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There’s me, standing at the open bathroom window again, the ladder up against it, so close I can touch it. A figure is halfway up it, climbing steadily higher. There’s a storm brewing. I can feel the wind picking up, the air growing cooler; I can sense it rolling in from the estuary, across the marsh edgelands before me, which lie under a blanket of leaden sky, the dark clouds contrasting with the grass, making it seem a brighter green, like a football pitch under floodlights. And now the swifts . . . I can hear their screams from far away, but getting nearer. They are just black dots at first, but then their scythe-shaped wings come into focus, and soon they’re so close I can make out their individual feathers. They come thick and fast, a black cloud, flying past the ladder and into the bathroom, as if fleeing from the storm. The wind is making the ladder shudder, the glass of the open window shake. ‘Stop!’ scream the swifts. ‘You’re going to kill him.’ Then the ladder falls backwards, in slow motion. An almighty thud as something hits the ground. The figure at the bottom now, blood seeping from a wound I can’t see. I watch it, spilling outwards, spreading over the marshes, turning the hay russet like the fur of a wounded animal, creeping like a trickling brook, out towards the sea.









‘Stork’


Canvey Island, Essex, 1987


Whoosh! Stephen woke to the sound of his bedroom curtains being pulled open.


‘Well, Stevie, you’ve got a new sister,’ Dad said. ‘Emily Adele Nelson – born three hours ago. She’s absolutely perfect.’


Stephen pulled himself up on his pillows, his legs jiggling already, his belly feeling as if something was trying to get out, he was so excited.


Outside, the sky was gold and pink over Canvey Marshes, and there was a beam of sun across his duvet cover. The birds were singing too, but extra loud, as if it was a special hello to the baby: Welcome to your first day in the world!


Four days later, Stephen stood at the front room window with Grandma Paradiso, waiting for Mum and his new baby sister to arrive back from hospital.


‘When will they be here, Grandma?’


‘Any time now, Stephen, just be patient. Jiggling your legs like that won’t make her come any faster.’


While they waited, Grandma explained how a stork had brought his new sister; how babies’ souls about to be born lay in the marshes where storks made their nests, and waited patiently until a stork came, picked them up and delivered them to their new family. 


Stephen wondered if the stork would still be there now, with Mummy and Emily – that’s if they ever arrived.


Less than ten minutes later an ambulance came trundling around the corner. Not with a blue light or a nee-naw, but calmly like an ice cream van. It had to go slow because it was carrying precious treasure. Grandma Paradiso came with Stephen outside. There was a man in a green uniform opening the back doors of the ambulance. He asked Stephen if he’d like to come and look inside and Stephen looked up at his grandma, who smiled and said, ‘It’s all right, love,’ and gave him a gentle push. ‘Off you go.’


The inside of the ambulance looked how he imagined a spaceship might look, with tubes and pumps and switches everywhere. There was a bed on wheels with a green blanket over it that looked itchy and, at the back, a big blue chair, where Mummy was sitting, holding the baby, beaming. She was wearing no lipstick, her hair was unbrushed and Stephen had never seen her look happier or more beautiful.


‘Hello, sweetheart,’ she said, quietly. ‘Come and meet your new sister.’


The baby was wrapped up like a caterpillar cocoon, and she was crying, like a kitten. Daddy helped Mummy and the baby out of the ambulance and inside. Mummy sat down on the couch, holding Emily; Stephen sat beside them. He couldn’t stop looking at this precious present the stork had brought. Grandma Paradiso was saying, ‘Aah, aw,’ and Daddy was going back and forth, bringing cups of tea, saying ‘Hee-hee!’ to himself and rubbing his hands together. He put down steaming cups for Mummy and Grandma, then all of a sudden grabbed Stephen and hugged him so tight, it was hard to breathe, but Stephen didn’t care; he’d never felt happiness like it.


‘Stephen, do you want to hold her?’ he said and Stephen wanted to, badly, but looked at Mummy who said, ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea, sweetheart. Maybe in a few days when she’s a bit bigger.’ So, Stephen had to make do with just stroking her head instead, which wasn’t hard like his, but squishy on top like the blow-up mattress he slept on at Grandma and Grandad Paradiso’s house, which was called ‘El Paradiso’, hence the name he’d assigned to his maternal grandparents.


Grandma Paradiso slapped her knees. ‘Oh, Alicia, come on. It’s not every day he gets to meet his little sister, is it? As long as he’s careful. Maybe with cushions on the couch?’


And so, Daddy helped him get propped up on the cushions. He had to sit really straight and still, with his back against the couch.


‘Oh Stephen, look at that, the moment of truth!’ said Grandma. Then Mummy passed the baby to him, as carefully as if she were Jesus. She was much lighter than he expected – as light as putting a teddy on his knee – and she made funny, squirmy faces, and when she yawned, the bright red inside of her mouth reminded him of a picture in one of his nature books that he loved so much, of a baby thrush, waiting to be fed. All these things together made him giggle with delight and look up to his mother who drew in a breath. ‘Be careful, Stevie, she’s not a doll, you know. If you drop her . . .’


‘I won’t drop her,’ he said, never more certain of anything in his life. He was the big brother now, after all, and it was his job to love and protect his little sister, to keep her safe forever.









Chapter One


Emily


London, March 2018


If you’d looked through the window that Saturday evening in early March, what would you have seen? A warmly lit open-plan space for living and dining. In the foreground, a soft, vintage leather sofa, a sixties floor lamp emanating a cosy orange glow. Further back, a dining table, tastefully laid with Moroccan-inspired eclectic crockery and flickering with tea lights.


Finally, at the very back, the kitchen area; bijou but chic with its metro tiles and aluminium pendant lights over the kitchen island and hob, on which there is a Le Creuset dish bubbling and, beside it, a man: tall, boyishly chiselled and bequiffed, the sleeves of his navy-blue shirt rolled up to reveal toned forearms, stoning fresh lychees, a cocktail shaker at the ready.


Does he live alone? you might wonder. Perhaps too many feminine touches for this to be a bachelor pad. And you’d be right. Although you wouldn’t have seen me, owner and sole official inhabitant of this two-bedroomed, two-storey maisonette, chief orchestrator of this picture of aspirational living – thirty-something urbanites preparing to entertain. That’s because I am upstairs, up the slatted staircase at the end of the short entrance hall, still in a towel after my shower, hair in a turban, sitting on my bed in the light of my laptop. I’ve got Facebook open, my heart up somewhere near my throat, where it seems to live permanently these days, as I type the name into the search box:


Stephen Nelson


I haven’t done this for a while, but it’s my birthday next week, another year further from that June day when he was taken from me. Almost twenty years ago now. And the gravitational pull towards the search for him becomes inescapable around this time. I always step it up. 


I click on ‘show all’ and press my palms together, fingertips to my lips in an unconscious praying action. Facebook reveals sixty-one of them. I scroll down to where I left off yesterday: ten Stephen Nelsons down, fifty-one to go. Why couldn’t he have been called Xavier or, I dunno, Piers? This would all have been so much easier.


Stephen Nelson number eleven is a Man United supporter (that’s him out, then) and appears to have met Barry Manilow several times (that’s definitely him out). Number twelve went to Preston Poly but has somehow found himself living in Kazakhstan – moving on. Number thirteen, though? ‘Artist’, it says, avatar of an eagle – my stomach seems to float. I click on it, my pulse drumming, but this Stephen Nelson must be seventy if he’s a day, and so I close my laptop with a defeated sigh just as my boyfriend James – the handsome lychee peeler with the nice forearms, I’m sure you guessed that – pops his head around the bedroom door, face full of affection and, I know it, lust. We’ve only been together five months and are very much still in that stage. The stage I don’t ever seem able to get beyond, before things fizzle out, for reasons that currently baffle me.


‘Hi,’ I smile.


‘Hi,’ he says. ‘I brought you a little livener.’ And he puts a martini, complete with lychee pinned to the glass rim, on the bedside table. I thank him. He tips his head to the side and smiles at me – he has very sexy dimples. Then he frowns. ‘You on Facebook again?’ he says. ‘Em, you know it makes you feel crap and anyway, shouldn’t you be getting ready, sweetheart? They’ll be here in twenty minutes . . . In fact, just enough time . . .’


And he hops onto the bed.


‘Just enough?’ I tease. ‘You’ll be lucky to last half that.’


‘Right!’ And with that he burrows and growls into my neck, pretending to eat it as I squeal with laughter, pulling my towel tighter. ‘Get off! I’m joking! We do not have enough time!’


So, he flounces off in a mock-huff and the smile drops from my face as I put my laptop on the floor, my chest tight because I know that’s it until tomorrow now, and I set about getting ready quickly. I leave my hair to dry naturally wavy, put on mascara, lipstick and the outfit I chose a week ago: a grey-marl pleated skirt and hot-orange scoop-back T-shirt with the slogan ‘Happy Days’ across the middle. Silver hoops. Bare feet. It’s an ensemble I hope hits just the right note on the effort scale, that says I’m totally at ease in my own skin, my own home.


Ten seconds later, the doorbell rings and I go downstairs to find James is already greeting Dan and Vanessa, who are ebullient, excited to have been invited for dinner at their best friend’s new girlfriend’s flat at last, laden with gifts of orchids and botanical gins. This will be the third time we’ve met and also marks one of the last evenings I remember of my old life. The life I had constructed around me like the tough, prickled outer shell of a horse chestnut, before it was cracked open and the truth of my life was laid bare, as frighteningly untouched and uncharted as that shiny conker hidden inside.


‘Hey, big fella!’ I can hear the man-slap Dan gives James from the kitchen, where Vanessa and I are doing the female greeting equivalent, which is complimenting each other on our outfits. (I am dismayed to see she is as groomed as Meghan Markle, whereas my hair’s still damp and I haven’t even got shoes on.) I’m glad of that livener martini and thankful to get stuck into more, to get everyone relaxed and having fun. You never know, I think, wryly, maybe even you . . . I bring out the canapes I’ve made.


‘Oh my God.’ Vanessa reaches enthusiastically for a smoked salmon blini with her impeccably manicured hand. ‘You got a takeaway curry when you came to ours. I feel awful! You’ve gone to so much effort.’


‘Don’t be daft. I have not,’ I say, ignoring the look on James’s face, and the fact that his eyebrows have shot up somewhere by his hairline. He got up at 2 a.m. this morning to find I was still awake, poring over my cookbooks and the weekend food supplements I rip out for inspiration.


‘Darling, you do know it’s just my mates coming, don’t you?’ he’d said. ‘Not Marco Pierre White.’


Dan is James’s best friend from university and works as a property developer. I’m a housing officer in the council’s homeless department, so you could say we work on opposite sides of the same coin. James is an architect. That’s how we met, at a residents’ campaign meeting about an estate that was up for demolition. He seemed as passionate as me about people being kicked out of their homes, funnily enough.


Dan, on the other hand, operates refreshingly shamelessly from the dark side. He’s not conventionally attractive, but what he lacks in looks he makes up for in charisma and flamboyant shirts – tonight, a gecko-covered Hawaiian number even though it’s still very much winter, and pouring with rain outside. Vanessa, his wife, is the kind of woman so confident in her own skin she doesn’t need an Adonis on her arm to make her feel good anyway. 


She looks around. ‘This flat is gorgeous. You have such good taste.’


‘It is a super flat,’ adds Dan.


‘Oh God,’ I say. ‘It was dirt cheap and an eyesore when I bought it. I had no furniture. Luckily, I love rummaging in charity shops. I’ll take any old crap from a skip and upcycle it.’


Vanessa looks perplexed at my total inability to take a compliment. ‘Well, it’s beautiful,’ she says, simply.


‘Yeah, she’s got great taste, haven’t you, babe?’ says James. ‘Especially in men.’


‘I’d say it’s questionable at best.’ Dan chuckles and I laugh along, simultaneously feeling he’s hit a nerve. As I’ve said, I don’t have a great track record in that department – no one seems to stick. Please God, let this be different, I think, enjoying the warm feeling the alcohol is giving me, looking over at James. He’s certainly handsome and he’s kind. Too kind sometimes; it makes me nervous. Makes me feel like I don’t deserve it. 


‘So, our news,’ says Dan over dinner, ‘is that we’re moving to the country!’


‘Bloody hell, people,’ laughs James. ‘Four beds not enough for you?’


‘I know, we’re just disgusting,’ says Vanessa, unapologetically. (That, I realise, is exactly what they are – unapologetic. It’s kind of refreshing.) ‘But we want more space. I want to try for another baby soon, and, as everyone knows, I want at least one more after that.’


Dan rolls his eyes affectionately. ‘Only if I can have my Porsche Cayenne, honey, that was the arrangement!’


‘Oh shush – he is joking, by the way,’ says Vanessa, slapping him playfully. ‘What I’m saying is that we want it to be our forever home . . .’ She stops, and pulls an endearingly genuine face of horror. ‘Jesus, did I just say that?’


Pavlova demolished and more wine poured, the music is turned up, as well as our voices.


James shouts to Dan, ‘So what’s the latest grand projet, Danny boy?’


And Dan’s eyes light up, like he thought nobody would ever ask. ‘Well, we’ve got some beautiful resi schemes down by the wharf in Wapping: two and three-bed luxury apartments. They’re selling like hot cakes off plan, most of them to foreigners . . .’


‘And what do they start at, those?’


‘The luxury ones? Well over a mil, I have to confess,’ says Dan and, with a naughty twitch of his lips, ‘but damn, they’re lush . . .’ And he continues to wax lyrical, Vanessa joining in, and I half listen, watching the rain, which has been going on for days now, drumming against the window – when will it stop? I realise I’m mesmerised by these people’s brazenness, the ease with which they occupy their privileged place in the world. And I am struck by how I inhabit two opposing worlds: the haves and the have-nots, the social climbers and the socially sunk, and how there really is no justice as to which one you end up in. How the angels end up in hell far too often. Angels like my brother.


‘Also, can I just point out’ – Dan’s voice, getting more exuberant as the night goes on, breaks my train of thought – ‘we’ve got some beautiful affordable ones starting at half what the luxury ones are going for, so, yeah . . .’ He rubs his hands together. ‘See, I am doing my bit, Em. Houses are being built!’


‘Hardly affordable ones,’ I say, licking my spoon.


Dan’s not fazed. 


‘I mean, come on, in what world is half a million pounds affordable?’ I continue. ‘And affordable to whom? How many of these houses are bought by people who then actually live in them?’


James puts an arm around me and pulls me into him. ‘Don’t get her started, you’ll never win,’ he says proudly.


‘And she is more than entitled to her own opinion,’ says Dan.


‘Why, thank you,’ I say, sarcastic but not offended. I can more than handle the likes of Dan. ‘Not that it’s an opinion – it’s a fact.’


‘What can I say?’ Dan shrugs. ‘Supply and demand. I just sell what the market will pay.’


‘Yeah . . .’ says James. ‘And Emily just mops up the mess you make.’


‘Oh, all right!’ Dan throws down his napkin in a mock tantrum. ‘She is, of course, a much better person than me. Most people are.’


Everyone laughs, including me, but it’s as if I can see myself from the outside suddenly, as if I’m standing in the rain, and I can see my laugh is forced, my face rigid; and the more I think about this, the more self-conscious I become, convinced that everyone can tell. A memory is ignited, a kind of déjà vu: me, watching my mother through a window as a child. She’s in the midst of one of the dinner parties she was always throwing for the upwardly mobile of Canvey Island. She looks glamorous with her hair up and her diamanté earrings that sparkle in the candlelight. She’s laughing, throwing her head back, chatting and gesticulating. Then she stops, even though everybody else continues. She’s still smiling with her mouth but it’s gone from her eyes, and I think she is wearing the same expression as I am right now; she is wearing a mask.


That’s what you’d see, if you’d looked through the window: four thirty-something friends, ‘upwardly mobile’ themselves, I suppose, having dinner, chatting, having fun on a Saturday night, me in the middle in my orange top that says ‘Happy Days’ on it. But I’m not happy, not in my soul, and I know already that James and I won’t be going the long haul; that he’ll somehow slip through my fingers. I can’t do life, you see, everything feels wrong; I can’t make plans or commit to anything; I can’t love or be loved. Not while there’s this piece of me missing, this giant hole in my heart.









Chapter Two


Stephen


London, two weeks later


Just DON’T GET WET. It’s rule number one. If you get wet, you’ll never be able to get warm. Then the bone-ache will set in, the uncontrollable shivers. Man, the shivers. Once you’re in the grip of those, you’re done for, basically. Once you are that cold, you won’t be able to think of anything else, won’t be able to keep your wits about you – and if there’s one thing you need to survive on the streets, it’s your wits.


So that’s rule number one: stay out of the rain – and Stephen had broken it. To be fair, it had been impossible not to. London had seen almost two weeks straight of rain – ‘the wettest March on record,’ said the news-stands. It had gone from light drizzle to biblical downpours and right back through the spectrum again, so that now, at 7.30 a.m., London resembled a concrete bog. It was as if a great, dirty wave had reared up off the Thames, crashed down on the city, then retreated, leaving everything dank and dripping. 


Water ran in rivulets down roads and into gutters; dripped off trees and bushes that he and others like him used for shelter; gathered in pools on benches he might ordinarily have lain on. It had even, somehow, driven itself inside Stephen’s ‘spot’, an unused doorway between a McDonald’s and a launderette in Camberwell in the south-east of the city. Unless it was warm – in which case he always found some awesome pocket of urban wild in which to sleep unsheltered, his face to the sky – this spot was where Stephen sat with his sketchbook and drew his birds.


It never stopped amazing him, the information you could glean from sitting at street level, in the same place, at the same time, every single day: in his last stint in this spot, Stephen had seen people lose and gain weight, friends and partners. He’d seen people get new jobs, hairstyles, cars and dogs. He could read the faces of those who passed every day like he could read the weather; he knew when they were troubled and when things were looking up. He knew the minutiae of their lives, when they probably hadn’t even noticed he existed.


He sat up in his makeshift bedroom. It consisted of bits of cardboard and carpet cut-offs he’d found in a skip (he’d been chuffed with that particular find), a mattress, a sleeping bag and a blow-up travel pillow. His mate Jimmy had given him the travel pillow. Jimmy was a diamond guy; many of them were. There were a few bad apples you steered clear of, those who’d rob your organs if they could, but in general, if there was one thing Stephen had learnt in his fifteen years on and off the streets, it was that the less you had, the more you gave; the more you’d suffered, the more you were attuned to others’ suffering. The more resilient. Mind you, this was all beginning to feel like a test of that resilience. Twenty minutes ago, he’d woken aching and damp, knowing he had to act, fast. His travel pillow was soaked, along with everything he owned (apart from his binoculars, which remained around his neck, sacred as a locket): his bedding and mattress; his sketchbook and pencil case; the clothes on his back. Like a reflex, he’d gone straight to the side pocket of his rucksack and unzipped it to find, thank God, that his birding notebook was still there, still dry.


Most importantly, the ‘Top Five’ list, in its A4 plastic sheet tucked inside, was dry too. As he’d done a thousand times before, he unfolded it, read it.


1. Spot TWO rare birds in twenty-four hours


2. Go on a night birding woodland walk


3. See an owl in flight


4. See a seabird colony


5. Watch the swifts’ migration from the Spurn Peninsula


The other consolation was that he’d had the foresight to wrap what clean, dry clothes he had in a plastic bag. His main concern now then, if he was going to achieve anything today, was to get out of these soggy clothes and into dry ones.


He began rolling up his bedding and packing the rucksack. He was so tired, he felt drunk. He wasn’t drunk, though, and for that, he was grateful, because while it was always tempting, he’d learnt the hard way that your problems were still there when you sobered up, only with a bad head to contend with too. He was thirty-five years old, and it was hard to know how he’d got here sometimes. Life, especially on the streets, became like one of those papier mâché bowls you used to make at school: comprised of so many layers, all becoming grubbier and more frayed over time, harder and harder to differentiate from each other.


His plan right now, to be presentable for his mission today, was to go to Starbucks, where hopefully the accessible toilet would be free so he’d have space to have a wash and get changed in peace. He rolled a cigarette then stood up, hauled his rucksack on his back, something that was as natural and unconscious to him as blinking, and set off.


It was only a five-minute walk up the high street but it took much longer, since his back was wrecked from sleeping on the damp concrete, and his legs felt like sacks of wet sand. A full bus heaved past, creating a mini tsunami, which drenched the whole of Stephen’s lower left leg. The blast of warm air when he finally opened the door to Starbucks, the smell of fresh coffee and pastries, of normal, functioning lives, was such a comfort that it brought a lump to his throat. The place was packed even though it was still early: commuters getting their flat white to take on the tube, yummy mummies with children not yet old enough to be at school. He could feel their eyes on him as he made his way to the back where the toilets were. He could see, but tried not to notice, how they placed their hands protectively on their children’s shoulders and ushered them out of his way.


‘Sorry, sorry,’ he mumbled, edging past with his huge rucksack from which various paraphernalia hung. ‘Sorry, can I just . . .?’ He avoided meeting anybody’s eyes, knowing that it made people feel uncomfortable. He couldn’t help meeting one woman’s, though: dark glossy hair in a ponytail; pretty, the image of rude health. He smiled at her, but she looked quickly away again, as though if she were to hold his gaze, smile back at him or, God forbid, talk to him, she might catch something, might feel something she didn’t want to feel, might have to do something. And Stephen wanted to say to her, It’s all right, you don’t have to do anything, you don’t have to give me money (although money helped, you couldn’t deny it), but just meet my eyes, please? Smile, start some banter about this apocalyptic weather or the size of my ludicrous rucksack, which you’d do if it wasn’t me carrying it, I can tell. I can tell you’re the type of friendly girl to strike up conversation with strangers – just not strangers like me.


Victory! The accessible toilet was free, the door wide open, and so he quickly bundled himself and his rucksack inside, locked the door and leant against it, savouring the sweet rapture of being alone in a safe, warm environment, simply having privacy. Then he put the plug in the sink, turned on the hot tap, allowing the room to fill with steam as he peeled off soggy layers: a fleece, a jumper, a long-sleeved top and T-shirt. In the harsh overhead light, the stains on his clothes were all too obvious, and the humidity in the room intensified the smell, so that even though he was alone, he felt hot shame rise from his cheeks to the tips of his ears.


When he was a kid he’d loved his baths; they were his sanctuary. He used to take the latest edition of Young Ornithologist – going straight to the back page and ‘Peter Trussell’s Top Five’ to see what was featured in that issue – and lock the door and lie there until his skin was shrivelled and someone inevitably shouted up the stairs at him to get out. This particular stint on the streets had been six weeks – six weeks of winter without a place at a hostel where he’d not be pushed drugs or booze, a temptation he could not afford, and in that time, he’d managed to procure only one set of clean, dry clothes that he rotated, washing the other set at the Salvation Army drop-in centre when he could organise himself. When you were hungry, cold and dead on your feet, it was an ongoing battle to stay on top of that stuff; personal hygiene just didn’t rate highly on your list of priorities. That’s not to say Stephen didn’t try when he got the chance, and now that he had, the hot water on his skin, mottled from the cold, was – oh! It was heaven.


He pumped some soap from the dispenser into his hands, and working up a lather, stood bare-chested as he shaved, then washed. The fragrance of the soap evoked a memory: the blossoming magnolia tree in the back garden of Mum and Dad’s Merlin Drive house on Canvey Island; the scent of spring and all the thrilling promise that held for him as a nature-mad kid.


Stephen could see himself now – six years old or thereabouts – standing at the sink in the avocado bathroom, having a wash before bedtime, his baby sister already tucked up in her cot. The bathroom window is open; Stephen can see the magnolia tree, can smell its perfume on the breeze.


In this memory, as in so many, he is transfixed by the birds, the bullfinches and chaffinches, flitting from one branch to another. He is entranced by how free they seem. They appear to want nothing from him and this makes him want to give them everything. He loves their jerky movements and their colours: a magpie is never just black and white, it has tails of sapphire and shots of emerald; a blackbird’s eye is rimmed with the colour of egg yolk; and sparrows wear grey hats, that fasten under their chins.


Bending over the sink now, Stephen splashed the last of the suds from his face and chest, then, pulling paper towels from the dispenser, patted himself dry, wincing at the roughness on his weather-worn skin. His face sore but clean at least, he made a start on his bottom half, pulling off the damp trainers, then the socks that were wringing wet and – he couldn’t lie – stank like a fishmonger’s bin. He took off his tracksuit bottoms, heavy with moisture. Naked now, he dunked wet wipes into hot water and cleaned himself as best he could. He put fresh pants on, and the clean shirt – the only shirt he owned – because he wanted to be smart today. He put on a jumper, and then stood, all six foot two of him, on the toilet, careful not to bang his head, from where he was able to dunk one foot then the other into the sink to wash them. The steaming water on his chilblains was agony, but the trick was to persevere, grit your teeth, because the rewards of clean, dry feet were sweet, especially if you had in your possession, as he did, a pair of clean, dry socks to put on afterwards – truly, the golden ticket.


He was just submerging his right foot, when there was a knock at the door, making him jump. He swore, loudly.


‘Excuse me?’ More knocking. ‘Is that you, Mr Nelson, in there?’ Shit, it was Hussein, the manager. Stephen recognised his voice but didn’t answer, although what he thought he was going to achieve by not answering, he didn’t know. It wasn’t as if he could climb through the minuscule window or disappear in a puff of smoke. That was the problem with being homeless: you were invisible most of the time, except when you wanted to be, at which point you seemed to stick out like a fucking great beacon. ‘If that’s you, Mr Nelson, you need to come out and leave the premises as soon as possible, or else I shall have to call security.’ Stephen surveyed the scene inside the toilet: him, still in pants, a pile of dirty clothes on the floor, one foot in a sinkful of filthy water.


He looked at the toilet ceiling as if for divine strength. ‘Give me ten seconds, okay? I’ll be right with you.’


Five seconds later, there was another series of knocks, louder and more impatient than previously. ‘I said I won’t be a second. Jesus . . .’ He hurriedly pulled on clean jeans, picking up the discarded clothes and shoving them in his rucksack. There was the officious sound of keys jangling, the lock being turned. ‘Hey, hang on . . .’ Stephen raised his hands, slowly, in disbelief and exasperation, but the door opened and he was met by what felt like a sea of faces, their blank expressions like a wall between him and, well, the rest of society.


Hussein reached his hand out towards him, as if coaxing a wilful child. ‘Come,’ he beckoned.


‘I’m coming. I’m just putting my rucksack on.’


‘Out,’ ordered Hussein, as if Stephen was now not just a wilful child, but a disobedient dog. ‘Now. We’ve told you before that the toilets are for customers only.’


Stephen finished putting his rucksack on, hung his binoculars around his neck before being ushered out, Hussein’s hand on his shoulder, steering him towards the door of the cafe.


‘Mummy, what’s that man done?’ he heard a child say, as he passed.


‘I don’t know, darling,’ answered her mother. ‘I think he’s just a naughty man.’


Ejected from Starbucks, Stephen stood on the glossy, wet street and took out his tobacco tin. Naughty, he thought, with a rueful smile. A handful, trouble. These were labels he remembered from his childhood, and yet it was kind of baffling, because he’d never set out to be any of those things.










‘Swift’



May 1991


‘Milly,’ Stephen said to Emily, who had plonked herself cross-legged in the middle of the couch. (That extra E was still too much for his attention span, or so everyone said.) ‘Get off, ’cause I’m going to jump and I don’t want to land on you.’ Milly, four years old with tangled blonde hair and juicy cheeks, dutifully slithered off, turning around to look up at him.


He needed to ace this. To jump from one arm to the next, then over his dad’s chair and back again, without any slips, otherwise he’d have failed at the ‘Kamikaze couch challenge’.


He jumped.


‘Tony!!’ Unfortunately, his launch coincided with the moment Mum passed the open lounge door with the hoover. ‘He’s still using the furniture as a climbing frame. Please take him out, will you? Get him to run off some of that energy, for crying out loud.’


Mum seemed to talk about ‘crying out loud’ a lot recently.


The trouble was, the kamikaze couch challenge was addictive. Once you started, you had to keep going until you got it right all the way through. Any slipping and you’d have to start again. So, Stephen jumped, but tripped over the belt of the karate kit he was wearing from his lesson earlier and went flying into the standard lamp, which fell onto a side table and knocked over – just his luck – a full glass of Vimto. There was an almighty crash.


‘Stephen!!’ His mother turned the hoover off. ‘For the love of God.’ And she marched into the lounge, where there was now a violent Vimto splatter all over the sofa. ‘My suite! My new suite. For crying out loud.’ And this time, she did cry out loud, which Stephen couldn’t help but think was a bit of an overreaction. ‘Stephen Anthony Nelson, you’re like a bull in a china shop. Take him out, Tony, will you?’


Dad walked in. ‘How many times do I have to tell you not to jump around on the furniture?’ He was still in his butcher’s apron, and Stephen could detect the metallic stink of blood. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’ As well as a smile playing on his lips. ‘Your mother needs some peace. Get your wellies on, grab your binoculars, we’ll go to the marshes.’


Stephen’s house backed onto the marshes, although wherever you were on Canvey Island, you were never far from them, severed as it was from the rest of England by the Thames Estuary on three sides, and a labyrinth of muddy waterways on the other, which bled into the land to form the marshes. Grandad Paradiso once described them as Essex’s answer to the Mississippi Delta.


Stephen didn’t need any encouragement. He leapt up, fetched his binoculars, which were never far away, and began to pull on his wellies in the front porch. Milly, standing next to him, begged to come along too. 


‘I want to go with Deeby!’ she said – Deeby because she couldn’t say Stevie – rose-bud mouth pursed in a theatrical pout.


‘Not over my dead body,’ said Mum. ‘You’re four, you’re going to bed.’


‘I go with Deeby!’ Emily protested again, wrapping her arms around her brother’s hips, then sliding down to his ankles.


Stephen smoothed her hair from her forehead, which was damp from her bath. ‘Soon, okay? You’ll be old enough soon.’


At eight years old, Stephen wasn’t allowed to venture to the marshes alone, and only Dad would go with him. The rest of the time he had to be satisfied with gazing out at them from his box-room window. But he was always aware of their presence, the fact they were out there, alive, even when under the blanket of night. And he craved them constantly: the boggy, beautiful, wildness of them.


It was gone 6.30 p.m. by the time Stephen and his dad left the house and made their way towards the alleyway that led to the marshes. Being early May, midge-hatching season was underway, and the air was humming and cloudy with them. Stephen ran ahead, as he always did, dodging the clumps of dock leaves, big as cabbages.


‘Steve, don’t run too far ahead,’ shouted Tony as Stephen vaulted over the kissing gate, the green-brown edgelands now spread out before him. Stephen did as he was told, although it was against his every instinct to stop. He wanted to run till his thighs burnt, through the reeds that towered over him, over the saltwater pools with the still-blue sky reflected in them; the bogs he knew were teeming with life. In the distance, to his left, stood pylons and, behind those, a row of oil rigs wedged into the sea. To his right there was a cluster of red-roofed houses. His other life, his other world, the ordinary one of school and rules, wasn’t far away but if anything its closeness made this space all the more exotic to him, all the more special. At the same time, coming here felt to him like coming home.


They followed the wooden signs for the bird hide, as they always did, Stephen skipping alongside Dad, his arm outstretched, so he could feel the reeds tickle his skin. Stephen loved the sounds as much as he loved the space out here: the wind, creeping through the grasses, that reminded Stephen of rain, when it first, softly, begins to fall; the hum of traffic coming from the A130; and the occasional train, slicing through the countryside with its ghostly sigh. Stephen liked these reminders that the town was nearby. It was as if England and all it had to offer was right here, at the edgelands – a world within a world. And it had been rolled out like a map, for him to run free over.


He and Dad sat next to one another on the bench in the bird hide, which overlooked a lagoon, gold with the setting sun. Tony had the binoculars but Stephen didn’t mind. This was how they’d worked it since they’d started birdwatching together: Tony had the binoculars first, got the focus as sharp as he could, then, once he’d found something worth seeing, passed them over to Stephen.


Stephen took the small ring-binder notebook and pen that he always carried out of his cagoule pocket, took a moment to scour the lagoon’s silky surface and wrote down his findings:


– common egret (2)


– snipe (1)


– greylag goose (4)


– tern (4) 


– black-tailed godwit (6)


They left the hide just as the sun’s edges were beginning to melt. Their voices were muffled, buffered by the long rushes at either side of them, but the bird chatter was rising with the closeness of dusk, and, laced along the telephone wires, the starlings had gathered for their sunset conflab.


It was quite by accident they made it as far as Benfleet Creek. They’d been chatting and watching as a marsh harrier circled above, eventually swooping down on its dinner, not noticing how far they’d walked. Then they were there, at the thick, clay-packed banks of it, and the sun was so low by then, it shimmered like liquid mercury, spilt across the dark peat.


Stephen and Dad stood passing the binoculars between them; the odd squawk and the sound of beating wings against water were the only things breaking the quiet. Then, so suddenly it made them both jump, a high-pitched screaming sound came from nowhere, and the sky was filled with what looked like hundreds of fragments of charred black paper, fluttering frenetically in all directions.


‘Bats!’ said Stephen, excited.


‘No, they’re swifts,’ said Dad, grinning up at the sky.


Stephen went to stand closer to his father, who had the binoculars at that point, and they both watched in awe as the black cloud of boomerang-shaped birds gunned upwards, their screams reaching a crescendo, before fading, like the day.


‘They probably arrived a couple of weeks ago,’ Dad said.


‘Arrived? Where from?’


‘From Africa – they’ll have flown over the Sahara Desert to get here, thousands and thousands of miles. They’re migratory birds.’


‘Migratory.’ Stephen tried the word out for size. He’d heard it before but didn’t know what it meant.


‘Migratory birds,’ said Tony, reading his mind, ‘are birds that don’t live in one place all year round. Once a year, either in spring or autumn, they travel thousands of miles, sometimes halfway across the world, to find the place with the best conditions to have their babies.’


‘So, swifts come here in the spring, then?’


‘That’s right. The rest of the time, their home is probably somewhere like Africa. Then in May, when it’s beginning to get too hot there and there isn’t enough food, they fly all the way here to breed, then fly back home again afterwards.’


‘When will they go back?’


‘August, probably, even the end of July. Swifts have the shortest holidays in England of all the migratory birds, I think; they don’t stay that long.’


‘What, and then they fly all the way back to the Sahara?’


‘All the way back to the Sahara,’ confirmed Tony, passing the binoculars again, ‘and further south than that.’


Stephen thought of the school summer holidays – still weeks away, but how quickly the end of them would come, by which point, these same swifts that he was looking at now, above the Essex marshes in England, would be back in Africa, making the same racket, but over the desert, dunes replacing bogs below them. It was epic. It blew his mind.


‘How do they know when it’s time to go back?’ he said, watching as the swifts flew in manic circles above the creek.


‘Oh, it’s a complicated one, Steve,’ said Tony. ‘Basically, they come here to England to breed – with their true loves – because, you know, swifts mate for life. Each boy sticks with one girl and they have all their babies together.’


‘Like you and Mum?’ said Stephen and Tony gave a little laugh, amused. ‘Yeah, like me and Mum. You could do worse than to take some life tips from swifts, I’m telling you.’


Stephen smiled, but it was delayed. He was too stunned to smile. He felt exhilarated, as if he’d just been told a huge secret.


‘They build a nest when they get here,’ continued Tony. ‘Normally in the eaves of old houses or buildings – that’s where swifts like to nest. Then, every May, when they come back to England, they go back to that same spot.’


‘What, even if it’s in a house just here, on Canvey Island?’


‘That’s right.’


They’d been so enthralled with the swifts that they hadn’t noticed a woman with her dog appear. ‘You seen the swifts?’ she said. Her face seemed too young for her hair, which was completely white. ‘Or should I say, heard them?’


They’d disappeared now, as quickly as they’d appeared, like a magic trick.


‘They’re nesting nearby,’ said the lady, walking on after her dog, who was bounding along the banks of the creek. ‘In the eaves of the old memorial hall. Go and have a look, before it gets dark – you might be able to see them.’


It was almost twilight as they walked back through the marshes, Tony keeping Stephen’s pace, but only just, competing as they were against the light. There was still a final sliver of it, a band of orange on the horizon, like a bar of their electric fire back home – and a few swifts had gathered and were flying above them, as if they were coming with them, to guide them to their nest.


The memorial hall was a whitewashed building with a tall, pointed roof, like a church, about half a mile from the marsh, so it didn’t take them long to get there. Now that Stephen had heard about the swifts, the prospect of seeing these miracle birds close up made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.


The whitewash of the hall’s stonework glowed pearly in the twilight. His dad explained they never would be able to see inside a swift nest, because they were always hidden deep within walls and eaves of buildings, under loft floors, or in holes where the cement had come away. Not that Stephen minded. He could see where the entrance to the nest was because a flurry of birds – maybe five or six – were encircling it, flying in and out of the hole, making their screaming sound. Stephen liked the sound. It was an excited squeal, not a frightened one, like you might make if you got some good news. It was a sound that Stephen – and Emily, to whom he would soon introduce the swifts – would come to associate with the arrival of summer.


His dad tapped the binoculars. ‘See how that one nearest the entrance has got a feather in its beak?’


‘Is that to make the nest warmer?’


‘Yeah. And they’ll have caught that feather in the air when they were flying. They do everything on the wing: they eat, catch stuff for their nests, even mate. They spend a couple of months breeding – like they’re doing now – and the rest of the time, they never touch down.’


Stephen was looking through the binoculars, straight into, it felt like, one of the birds’ large, pretty eyes. He could see its feathers close up – they were brown and velvety, not black as he’d expected. And he thought how amazing it must be to live practically your whole life in flight, but also how relieved you must be when you finally reached your nest and could rest. And just like that, he felt himself falling in love, completely bewitched by these beings whose existence he’d only just discovered.









Chapter Three


Emily


London, same day


The day began like any other. I was woken for starters from an anxiety dream, the only sort of dream I was having by that point, by the ping of my phone as a text came in. I sat up in bed and read it with one eye, the other not having quite woken up yet.


Just thinking . . . a night in Bristol on the way down to Devon? Just the two of us? My treat. Xx


I suddenly remembered how, on the night Dan and Vanessa had come over, we’d all drunkenly agreed to go on holiday to Devon together. I held the phone in my hand, wondering how to respond, when it rang. It was James, of course, but it was also 7.37 a.m. I had to get in the shower if I was going to make it to work on time. Thursdays were busy. A queue would already be forming outside the council offices, south London’s homeless all praying for a miracle, that they’d somehow sprung straight to the top of the housing waiting list overnight. People needed me. I slid to answer anyway.


‘Hi!’ I tried to sound as upbeat as possible.


‘Hi, gorge, just a quickie ’cause I’m nearly at the office, but what do you think?’


‘Um . . .’ I felt an unpleasant twinge of irritation that he was putting me on the spot when I’d just opened my eyes. ‘About . . .?’


‘About Bristol.’


‘Oh, right.’ I rubbed at my forehead and pulled back the duvet.


‘Oh God, did I just wake you up?’


‘No, no . . .’ I lied.


‘I did, I’m sorry. Go back to sleep immediately.’


I put him on speakerphone whilst I got up. ‘No, honestly, it’s fine.’ 


‘I just think we should book somewhere if we’re going to do it, because it’s Easter and you know what it’s like.’


‘Sure,’ I said, opening my wardrobe and pulling out a semblance of an outfit, tossing garments onto my bed.


‘I’ve not got much on today so could book it in my lunch hour.’


There was a moment’s silence whilst I pulled my nightshirt off over my head. ‘Em, you there?’


‘Yeah, I’m right here. I just need to get ready but I’m listening.’


‘So, shall I book somewhere?’


‘Sure, yeah. Look, I really have to go and have a shower now. I’ll see you tonight.’ James didn’t officially live with me but basically did. It had happened almost without me noticing. He’d simply spent more nights at mine and fewer at his, not that I minded or blamed him. I’d seen stationary cupboards with more soul than his flat. ‘I’ll cook something nice, yeah?’ I hung up, feeling instantly guilty, a feeling I was all too familiar with.


I stood under the shower, letting the glorious warm water pummel my head. My flat is lovely, don’t get me wrong. Split-level, it’s on the ground floor of a small, fifties block on a leafy avenue in a desirable postcode. I get to share this avenue with mostly cavernous Victorian terraces; front doors painted that sea colour (I believe it is Farrow and Ball ‘French grey’) that I’ve come to realise is code for ‘middle-class tasteful’. Doing the job I do, I am more grateful than most to come back to my flat every night, but it needed a lot of work when I bought it, three years ago, and even then, I’d basically lived for several years on crisps to afford it. So many things in it have been pulled from a skip or a charity shop and lovingly ‘upcycled’ with paint and sandpaper in the garden I share with Seth, my neighbour who lives in the other ground-floor flat with his mum, Joan, who has dementia. I didn’t scrimp on the shower, though: the head is the size of a dinner plate; the tiles alone cost – well, I try not to think about that. The whole thing worked out to more than my monthly mortgage, that’s all I know. But that time in the morning before the madness begins, it earns every penny. It is my time to think and daydream, rather than careen through life, bouncing off the surface like a toboggan racer, which is how I tend to feel the rest of the time.


I decided to skip the armpit-shaving part of the proceedings and was getting out of the shower when Stephen arrived in my head, as he always did at some point before I left for work. Mostly, these thoughts came laced with anxiety: where was he today? How was he? What was he doing right now? Occasionally I’d just be treated to a memory – a lovely one. Today, it was waking up at some ungodly hour in the bedroom we shared when we were little, to find my brother wearing pyjamas and binoculars (which was basically how he slept), yanking the bedroom curtains open, the marshes there waiting for us, my duvet bright with the Essex dawn. ‘Milly, get your lazy bum out of bed. Come on, we’re going on an adventure. I’ve already seen a marsh harrier – we’re missing the best part of the day!’


Oh God, but I miss you.


I got dressed and hastily liquidised the survivors in my fridge: an orange, some tomatoes and a floret or two of raw broccoli, resulting in something that looked like a GCSE geography soil sample. I downed it, holding my nose, with half an ear on the radio, where there was a programme about loneliness. Then I made myself a cup of tea, teabag still in, and drank it as I always did with the kitchen door open, looking onto my part of the garden and, in particular, the bird feeder I’d installed when I moved in, so excited to have some garden at last, and where, right now, a single blue tit pecked intently at the seeds inside. ‘Do you have anything to tell me today, Mr Blue Tit? A sign, a message?’ I liked to talk aloud to the birds sometimes. Seth had caught me once or twice and sweetly turned a blind eye.
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