, as he scans the room searching for signs of asbestos or killer mould.

			I look around, see the hazily familiar shapes of the filing cabinets my dad kept his records in. I run my finger over the dull metal, wondering why my mother kept them after he died. It seems unlikely that the tax accounts of a now-defunct firm will ever be needed again. Maybe it was too much trouble to shift them – maybe it was a reminder of him. Another thing I’ll never know.

			Michael pulls one of the cabinets open, then sneezes repeatedly as a dust grenade explodes in his face, snorting with each rapid-fire ‘ah-choo!’

			‘Bless you, times a million,’ I say, reaching out to poke one finger into the now-opened drawer. The paper piled inside is yellow and rotting, ragged at the edges, garnished with a long-dead spider curled up into a brittle ball. I snatch my hand away, and Michael quickly slams the cabinet shut, as though it contains a filthy secret he’d rather not face.

			‘Well, this is quite a treat…’ he mutters under his breath. ‘I’m going to need a very long shower after this adventure. Both physical and mental. Possibly some kind of spiritual spa day.’

			I nod. He’s right, and I know exactly what he means. It’s not just the dust seeping inside us, soaking through our clothes and our skin, it’s the smell. The smell of mildew and damp dark corners and past lives, now forgotten. The smell of deaths large and small, and abandoned things clustered together in communal sorrow.

			I see my mother’s old sewing machine in one corner, down where the roof slopes, and am instantly struck by a memory so vivid it feels like yesterday: a sunny morning, the sewing machine set up on her table in her room at the back of the house. I was in the garden, playing in the imaginative and overly cerebral way of the only child, having conversations with worms and making friends with the woodlice that lived beneath the tree stump.

			I must have been very young; maybe four or five. I remember looking up, at the big bay window into the house, and seeing my mother there, at her sewing machine. She’d stopped whatever it was she was doing, and was just sitting still, watching me. For a split second, I felt like the most loved and adored creature on the whole planet. I broke the spell when I waved, and she immediately went back to her work, as though she was embarrassed by the fact that I’d caught her out in an unguarded moment.

			Now, the sewing machine sits in its own dark pool of dim light, the once-gleaming black and gold dull and tarnished. It’s surrounded by piles of material, scraps and lengths, different colours, different textures, half-finished clothes and curtains and projects. A feast for moths.

			She stopped sewing long before she had her stroke. Truth be told, she stopped doing most things – it was as though she simply had no capacity for living left in her. As though all the traumas I’d brought to her existence, along with the early death of my father, emptied her out. The strokes were just a sequel to the fact that she’d already died in any way that mattered.

			I feel the sting of tears, for myself, for her, for everything that could have been that never was and never will be. I squeeze them away – there will be time for them later. When I am alone in the bedroom of the house that is now mine, beginning a life I have no idea how to live.

			Michael is delicately rummaging in a pile of photo albums, his curiosity outweighing his disgust at having to touch such determinedly grubby objects. He pulls one open, and I hear the creak of a spine fracturing as he pulls a ‘sorry’ face.

			‘Jackpot!’ he exclaims, looking up at me with a grin. ‘Jess in the buff! Looking pretty damn hot in that swimsuit, babe!’

			I laugh, and glance at the picture. It’s in one of those albums with the sticky-backed pages and cellophane. The kind members of Michael’s digital-first generation probably never use.

			The pages are yellow, the plastic crinkled. It is indeed a photo of me, sitting in a blow-up paddling pool in the garden, wearing one of those old-fashioned swimming costumes that has a little frilly skirt around it.

			I look slightly worried, which tended to be my default setting as a child. The eighties was an era of ‘proper’ cameras, and getting your picture taken was more of a big deal – my father was a stickler for not wasting film, and spent about ten minutes preparing me for each shot. No candids in this family – just a stressed-looking toddler.

			I feel sad for baby me – frowning away in her frilly swimsuit, as though she has a vague premonition of all that is to come. I move on, flipping through pages of photos: my mother, my father, never together as one of them was always behind the camera. Me on my first day at school, still with that same borderline tearful expression.

			Michael produces other albums from the same cardboard box, shaking each one off and whipping up a whirlwind of dust. He provides an amusing commentary as he proceeds to take a second-hand journey through my childhood, delighted by my disastrous teeth and gawky build and continuously strained expression.

			‘You look like you need a really big poo in every single one of these photos,’ he says, as he turns the pages. ‘Were you a constipated infant?’

			‘Yep,’ I reply, ‘pretty much a poster child for laxatives. It was … well, they were different times. We didn’t live our whole lives on social media back then. Nobody took pictures of their dinner and showed it to their friends. Nobody did selfies. These are snapshots, not a 24-hour monitoring device like your phone.’

			‘Thank God!’ he exclaims, placing a hand on his heart in mock-horror. ‘This stuff would single-handedly close down Instagram!’

			He begins a new album, and I see the teenaged me: nineties combat pants that looked really cool on TLC but less so on my skinny legs, a khaki vest top, red and black flannel shirt hanging over it. As soon as I was out of the house and away from my parents’ watchful gaze, I completed the ensemble with big hoop earrings and badly applied make-up.

			I was trying to look fashionably edgy, but only looked confused – hoping people would think I was into grunge because the Seattle scene seemed cooler, but knowing my secret love was the Spice Girls. I was the kind of kid who yearned to have adventures like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, but was actually a bit scared of getting on the bus.

			At least I’m actually smiling in this one, though – a genuine smile, not the mouth-twisted semi-grimaces I’d tried to force for previous pictures.

			I remember that photo being taken – my first day at sixth form college. My first day away from the girls’ grammar school I’d attended for too many years, my first day out of the hideous green uniform and pleated skirts. The first day I decided to recreate myself as someone funkier, hipper, generally more awesome.

			The day I decided I would be Jess, not Jessica, and that I would have a secret life that was rich in wonder. The world was mine for the taking, and this was the first step along a road that would undoubtedly be paved with amazements and magic. No surprise I was smiling.

			I had to fight long and hard to escape that grammar school, and those pleated skirts. My parents were horror-struck at the idea of me going to the college – a big brick and concrete building almost an hour away on the bus, on a circuitous route which snaked its way through our village and two other small towns before arriving in the outskirts of Manchester.

			It wasn’t even in Manchester itself – but close enough for my parents to see it as a den of iniquity, where I could potentially meet drummers from bands or men with tattoos or girls who wore choker chains or many other Satanic forces that might pollute their baby girl. Looking back, I have more sympathy with them – I’d led a sheltered life, and what I saw as stifling and controlling, they saw as protective.

			Fighting wasn’t something that I did often, but that summer I was ferocious and determined and stubborn in a way that I’d never been before. Either they let me do my A-levels at the college, or I wouldn’t do them. They eventually relented, a decision I immediately gave them cause to regret – the ‘we told you so’ to end them all.

			A lot of things happened to me after that first day. After that photo being taken. Everything changed, and nothing was ever the same. My whole world spun out of control, into the best and then the worst of times.

			I take the album from Michael’s hands and gently close it, whooshing dust up towards the dangling light bulb, where it does a polka in the pale yellow gleam.

			I’m not ready to revisit that part of my life. I might never be – but most definitely not on the day of my mother’s funeral.

			He looks at me, frowning as he tries to figure out why I’ve drawn a halt to the nostalgia trip.

			‘Long story,’ I say, simply. ‘For another time. Plus I don’t want you to see me when I went through my fake hip-hop phase.’

			Michael nods, but I can tell he understands that there is more to my decision than bad fashion choices. I bite my lip and look at him pleadingly, willing him to let it go, to skip ahead, to let me wriggle off the hook of my own past.

			‘OK,’ he says, putting the album back in the box. ‘We can laugh at that another day, Queen Latifah.’

			He closes the box again, and I reach out to touch his hand in gratitude.

			We both pause, awkward and almost embarrassed – we’ve been raised in the same way, and casual tactility is not included on the list of socially acceptable behaviours. It’s like we’re teetering on the edge of a deep, dark well, and neither of us quite knows how to react.

			Michael responds by moving on, coming up with various treasures, which he displays and we examine together.

			There’s a framed picture of my parents’ wedding in the seventies, both of them stiff and subdued, Michael’s mum Rosemary surprisingly young and pretty in her bridesmaid’s dress.

			My dad’s hiking boots, still coated in dried mud so old it could bear fossils.

			A collection of cookery books, pages turned and notes scribbled on various recipes in my mother’s neat handwriting, stains and splodges on the paper testifying to long kitchen use.

			A small wooden chest, crammed with costume jewellery that I never saw her wear. A carrier full of candles, some intact, some half burned, the once-dripping wax frozen in hardened globules. Old Christmas decorations stored in an age-tattered binbag, their glitter faded.

			‘It’s all been very tame so far,’ Michael says, ‘and frankly so sad I feel like watching Les Misérables to cheer me up.’

			He reaches out to lift a heavy burgundy velvet curtain with gold tassels that seems to be being used as a drape to hide another pile of clutter.

			‘Though I suppose if there’s anything good in here, it’s bound to be behind the red velvet and the gold rope…this must be the VIP section!’

			He throws the fabric to one side with a dramatic ‘ta-da!’, and we stare through the ensuing dust cloud together, waiting for it to clear. Behind it, we are rewarded with a profoundly disappointing display of two broken lawn chairs with mangled metal legs folded up on themselves, a mismatched set of dinner plates, and one old shoebox.

			The shoebox is one of my dad’s – I recognise the brand; he wore the same formal brogues for work every day of his adult life. Always black, never anything as outrageous as tan or brown, always from the same expensive shop in London. He hardly lived the life of Oscar Wilde, but he did like to buy nice shoes.

			Michael scoops up the box, and opens the lid. Inside, we both see something wrapped in faded pink tissue paper. I can’t tell what it is, but it’s definitely not brogues.

			He raises his eyebrows, purses his lips, and makes an excited ‘ooooh!’ sound at our discovery.

			‘This is it,’ he says mock-seriously. ‘I can feel it in my bones. It’s a diamond tiara. Or a voodoo doll. Or a collection of fake passports and a bundle of foreign currency because your dad was a secret CIA assassin. Something life-changing, anyway.’

			I roll my eyes, and take the box from his hands, feeling its surprising weight. I pull away the crinkling tissue paper, and look at what lies beneath.

			I see a pile of items, of different shapes and sizes, heaped over each other. It all looks like correspondence or paperwork of some kind, with crooked edges and coloured corners and tiny glimpses of writing.

			Face up on the very top is a birthday card. A birthday card for a little girl, with a cartoon teddy bear with a blue nose on the front. The bear looks a bit sad, even though he’s holding a bunch of red balloons. Written across the card, in bumpy 3D foil, are the words ‘for my daughter’, and a big number 5.

			This is not the kind of card my parents ever bought for me. This was not their style at all. I stare at it, this brightly shaded thing, stacked on the top of more cards and letters and postcards, all poking out at strangely pointed angles, jostling for attention: look at me, look at me, look at me … don’t you want to know what I am? Don’t you want to gouge out my secrets?

			The card starts to tremble, which I eventually realise is because my hands are shaking.

			Part of me wants to put it back in the box, buried beneath a layer of tissue paper and cowardice; to close the lid and hide it away beneath a broken deckchair and pretend I never saw it.

			Part of me knows I’m being silly – it’s just an old birthday card, surely? I don’t remember it, but that’s not surprising if I was only five. It must have been for me. It must be mine – because the only alternative I can think of feels like a phosphorous grenade igniting inside my skull.

			My shaking fingers are moving in front of my eyes, the sad-faced bear blurring. Everything blurring, even sound. I can hear Michael talking, but can’t differentiate between his words and white noise. My brain is buzzing, and eyelids are blinking fast, and I feel distinctly separate from the world around me.

			I open the card. I see the handwriting, all scrawls and loops and passion. I read the message.

			‘For our darling angel, Gracie. Us three against the world. I love you both. Now and always, Daddy Joe Joe xxx’

			I tell myself I must be wrong. That it can’t be from him. That he was long gone by the time Grace would have been five. That he’d left me – left us – swimming away from the wreckage of our lives and moving on to new harbours.

			I prod the contents of the package, jumbling things from side to side. I see that everything in here, in this volatile box-of-not-brogues, is either a birthday card, or something else that bears the same looping handwriting. That all of this – every single thing in this box – is from him.

			The meaning of this registers both instantaneously and slowly. One end of my brain intuits it in a nanosecond; the other end trundles slowly towards it. Eventually, they meet each other, and spell out a few inescapable facts in flashing neon light.

			They spell out the fact that he hadn’t swum away. That he hadn’t abandoned us.

			And that, ipso facto, means that my parents had lied. It means that everything that I’ve believed to be true for so long is based on that lie. My whole life has been lived under the shadow of that lie, starved of light, quietly surviving, never thriving.

			It means that the people I thought loved me the most, my mother and father, deceived me on the most sacred of subjects.

			I feel the strength drain suddenly and completely from my legs, as though someone has chopped off my feet and all the muscles and tendons and every essential thing that holds me together have poured out of my body. My throat clamps against my own saliva. The skin on my face burns suddenly, and I know that I need to sit down before I fall.

			Michael, by my side, takes the card from my passive marshmallow grip and reads it.

			‘Who on earth is Joe Joe?’ he asks.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			September 1998

			As soon as she’s safely on the bus, her mother’s stiff waving figure receding into the distance, Jessica breathes a sigh of relief and gets out her Big Bag of Secret Supplies.

			The hoop earrings go in first, replacing the demure gold studs she’s been wearing for years, the ones that make her look like a slightly rebellious nun.

			Then she puts on her headphones, which is more awkward than it sounds with earrings as well. The wires keep getting caught in the hoops. She swoops her dark-blonde hair up into a scrunchied ponytail to stop everything getting tangled, and sets up the Sony Discman.

			She’s listening to No Doubt singing ‘Don’t Speak’, because Gwen Stefani seems like the kind of kick-ass girl she wants to be – as opposed to her parents’ vision of her, which is modelled on early Princess Di.

			Next is the make-up. She’s never really worn much make-up, and has little experience of applying it. Her last school was really strict about it, and a teacher called Mrs Bone would patrol the playground, wielding a pack of baby wipes to use on any cosmetic criminals.

			Jessica has practised at home in her room at night, and with some of her friends, but it’s still a work in progress. Most of her spots have cleared up now, thankfully. She spent the whole of years nine and ten with acne so bad she looked like she had one of those horrible medieval diseases they learned about in history. Crusticus explodicus.

			In the Big Bag of Secret Supplies, she has amassed a few precious items, including some nude matte lipstick and a brown lip pencil. She read in Sugar that this is all a young woman needs and anticipates looking like Kate Moss in no time at all.

			After the dual challenge of speed bumps and lack of know-how, she eventually decides she’d rather keep her eyesight than risk another coat of mascara. Kate Moss probably has a make-up artist to do all this for her, and never has to put her face on while she’s sitting in a bus.

			By the time she shoves the tubes and bottles away again, she’s not entirely convinced she’s improved matters. Like most sixteen-year-old girls she doesn’t realise how beautiful she actually is. She’s so busy criticising herself there’s not much room left for confidence, and the make-up hasn’t transformed her quite as much as she’d hoped. She still looks like her – just a more gunked up version.

			As the bus bumps and twists its way out of the countryside, into the suburbs, and towards the outskirts of the city, Jessica notices increasingly larger crowds of other teenagers getting on board. As they get closer to the college, the groups get bigger, and louder, and brasher, and every time it happens, a bit of her excitement fades and turns into something more primal.

			The bus gets so full that kids are lining the aisles, swinging from the handrails, sitting on each other’s laps, and it’s like being trapped in a circus on wheels.

			A massive woman is next to Jessica, her bum taking up most of both seats, her face crimped up in disapproval at what’s going on around her.
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