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For Esha and all young people who must find a way to grow from this tender earth.


In memory of Simon Gould.


With love and thanks for keeping the Protest Book safe and handing it on to the next generation.






‘Days are scrolls: Write on them what you want to be remembered.’


–Bachya ibn Pakuda
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Dear Reader,


How do we find our voice? Tender Earth is the story of how one girl, her friends and her community come to find theirs.


Some of you may have heard of the Levenson family before, through my stories Artichoke Hearts and Jasmine Skies. I have been asked many times by readers to write another tale in what I suppose has now come to be a family of books. Stories have to come to the writer – they have to grow in you over time.


And at last this story came. In it the baby of my first novel, Artichoke Hearts, is now twelve years old and, as the youngest member of her family, it’s now time to find her voice . . . and discover what she’ll use it for.


With my own children, and when I meet readers at events, we often discuss how difficult it is to know how to respond and act to things that we witness in the news and experience every day in our own lives: words and actions that disturb, cause fear, make us angry, upset, anxious or disempowered. Sometimes it feels hard to decipher the difference between truths and lies.


Tender Earth is set on this earth that Laila and her family and friends are born into and are now tending. Their journeys, from birth to growing up, contain mysteries, dreams and hard realities, and the young people in my story have many questions that they’re searching to find answers for.


I hope that stepping into the shoes of these characters, as they walk the same tender earth as you, helps you to work out what paths you will walk, what banners to hold up and what words you might choose to write on them.


Love,


Sita x


P.S. I have to thank our neighbour Billie for helping us with the creature (to be revealed in Chapter One) that really did turn up in our kitchen – sometimes, as they say, the truth really can be stranger than fiction!
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There’s a snake in our kitchen.


‘There’s a snake down here!’ I shout.


No one even answers.


It’s slithering slowly across the floorboards, skirting the cooker.


‘Funny!’ Mira calls from her room.


‘There. Is. A. Snake. In. The. Kitchen!’ I shout again.


Krish jumps down the stairs, taking the steps in threes.


‘What’s “a snake in the kitchen” code for?’ He laughs – and then freezes in the doorway.


‘Mum! Dad! Mira!’ he yells at the top of his voice. ‘There’s a snake in the kitchen!’


‘That’s what I said!’ I shrug and watch it heading for the radiator.


Krish is busy videoing it on his iPhone.


‘Jokes!’ He laughs, and within seconds his Facebook page is pinging with likes and comments. Mum and Dad haven’t even made it downstairs yet.


‘This thing’s going viral!’ Krish laughs.


‘Some help you are!’


What would it actually take for someone in this family to listen to me?


Dad and Mira appear in the doorway. Dad’s on his phone too. ‘What’s this video on Facebook about?’


I point to the snake . . . Its head is now snuggled up in the warmth of the radiator, so I bend down to get a closer look.


‘Don’t touch it, Lai Lai – it might be poisonous!’ Mira warns. As if I was actually thinking of hugging it or something.


‘What’s going on?’ Mum appears behind Mira.


I point to where the tail of the snake – I suppose snakes are all tail . . . anyway, the end bit of it, not its head – is sticking out. Mum’s mouth falls open.


‘Lai Lai, come away from it right now!’ she orders, then turns to Dad. ‘Sam! Please get that thing out of the kitchen!’ She looks at him like he’s responsible for putting it there.


‘What do you want me to do, Uma? I’m not touching it till I know if it’s safe!’


‘I think it’s more frightened of us, Dad.’ I watch it coil up further behind the radiator.


‘Good job I bagged it on video!’ Krish loses interest and walks away.


‘Where are you off to, Krish?’ Mum asks. She’s still hovering in the hallway, looking slightly green.


‘Out of the reptile house!’ Krish laughs, shaking his head.


The phone rings and I go to pick it up because it’s obvious no one else is going to. It’s Nana Kath.


‘What’s all this I’m seeing on Facebook about a snake in your kitchen? Is this one of Krish’s practical jokes or something? He’d better not get up to any of that when he comes to stay with me!’


‘No, Nana . . . it’s real,’ I tell her.


‘I can see it’s real,’ she says, ‘but how on earth did it get there?’


‘Lai Lai, tell Mum I’ll call her back.’


‘Ask your dad if he’s driving up on Saturday or Sunday with Mira and Krish.’


‘Nana wants to know if you’re going Saturday or—’


‘Tell Nana we can’t talk right now!’ Mum’s doing that gritting-her-teeth talking like it’s my fault Nana won’t get off the phone.


‘She—’


‘I heard,’ Nana butts in. ‘I suppose a snake in the kitchen is a bit alarming. Come and live up North with me and Krish, Laila! Hang on a minute . . . Hello, Betty, you’ve come at just at the right time – my Uma in London’s got a snake in her kitchen! I know! Good idea, I’ll ask them. Betty here says you should call the RSPCA.’


‘Dad’s trying to get through to them now,’ I tell Nana.


‘Good! Well, all I know is, never in all my life have I ever had a snake in my kitchen!’


I can hear Betty laughing in the background.


I wish Nana would give it a rest about moving to the country. She’s got it in her head that it’s ‘a security risk’ or something living here in the city. We all make a joke of it, but it actually makes me feel a bit nervous when she goes on and on about it.


‘I think they have quite a few snakes in the countryside too, Nana,’ I tell her.


‘Please will someone get this snake out of the kitchen?’ Mum sounds as high-pitched as our smoke alarm.


‘I hope it’s not a bad omen. Snake in the garden of . . .’


‘Nana thinks it might be a bad omen,’ I repeat.


‘Just hang up!’ Mum whispers. I don’t know why she does this clenched-teeth whisper because you can hear her better than when she speaks normally.


‘Please don’t go, Laila. I’m not missing out on this!’


I leave the phone on the dresser so that Nana Kath and her friend can listen in.


‘Can everyone just calm down? It’s somebody’s escaped pet. Probably harmless. I’ve read a few articles about this in the paper,’ Dad informs us, contemplating the radiator. ‘Someone will have left a cage door open. Now, can everyone pipe down? I can’t hear myself think.’ He tucks his mobile between his chin and his ear. His face twists into a scowl as he’s transferred straight to hold.


The call-waiting music finally ends and Dad explains the situation. There’s a pause while he listens to what’s being said, then . . .


‘No, this is not a prank call . . . I agree it’s a bit unusual, but there IS a snake in our kitchen. No, we don’t know what kind. Yes, that’s correct, that is our address . . . Contained? Well, it is at the moment . . . behind the radiator. Tomorrow!? You can’t send anyone before then?’ Dad’s pacing up and down now. ‘Nine o’clock first thing . . . OK . . . OK, if that really is the earliest you can come.’


He hangs up.


‘You have got to be joking, Sam,’ says Mum. ‘What are we supposed to do till then?’ She looks like she’s about to blow.


‘She suggested we should sit and watch it.’ Dad shrugs.


‘Helpful! And then what?’


‘Look, I don’t know, Uma!’


‘Well, I’ve got packing to do,’ Mira says, and heads for the hallway.


‘I’ll help you!’ Mum follows, walking past the phone where Nana’s still giving her friend Betty a running commentary.


‘Didn’t you hang up, Laila?’


‘Nana wanted to stay connected . . .’


Mum listens in for a bit and sighs. I can hear Nana clearly from where I’m standing next to Mum. I think she’s speaking loud for Betty’s benefit.


‘Is that you, Uma? I was just telling Betty about your snake . . . I’ve had to bring her a glass of water – she’s nearly choked laughing! Says it’s the best Saturday night she’s had in ages!’


‘Well, so glad we could provide the entertainment! I can’t talk now – I’ll call you in the morning.’ Mum puts the phone down. ‘Lai Lai, bedtime!’


As if I’m going to sleep after this!


So me and Dad sit on the sofa and watch that the snake doesn’t go anywhere, though I have no idea what we’re supposed to do if it decides to. Well, I watch the radiator and listen to Dad snoring till Krish crashes back in with a mate and jolts Dad awake.


‘What! Has it moved? What’s going on?’


‘Here – it’s behind the radiator,’ Krish explains to his friend. ‘Dad, this is my mate Ed – he knows stuff about snakes; he’s doing a BTEC in reptiles.’


‘Of course he is!’ Dad laughs.


‘No! Serious!’ Ed says, looking a bit offended.


‘I don’t want you getting bitt—’ Dad stands up and walks towards Ed, who has pulled on a pair of gloves that go right up his arm like the ones Dad uses for clearing brambles. Now Ed’s carrying a plastic cage over to the radiator, ready to contain the snake.


‘You just need to know how to handle them,’ says Ed, lying on the floor on his back and squinting up behind the radiator. ‘Aww, poor thing! It must be terrified.’


He starts to sort of tickle it slowly, as if he’s a snake charmer, and he puts on a voice like he’s talking to a toddler. ‘Come on now, I won’t hurt you . . . have you been out in the cold? You must be starving. Found a nice warm place behind there, though, haven’t you? Not stupid, are you?’


Ed’s shining a torch under the gap in the radiator and slowly, as if it really is listening to him, the snake starts to uncoil itself and twist around his long glove.


‘Step back, Lai Lai!’ Dad orders me.


‘Nice markings. I think it’s a corn snake.’ Ed sounds quite excited. ‘A young one by the look of it. Won’t harm you at all . . . someone’s pet come through the pipes probably.’


‘Like Slytherin,’ Krish jokes.


‘Harry Potter’s given snakes a bad name,’ Ed says, without even a faint glimmer of humour. Like he’s a defender of snakes or something!


‘I think it’s fair to say they had a bad reputation a little bit before that!’ Dad says drily.


Ed ignores him and stands up slowly, holding the snake just behind its head. Now that it’s all coiled up, it doesn’t look as impressive as it did winding across the floor.


‘Want a hold?’ Ed asks me.


I stretch out my arm but Dad gets between us and holds open the cage.


‘Leave it to me. I’ll bung some signs up, see if anyone claims it,’ Ed says as he leaves.


‘Cheers, mate!’ Krish laughs and shows Ed and the snake out, then punches the air, as if he’s the hero of the day!


‘What! You didn’t do anything!’ Mira says to Krish as she comes back downstairs in her PJs.


‘I don’t see any of your mates springing to the rescue, Mira.’


‘Come on, you two!’ Mum calls from upstairs. ‘We’ve only got a few days left in each other’s company. How about some brotherly and sisterly love?’


I call Kez. I think at least it’ll be something funny to tell her, but of course she’s already seen it. I didn’t even know she was Krish’s friend on Facebook. I don’t think I’ll bother getting an account when I am finally allowed one – it would be good to have some news that you could tell your best friend without them already knowing it.


I lie in my bedroom, drifting in and out of sleep. It feels weird lying on the mattress on the floor now that Dad’s dismantled my high bed. It seems like such a long way between the floor and the ceiling, with so much empty space above me. Mira and Krish are still on their mobiles, chatting to their mates. This is how I go to sleep mostly, listening to one side of their conversations. It’s relaxing, like being tuned into a radio where you know everyone who’s speaking.


These are the last words I hear Krish say:


‘I know, surreal, right? Only in our house!’


I’m staring up at the ceiling, smiling my way through a replay of the whole night. Maybe these sorts of things do only happen in our house, but I love this place exactly as it is. It’s the house I was born in. I don’t want anything about it ever to change. I don’t want our noisy, random Saturday nights ever to stop happening. I don’t want to be the only one left here with Mum and Dad. I want everything to stay the same.
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When you actually get the thing you’ve always wanted, how come it never feels like you imagined it would?


Me and Mira are lying top to tail on her bed. It’s supposed to be my room when she moves out. Finally I’ll have some space. It’s at least three times as big as mine.


‘How come all these photos are from when I was a baby?’ I pick up a picture of Mira holding ‘baby Lai Lai’.


‘Awww, bless! You were only just born there! I had no idea that most people don’t get to see their baby sister being born! I thought it was normal – you know what Mum and Dad are like.’


‘Inappropriate!’


‘Well, maybe it’s not what people normally do, but . . .’


Mira stares at the photo.


‘Are you crying?’ I ask.


Mira nods. ‘It’s OK to cry, Lai Lai.’


‘You sound just like Mum! Why does everyone want me to cry?’


‘We don’t . . . it’s just that you can if you want to.’ Mira looks all gooey as she goes through more ancient pictures of me.


‘At least I know what it’s all about! I think I might do a painting from this photo. You were sooooo cute!’


‘Thanks! So I’m not any more?’


‘Not AS cute! Look at those bush-baby eyes! Go on, Lai Lai, try your uniform on for me. I won’t get to see you in it otherwise. Think of this as a dress rehearsal!’


I shake my head. ‘I’ll take a photo on my first day.’


‘Oh come on, just one pic! You are getting your hands on my room after all!’


As she’s practically pleading with me, I go over to the uniform laid out on her bed. I start with the skirt.


‘What if I refused to wear it?’


Mira’s half listening, texting at the same time.


‘Hang on a minute, let me just answer this from Jidé.’ She texts away and then sends. ‘Sorry! Just go with it, Lai Lai. That’s the whole point of uniform. You have to conform.’


‘What if you don’t agree with it?’


Mira looks up from her phone for a moment.


‘No one believes in uniform!’ She smiles at me but I don’t smile back. ‘It’s rubbish, but just wear it, Lai Lai. I suppose I was lucky. They didn’t bring uniform in till I was in Year Eight, but they’re really strict about it now. No point fighting it.’


‘What did you wear on your first day then?’ I ask as I do up and undo the blazer to see what looks best. Neither!


Now Mira’s flicking through a bundle of photos she’s taken off her wall. She finds the picture of her first day at secondary school. She’s standing in the garden wearing a floaty hippy top and a vintage-looking skirt, with leggings and Converse.


‘You actually chose to wear a skirt?’


Mira pulls a you’ll-grow-out-of-it big-sister face.


I check myself out in the mirror and yank the skirt up a bit because it’s falling down over my non-existent hips.


‘At least let Mum buy you a new skirt and blazer. She’s desperate for you to have your own. Go on, Lai Lai. It swamps you. Makes you look even smaller.’


‘Thanks!’


‘You’ll fill out.’


I turn sideways in the mirror. I am completely flat. I don’t see much sign of it yet.


I look at the two of us in the mirror:




•  My long, straight hair; Mira’s new, short cropped hair that everyone says makes her look like that actress she’s got a postcard of . . . Audrey Hepburn.


•  My eyes still too big for my face, no make-up; Mira’s line of liquid liner she manages to paint on perfectly.


•  My wide lips; Mira’s full ones.


•  My pointy chin; Mira’s heart-shaped one.




Even though our features aren’t the same, we definitely look like sisters. I like that we do. I blow out my cheeks to see what I’ll look like more filled out.


‘You’re lucky – I don’t think I even felt a cheek bone in my face till I was fifteen! What’s with the puffer-fish face?’ Mira holds her arms out to hug me but I pull away. ‘Go on, Lai Lai – let Mum buy you a new uniform.’


‘Has no one heard of recycling around here? What’s the point of getting brand-new stuff all over again? I’m not going to like it any better.’


Mira grabs hold of my lapels.


‘I tried to wear Krish’s blazer once when I couldn’t find mine, but Nana wouldn’t let me. She said boy’s blazers button up on the other side.’


‘So what?’


‘I know, but someone might notice.’ Mira grabs hold of the material, pulling it in a bit at the waist and inspecting her work in the mirror. ‘See? A girl’s blazer would show off your waist a bit more.’


‘That’s just wrong! How can they gender a blazer? Anyway, I haven’t got a waist.’


At least I’ve got Mira laughing now, which is a relief – because if she starts getting all emotional again, I’m afraid that I will too.


Mira wraps both her arms around me.


‘Why are you tearing up?’


‘No reason! It’s just that one day soon you will get a waist!’


‘What are you going on about?’


‘Ignore me! I just can’t believe you’re going to secondary school already . . .’


It’s bad enough Mum and Dad moaning on about me growing up so fast. The truth is the recycling thing isn’t the only reason I don’t want Mum to buy me a new uniform. I actually like the idea of wearing bits and pieces of Mira and Krish’s old school clothes. It makes me feel less nervous, like I won’t have to work out who I’m going to be, like they’ll be right there with me as they’ve always been till now.


‘Don’t go all silent on me, Lai Lai.’


‘Can you not do that?’


‘What?’


‘I don’t want anyone calling me Lai Lai from now on. Tell your friends that too.’


‘But we’ve always called you Lai Lai.’


‘You’ve always treated me like a baby.’


‘OK, OK . . . Laila. Point taken!’ Mira half laughs, half sighs. ‘It feels a bit strange though.’


‘Haven’t you heard? There’s this radical new idea to call people by their actual names!’
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‘Now, let’s see if I can remember how to do up a tie.’


Mira’s rubbish at it. Every time she slides the knot up towards my neck, I feel a bit panicky.


‘It doesn’t matter; I’ll work it out.’


I pull away from Mira, but she keeps hold of the end and bangs on the wall. ‘Krish! Can you come help Lai Lai with her tie?’


How hard can it be for my sister to call me by my name?


I want to scream!


Krish strolls in, headphones dangling around his neck; the tinny sound of his ‘ambient’ track leaking out.


He takes the tie back over my head and practises on himself. ‘How d’you want it – fat or skinny?’


‘How would I know?’


‘You’d better hedge your bets for the first week then!’


I actually have no idea what he’s talking about, which isn’t that unusual because Mira and Krish say stuff like this all the time, and then when I ask them what they’re on about, they always come back with something totally rubbish like ‘You’ll see!’ or ‘You’ll find out one day’ – I especially hate it when they say that!


Krish loops the long tail bit through the knot and slides it up into a perfect V, stopping just where the button meets the collar.


‘Slick or what? Thought I’d let you see what a regulation standard tie looks like, so you’ll know not to do one again. The choice is strictly fat or skinny . . . Or not at all!’


Mira widens her eyes at Krish like she’s warning him not to carry on.


‘I didn’t know you had a choice?’


‘You don’t, Lai Lai! Do as I say, not as I did!’ Krish laughs. ‘Forgetting or losing your tie is not an option; neither is refusing to wear one. Take it from me – you don’t want to waste your life in detention over a tie.’


Krish does his robot walk back towards the door even though it hasn’t got a laugh out of me since I was in Year Five. When is anyone going to wake up and see that I’m actually nearly twelve years old? Krish raises his – supposed to be Dalek – arms jerkily into position, ready to aim and fire.


‘I am a u-ni-form – I will ex-term-in-ate you!’


‘Not helpful, Krish!’ Mira cuffs him on the arm. ‘Get out of here!’


‘By the way, don’t call me Lai Lai any more!’ I yell after Krish.


He pokes his head back around the door.


‘What am I supposed to call you then?’


‘Laila.’


‘But I’ve never called you Laila!’ Krish complains.


‘And that’s your logical reason for calling me by a baby name forever, is it?’


Krish scowls. ‘I forgot, Your Honour. What about Kez? Is she going to call you Laila?’


I haven’t thought about Kez. Mira and Krish are exchanging that look again. When I was little they used to spell out words that they didn’t want me to understand. Then, when I got to the age when it was obvious I could spell whatever they were trying to hide from me, the knowing looks kicked in. They might as well get a loudspeaker and shout at the top of their voices: ‘What’s up with Lai Lai?’


Still, I suppose I should thank them for the spelling thing. It turned me into the best speller in primary school!


I will actually let Kez keep calling me ‘Lai Lai’ because she’d never shame me up by calling me that in front of anyone else, like Mira and Krish do. Anyway, it’s always been Lai Lai and Kez. It wouldn’t feel right for her to call me anything else.


‘Make an exception for your brother. I don’t think I can call you Laila. It feels like I’m talking to someone else.’


‘Maybe I am someone else!’ I say, checking myself out in the long mirror.


‘Deep!’ Krish shrugs and plugs himself back into his music.


Me and Mira sit on her bed for a bit without talking, just looking around the bare walls. I chew on the inside of my mouth. This is so strange.


‘So,’ she says at last, ‘I’ve left you a few books I used to love at your age.’


I walk over to Mira’s shelves and pick up one of them. It’s a novel with a girl’s face on the cover. She’s wearing bright red lipstick and has slightly fangy teeth. Kez has a whole shelf full of these she read in Year Six. Calls it her vampire moment. She used to go on and on about how they didn’t really have anything to do with being bitten on the neck. I never got it. I drop it back down on the shelf.


‘Vampires! Don’t think so!’


‘I was really into them for a while. But there’s all sorts. I’ve taken the ones I can’t live without. If you don’t want them you can always give them away. Kez might want them . . .’


‘She’s probably read most of these,’ I say, scanning the other titles.


It feels like Mira’s only talking about the books because she’s stuck for something to say. Now she takes her phone out of her pocket.


‘Here, let’s take a selfie! Krish, get back in here a minute,’ Mira calls through the wall. ‘I want a last picture of the three of us in my old room!’ Mira widens her eyes at me like she still thinks it’s outrageous for me to move in, though my bedroom’s practically a box compared to this and she won’t even be here. I think she’s only joking, but I wish she’d stop going on about me taking her room, because I actually do feel bad about it – kind of guilty.


Krish comes in and squishes on to Mira’s bed.


‘Jump up, Lai Lai; you’ve got to sit next to me. Get us in the right order!


We jostle for places higher and lower so we can all fit in.


‘Everyone say “Lai Lai”!’ Krish grins this really stupid wide grin.


I elbow him in the side and stick my tongue out.


‘That’s a saver. Ping it to me,’ Krish says, laughing at the photo.


When I’m on my own again, I stand for a long time and look at the person in the mirror. The truth is I’ve never really thought about me being on my own before. Maybe it feels worse than it would because of Kez. I just wish Krish and Mira weren’t leaving at the same time. Mira going to college is bad enough, but Krish heading off too! He could have waited at least till I start secondary school. How am I going to get to sleep at night without listening to those two chatting on about nothing and everything on their mobiles? This stuff – this messing-around-in-our-rooms thing – is what we’ve always done. It’s who we are together. It’s who I am.
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Every time the doorbell rings it makes me jump.


What was the point of finally fixing it just as Mira and Krish are moving out?


Thinking about it . . . who’s going to ring the bell or clank that letter box for me?


‘That’ll be Jidé,’ Mira says, trying to make out that she’s not that fussed.


Then the letter box clanks. Only one person still clanks!


‘Or . . . Millie!’


Mira laughs as she run downstairs.


I creep out to the landing sofa – since the beginning of the summer holidays I’ve been sitting here a lot. In fact I’m here so much that Mum calls it my ‘perch’.


Mum’s beaten Mira to the door and now she’s chatting away to Jidé and Millie.


‘Quite a journey you’re going on now, Jidé. Where are you actually staying?’


‘In a volunteers’ camp they’ve set up for us.’


‘And what exactly are you doing out there?’ Mum can never just ask one question.


‘I think we’ll be learning from the doctors there and generally helping out. There’s a plan to build a well, and put the roof on a school building . . . that sort of thing!’


‘Sounds like hard work. How long are you away for?’


‘I’ll be back for Christmas.’


‘Well good for you, Jidé. Take care of yourself, won’t you. And you, Millie . . .’ Mum starts.


Now Mira’s waving at Jidé and Millie while she tries to edge past Mum.


‘Still enjoying the writing . . . ? In your second year already . . .’


‘Can I get by, Mum?’


‘Well, I’ll leave you to your goodbyes. I was just on my way upstairs with this lot.’ Mum scoops up a pile of washing she’s parked on the side, walks up the stairs and finds me on my perch.


‘Everybody’s on the move, Laila.’ She sighs, easing herself down beside me, and starts to fold the washing. ‘Give me a hand, will you?’


Everybody except me, I think as I hunt through to find a matching sock of mine.


‘Glad I got this upholstered,’ Mum says, smoothing her hands over the sofa cover. ‘We’ll have to look after it now. Such a pretty little sofa . . . worth restoring. They did a good job, I think. I like this faded gold paint. Your Nana Josie would have approved. Rattan’s hard to get hold of these days.’ Mum touches the flaky painted sides. ‘It’s a dying skill this lattice-work. I can still picture where it was in your Nana Josie’s flat . . .’


I look around the walls at Nana Josie’s paintings of Krish and Mira as toddlers, sitting on this sofa’s faded cushions. There are no paintings of me on it, even though in reality I’m probably the one who’s spent the longest sitting here. I’ve decided I think this is actually my favourite place in our house. I love to tuck my legs up and disappear into the jewel-coloured velvety sofa cushions. The little ruby-red one with the zip in the back is the most comfortable. Sometimes I can be snuggled up on here and people walk straight past and don’t even notice me. Even though I’ve taken up Mum’s name for it, it’s actually not just somewhere for me to ‘perch’. It’s getting to be more like my nest. Apparently Nana Josie was about the same size as I am now. I fit here.


There’s just one tiny painting of me on the landing. In fact it’s the only painting Nana Josie ever did of me. I’m in Mum’s arms when I was a baby. Mum says it’s special because it’s the last painting Nana Josie did before she died. Most of the people in the landing photos and paintings I don’t remember, not like Mira and Krish do . . . some of them, like Grandad Kit, died before I was even born.


The photos on the staircase I love the most are of Mira and Krish holding me in their arms, as if they’re afraid that they’ll drop me. I really like the way the pictures of everyone are all mixed up together . . . There’s one of Mum and Dad when they were young and actually quite good-looking. Mum looks just like Mira – or I suppose Mira looks just like Mum! If you look carefully you can sort of see all of us in these faces, especially me in Nana Josie. I feel like I belong to all the people on this staircase, and they belong to each other, but only a few of them belong to me . . .


Mum’s finished folding the washing pile. I give up trying to find pairs and lay three single odd socks on top.


‘One of the great mysteries of life!’ Mum shakes her head. ‘Where do they go?’


She leans back on the sofa and wraps an arm around my shoulders. She smiles up at her favourite photograph of her dad, Grandad Bimal, the one where he’s clapping and laughing his head off. He looks so friendly. I wish I could remember him properly.


‘Sometimes when I pass that photo I imagine I can hear his laugh,’ I tell Mum.


‘Me too!’ Mum manages to splutter out before the tears start rolling down her face.


I wish I’d kept my mouth shut.


So, while Mira is downstairs saying her goodbyes to Jidé and Millie, I’m here with Mum crying into her washing. This feels so sad. I wish I could ask Kez over right now. I wouldn’t mind going into my old room and closing the door on all of this. I wonder if me and Kez will stay friends the way Mira, Millie and Jidé have stuck together.


Krish comes tearing out of his room wearing jeans and no T-shirt. Showing off his six-pack again. He leans over the balcony.


‘All right, Millie! Fresh hair!’


‘The bottle called it Pink Punk!’


‘Looks good!’


‘What are you up to?’ Millie calls up to Krish.


‘Doing this apprenticeship thing in an outward-bounds centre up North – staying with Nana Kath.’


‘You’ll need to get dressed then . . .’ Millie says.


Krish looks down at himself as if he’s only just realized that he’s not wearing a T-shirt.


‘Yes, can you get dressed, Krish,’ Mum says. ‘Poor Millie doesn’t want to see your bare chest!’


‘I don’t think she minds!’ Krish jokes, not loud enough for Millie to hear.


‘You so fancy her!’ I whisper.


‘Shut up!’ Krish goes to cuff me.


‘Catch up with you later, Jidé!’ Millie calls, and then they all start their goodbye hugs. That lot take forever.


Krish slumps down in the middle of Mum and me, flinging an arm around Mum on one side and me on the other and making the washing pile topple on to the carpet.


‘We’ve just folded that!’ Mum groans.


‘Don’t worry, Mum! We’ll be gone soon and it’ll be dead peaceful and tidy with only Lai Lai—’


‘Laila,’ I correct.


Krish starts tickling me.


‘Get off, Krish!’ I squirm on the edge of the sofa. ‘Would you mind not talking about me as if I’m not here?’


‘OK, Lai Lai!’


‘How many times have I got to tell you not to call me—’


‘Did you hear something, Mum? An invisible force field?’


‘Oh, shut up, Krish!’ I belt him on the arm.


‘Ow! I thought you were a pacifist!’


‘I am, except when it comes to you!’


‘You won’t need to spy on us all from up here any more, Flappy Ears! Anyway, what are you complaining about? You’re getting the best room in the house.’ Krish jumps up, grabs me and attempts to turn me upside down.


‘Get off!’ I squeal, kicking my legs out.


‘Oh, don’t start that again, you two! The last thing I need now is someone getting hurt,’ Mum pleads as she carries on up the stairs to her room.


‘What do you mean, you two? He started it!’


‘Say mercy!’ Krish laughs. I swear he still thinks I’m in infants.


‘Mercy.’ I bash Krish on his shoulders so hard that his skin turns pink.


I’m upside down when I spot Mira and Jidé crushed against the side wall in the hall. For a second I think maybe it’s just a long goodbye hug because Jidé’s going to Rwanda where he was actually born, and I suppose that is a big deal so maybe that’s why the long good—But no . . . not the way they’re pressed together . . . tongues and everything! Gross!


‘Put me down!’ I pinch Krish even harder.


‘Foul!’ Krish laughs.


‘You’re foul!’ I shout.


Mira and Jidé peel themselves away from the wall and appear at the bottom of the stairs, making out nothing’s happened. Mira’s hair looks all scuffed up though . . . what she calls ‘distressed’. It’s how I feel.


‘All right, Jidé; thought you’d gone with Millie!’ Krish waves down.


‘Just off now. Say hello to Nana Kath for me,’ Jidé calls up, but his voice sounds all dried out. It hardly carries up the stairs.


When they’ve said their goodbyes Krish goes off to his room. Mira’s followed Jidé outside and they stand on the steps and talk.


After about half an hour Mira comes running up the stairs and heads straight for her room.


She’s crying. Proper puffy-eyed crying.


‘Are you OK, Mira?’ I ask as she runs past me. She turns to me, shakes her head as if to say don’t ask and closes her bedroom door. But I can hear her sobs.


I knock gently on her door.


‘Not now, Laila,’ she manages to splutter out.


So I go back to my perch and listen to her trying to catch her breath. I’ve never heard her cry like that before. I wish she would let me in. Even I know those tears can’t just be for a ‘just good friends’ kiss.
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‘Mira – three things: Dad, straw and the camel’s back! He’ll flip . . . don’t say I didn’t warn you!’ Krish laughs as he runs up the stairs.


I watch the whole leaving drama from the landing. Krish joking around, trying to lighten everyone’s mood. Mum fretting over one last ‘don’t forget’ item that Mira or Krish just might not survive without. And Dad giving his usual lecture: ‘You’ll have to leave some of this at home, Mira. This is a car not a Tardis! It’ll never all fit in.’


It’s always the same script. And then, in the end – miracle of miracles – everything does fit in. I think Dad likes to prove himself wrong with his excellent packing!


This scuffle, shuffle, huffing, moaning, forgetting stuff and going back for it is what I’ve always loved most about us going away together. This is how I remember the start of every one of our family holidays. Except this time it doesn’t feel like the beginning of an adventure, or even a holiday . . . not for me, anyway.


Mira staggers down the steps carrying her easel. What special thing will I take with me when I leave home? I don’t think I’ve got anything that means as much to me as that easel does to Mira. She told me once that the paintings she does on it are always her best. Like the easel has special powers, like there’s something of Nana Josie in it that inspires her. I definitely don’t have anything like that.


Mira rests the easel against the wall for a minute while she pauses on the stairs to get her breath back.


‘Give it here then – but don’t say I didn’t warn you!’ Krish takes the easel and carries it the rest of the way to the car.


‘No way – that’ll have to be for the next journey up!’ Dad’s definitely getting shoutier.


‘But, Dad, I can’t paint without it.’


Mira’s standing on the pavement hugging the easel, as if she’s about to go into battle and this is her only shield. Even I know there’s no point in Dad arguing – that easel is the last thing in the world Mira’s going to leave behind.


‘I could wedge it, I suppose, but it’s not exactly health and safety! Whoever’s sitting in the front will need to get in and out from the driver’s side.’


‘We won’t have to stop that often. Laila’s not going to be with us puking all the way!’


Thanks, Mira!


‘To be honest, this is an extra hassle I could do without,’ Dad complains.


Mira’s mouth is set in a pout.


‘I’ll sit in the front then,’ Krish says, jumping in.


‘Krish! Get out! I’m in the front!’ Mira shouts.


I walk down the stairs and sit on the bottom step to get a better view. This doesn’t feel right, watching Mira and Krish jostle for their place in the car. Until now I’ve always been the one right in the middle of all the family squabbles. You wouldn’t think that this packing-the-car chaos and the same old argument over who gets the front seat would be something that anyone could miss, but I will!


After ‘a quiet word’ from Mum, Dad scowls at the car boot for a while as if he’s struggling to work out a crossword puzzle. He sighs loud enough for everyone to hear him, opens the boot and, bag by bag, takes everything out again. He collapses the back seat and slides the easel right the way down the side of the car past Krish’s shoulder.


‘We’ll probably get pulled over,’ Dad complains. ‘What if we have an emergency stop? Its legs will be straight through the front window.’


‘I’ll hold on to it,’ Krish says.


‘Dad, tell Krish he needs to get out!’


I can’t believe that Mira’s still going on about sitting in the front.


‘I don’t see why I should be crammed into the back with all your junk,’ Krish argues. ‘You can sit in the front from Nana Kath’s to Glasgow.’


Each time Dad forces something else into the boot, the easel shunts closer towards the front windscreen. Dad gives it a hard shove and finally slams the boot shut.


‘Ow! That scraped my shoulder!’


‘Well, you shouldn’t have bogarted the front seat then!’ Mira wades in.


‘Oh, for goodness sake, you two, grow up!’ Dad snaps.


There’s someone coming down the street in a navy-blue business suit, wheeling a suitcase. Please don’t let it be . . . It’s Kez’s mum, probably on her way to the airport. Why did she have to choose this moment to walk by?


‘Is that Hannah?’ Mum whispers, and disappears back inside the house.


Kez’s mum inspects our bulging car like it’s an exhibit in that museum of weird and curious things she took me and Kez to once.


‘Have a comfortable journey!’ she says wryly.


‘Thanks, Hannah! Fancy trading places?’ Dad jokes.


‘On this occasion, I think I’ll decline!’ Kez’s mum flicks back our car’s wing mirror. ‘You’ll definitely be needing your mirrors . . .’ Then she spots me sitting on the steps. ‘Oh, hello, Laila. We haven’t seen you for ages. We were just saying the other day, when the coast’s clear –’ she nods towards our car – ‘you should come on over.’


‘Thanks.’


I’ve never witnessed a scene like this outside Kez’s, but I suppose she doesn’t have brothers and sisters to argue about everything, even though she wishes she did.


Kez’s mum pauses by the tree to read the sign that Ed’s posted up.




Corn Snake found


Call Ed: 0653351511





‘No more reptiles turned up in your house then, Sam?’ She laughs.


‘None that I know of!’ Dad shakes his head.


‘That’s a relief.’


Hannah peers into the car and taps on the window ‘Good luck, you two!’


When she’s gone Dad leans into the front seat and starts the engine. It’s his signal for the countdown. Just at the last moment Mira jumps back out of the car. I move aside on the step because I think she must have forgotten something else in her room, but instead she grabs me under my arms and pulls me up into a hug. I make my legs heavy and hold on to the banister so she can’t actually lift me off the ground. I know I’m light but I wish people would get out of the habit of whisking me up. I can feel the tears on Mira’s cheek as she squeezes me so tightly that my sides hurt. Then she turns around, runs back down the front steps, hugs Mum again and gets back in the car. Krish winds the window down as far as the easel will let him and peeps his head out as if he’s a prisoner or something. He sticks his hand through the window and mouths, ‘Help!’


Mum’s throat makes a strange sound somewhere between a laugh, a cry and a choke. She’s leaning her back against the garden wall as if she needs it to hold her up.


‘See you, Lai Lai – I’ll be back to annoy you for a weekend before Christmas!’ Krish shouts.


I stick my tongue out at him.


‘See you in a couple of days. I’ll call!’ Dad has to shout over the noise of the engine. It sounds a bit cranky.


I walk past Mum and head back up the stairs to my landing perch, picturing Krish laying odds on how long it will take before Dad has to turn back for some last forgotten thing.
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Mum stands for a while on the pavement, then turns towards the house, climbs the front steps and closes the door behind her.


I inch to the back of my perch, curling my feet up under me.


‘You all right up there, Lai . . . la?’ Mum’s voice sounds weak. She coughs and tries again. ‘You know what – I think I’ll have a cup of tea,’ she says, as if that’s a revolutionary idea. Then she stops and looks up. ‘Do you fancy one, Laila?’


Now this is a revolutionary idea! It’s the first time she’s got my actual name right without hesitating, and it’s the first time anyone in this family has ever thought to ask me if I want a cup of tea.


‘Yes, please, Mum!’


‘Do you have milk and sugar?’ she asks.


‘Um . . . yes!’ I call down. But I don’t know. Do I have milk and sugar?


Mum’s got it into her head to start cleaning the kitchen shelves.


‘Why are you doing that?’


‘I do clean from time to time, you know!’ she tells me, but I’ve hardly ever seen anything move off those shelves. And from the amount of dust Mum’s whipping up, it looks like a very long time since anyone’s even dusted them.


I’m on the computer, flitting about on YouTube. I take a sip of tea. I’m not sure I like the taste it leaves on my tongue.


‘How do you like it?’ Mum asks.


‘A bit sweet.’


‘Sweet enough as you are?’


I pull a face at her that’s the opposite of sweet.


‘I think that’s enough computer time now,’ Mum says as she finishes clearing a shelf.


‘I’m watching Priya’s new music video. She’s done the choreography on it. It’s got loads of comments. Want to see?’


‘What a talented family we’ve got!’ Mum says, and comes over and reads the title over my shoulder: ‘Holi-Spring!’


I press PLAY and we watch the dancers in their bright silk clothes padding out rhythms with their feet on a huge drum. It looks like they’re outside Janu’s House of Garlands refuge in Kolkata . . . Now one of the dancers breaks through the skin and there’s this slow-motion fall to another drum and the dancers are suddenly on a New York street, moving to a dub-step beat. Then all the dancers start throwing powder in rainbow colours. Powder reds, blues, yellows and greens fly from the hands of the children in Kolkata on to the faces of the New York dancers. It’s funny and beautiful. Then the two streets and all the dancers sort of merge together and they’re doing a dance that’s a sort of fusion of everything – just a mass of colours moving.


‘Stunning! When I was growing up I used to have to imagine your Aunt Anjali dancing – I never actually got to see her perform till I went to India. She must be so proud of Priya and Janu . . . they’re proper trailblazers in their different ways, aren’t they?’ Mum says.


Trail-blazers . . . what does that mean? That they’re bright flames . . . brave, I suppose.


‘Laila, I really think you’ve had enough screen time, don’t you?’


I do a huge uncontrollable sneeze and say, ‘I think you’ve had enough cleaning time, don’t you?’


‘Laila, why are you itching?’ Mum takes hold of my hand, turns it over and inspects the crook of my arm.


‘Probably all the dust you’re making!’


It does look a bit red and raw.


‘Your skin’s really dry just there. We’ll have to keep an eye on that. You haven’t had it that badly since you were a baby!’


‘It’s nothing,’ I mumble, and go to Skype Kez.


‘How could we let it get this dusty?’ Mum tuts. ‘I’m not having you getting eczema again. This house is going to look worse before it looks better, but I think it’s time we had a proper spring clean.’


‘It’s autumn!’


‘Autumn clean then!’


Now Mum decides that one shelf at a time won’t do, so she’s taking everything off and making a pile in the middle of the room.


I press Kez’s photo ID on Skype, listen to the dialling sound for a few seconds and then her face appears. I lean in to get a closer look.




Me: Have you dyed your hair?


Kez: Yep! Like it?


Me: Yeah, looks good on you.


Kez: Have Krish and Mira gone then?


Me: Yes.


Kez: You OK?


Me: It feels weird here! I saw your mum. She said to come and see you. You free?


Kez: Sorry, Laila, I’ve got Saturday School.


Me: How long for?


Kez: Pretty much all day.


Me: I thought it was just in the morning?


Kez: There’s loads of preparation to do for my bat mitzvah. They’re putting on extra classes at shul for us now.


Me: Tomorrow then?


Kez: We’ve got family over.


Me: After the first day at school?


Kez: Mum thinks Sundays will be the easiest for us to meet up – till after my bat mitzvah anyway. She’s worried I’m going to get too tired with Saturday school, physio and everything.


Me: Are you tired?


Kez: A bit. Got a few more tremors than normal. Nerves don’t help.


Me: About school?


Kez: Yeah! It’ll be all right though; once I find my way around . . . get to know where the lifts are and everything.


Me: We can go around together, if you want?


Kez: You don’t know where you’re going either. Anyway, we might not be in the same tutor group.


Me: Yeah, we are. Seven Dials. Didn’t you get the letter? I like the name . . . Like in Covent Garden. All the tutor-group names are based on things to do with seven, apparently. Krish told me the tutors choose the names, so you can kind of see how interesting they are before you meet them . . . or not!





I watch Kez’s face. She tips her head forward so her bright red curls fall across her face and I can’t read her expression.




Kez: It doesn’t always happen, getting in the same tutor group.


Me: Yeah, but we will definitely be together, won’t we? That transition woman said she thought—


Kez: She said friends can’t always be together.


Me: But we will.


Kez: I’m in Seven Oaks . . . apparently.


Me: You can’t be – they must have made a mistake. Kez: I don’t think so, Lai Lai! It’s not that bad. We’ll see each other all the time—





I start to cough uncontrollably. I’m trying my hardest to stop so I take a glug of tea, but that makes it worse and now I’m spluttering all over the screen. I wish I could get a hold of myself. Mum brings me some water and eventually the coughing stops.




Me: I’m only choking because Mum’s gone on a cleaning frenzy. There’s dust everywhere! Sorry, Kez, I’ve got to go!


Kez: Lai Lai . . .


Me: See you Monday!





I break the connection.
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I stare at Kez’s text for a while as the dust floats through the air around me.


Are you pissed off with me about something, Lai Lai?


No, should I be?


You shouldn’t, but I feel like you are x


I am.


There are too many things floating around that no one’s talking about . . . Not just dust either. Why isn’t Kez kicking up a stink about us not being in the same tutor group? If anyone can fight for something they really want, Kez can . . . unless . . .


I start to cough again, and scratch at my arm. Mum’s abandoned the shelf mess on the floor in the middle of the room. It looks like a junk heap.


‘Mum!’ I call out for her and I’m halfway up the stairs when the letter box opens and an envelope slides through. I run back down and pick it up. It’s addressed to Mira. The writing’s all swirly, kind of old-fashioned.
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