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Artichoke Hearts




Dear Reader,


As a child I was a daydreamer and doodler like Mira. I was late to learn to read, but once I got going no one could prise me away from the magical world of books. I always dreamed of becoming a writer, and now, with my first novel, Artichoke Hearts, my wish has been granted!


Never give up on your dreams or believing in the power of the charms that are given to you, whether they be a special necklace gifted by a beloved grandparent or a holey stone you collected on a beach with a friend.


Artichoke Hearts is inspired by some brave and beautiful people in my life who in their own ways have made the world a better place. I hope as you read that you will think of the special people in your life who might one day inspire you to write a story.


Artichoke Hearts is Mira’s daydream diary about love and loss. It charts a month in her life when just about everything changes and she needs to hold on tight to the special gift from her nana – an artichoke charm.


I hope you enjoy reading about a world that might just have something to do with you. Whenever I disappear into a book, I come out as a slightly different person. I hope you do too.


Sita x




When I was still eleven . . .
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I have an ache in the pit of my belly, and a metal taste in my mouth, the kind that comes up just before you puke.


Out of my bedroom window I see Millie stride around the corner. I close my eyes and start counting . . . making my deal with Notsurewho Notsurewhat. If she’s here on the count of zero, I’ll go to school; if not, I’m taking a sickie. Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one, zer—


Millie’s determined hand clanks our letterbox right on the ‘o’.


Now, the usual scuffle as we try to find the keys.


‘Who is that at this time of the morning? It’s only seven thirty, for God’s sake,’ shouts Dad from the top of the stairs.


‘What if there was a fire? We’d all be locked in,’ yells Mum from the kitchen.


As if prompted, the smoke alarm sirens its high-pitched squeal.


‘Krish, you’ve burnt the toast again,’ moans Mum, as she confiscates his football, mid-flight.


‘But I like it burnt.’


It’s true, he does.


I’m always the first to find the keys.


‘It’s only Millie,’ I yell back.


‘Does your bell still not work?’ groans Millie, peering round me at the spectacle of Mum dementedly wafting a tea towel at the smoke alarm.


When its screech is finally silenced, Mum lets out a world-weary sigh. Then she spots Millie standing in front of her.


‘Ah, Millie! You’re the early bird this morning,’ she chirps, as if keeping the lid on a ready-to-blow pan of popcorn. By the look on Millie’s face, she knows my mum has totally lost the plot.


‘Muuuuum, Laila’s lobbed porridge at me again. It’s splatted all over me,’ shrieks Krish as Mum spins on her heels, tea towel whirling. Millie, who only has one very sensible older sister, stares at the massacre of our breakfast table. Now Laila turns her widest gurgly grin on Millie, as if she’s done something to be truly proud of.


‘Don’t make a fuss, Krish . . . just run upstairs and get changed now,’ Mum pleads.


‘Laila, you’re SUCH a pain. That was my best Spurs top,’ moans Krish, throwing his spoon across the room, slamming the door and stomping back upstairs.


‘What’s all the noise about?’ shouts Dad, appearing at the top of the staircase in a towel, his face smeared in shaving foam.


‘Oh! Millie, it’s you.’ Dad grimaces, backing away from the banisters.


Millie grabs the door handle, ready for a quick escape.


‘We’ve got to be in early for Literature Club,’ she announces.


Mum looks blank.


‘To work with the writer . . . you know, the “Spring into Writing” project,’ Millie explains to Mum, whose vacant expression doesn’t change. ‘Didn’t you get a letter?’


She didn’t because I didn’t give it to her. If I show Mum or Dad anything like that, they’re always so interested, so enthusiastic, they would just go on and on about how important it is to be able to ‘express’ yourself, so I just don’t tell them.


Mum shakes her head, turning to me accusingly. ‘You didn’t mention it, Mira.’


‘I forgot. Sorry.’


Only four of us turn up. I think Miss Poplar, our ‘there for us’ Year Seven tutor, is a bit embarrassed, because she’s the one who’s set up this whole thing. She keeps fussing on about how well she’s advertised the group, but the writer just smiles sweetly and says that we’re a ‘jewel-sized cluster’.


The writer woman is called Miss Print.


‘Don’t laugh – I’ve heard all the gags before,’ she says.


Nobody laughs.


Miss Print tells us that as well as being a writer, she reviews children’s books for newspapers. She’s doing these workshops as part of her research to understand ‘the reading habits’ of ten- to thirteen-year-olds. It makes us sound like a rare species off Animal Planet.


‘Who knows, maybe some of you will write a book for me to review.’


That seems like a bit of a long shot to me. I suppose, out of all of us, maybe Millie could write a book . . . one day.


Miss Print starts by asking us our names. She says you have to watch out for writers because they won’t think twice about stealing your name if it’s a good one. She says if you’re going to make up characters in books names are important. Miss Print wants us to call her ‘Pat’, but she doesn’t like her name – it makes her think of a footprint in a cowpat . . . Pat Print . . . now she’s said it, I can see what she means. Apparently, in the village where she grew up, there was a fashion to call girls by boys’ names. She thinks it’s because they were farmers and really they only wanted boys to work the farms, so if you were born a girl they just gave you a name that could be made into a boy’s name anyway.


Miss Print, I mean Pat, does look a bit like a man. She’s got a bony face and short brown wiry hair, cut over the ears and right into the nape of her neck. It’s the kind of sensible cut my dad hates when he’s just come back from the barber’s. You can tell she’s a woman though, because of her delicate swan neck . . . and her gentle watery eyes; they’re grey-blue, the colour of slate. They actually look younger than the rest of her. Pat Print is one of those people whose age it’s very difficult to guess. She’s tall and strong-looking. On her feet she’s wearing walking boots with dried mud caked to the bottom. It’s hard to make out the exact shape of her body because it’s covered by a baggy navy blue cardigan, cashmere I think, with holey elbows. She’s not wearing any jewellery, not even a ring. Miss Print, I mean Pat, is obviously very posh. My nana says there’s no such thing as ‘posh’, but there is – Pat Print is posh.


She starts by asking us our names, but the way she does it isn’t like a register at all. It just feels like she really wants to know who we are. Even so, it’s me who’s sitting next to her dreading the sound of my own shrill voice slicing into the silence.


‘Mira Levenson,’ I whisper.


There, it’s over.


‘Millie Lockhart.’


Her voice is steady, low and confident.


Ben Gbemi booms his name around the classroom as if he’s calling across a playing field. And finally, Jidé Jackson speaks. The strange thing about Jidé is how gentle he looks compared to how he acts. The two just don’t add up.


‘It’s Jidé with an accent – not Jeed like speed – you say the “e” in Jidé like the “e” in Pelé . . . you get me?’


‘Acutely!’ grins Pat Print. ‘Now we’ve got that straight I think we can conclude that some of our parents clearly enjoy alliteration. Anyone know what alliteration is?’


Millie shoots her hand up.


‘No need to be so formal,’ says Pat Print, smiling kindly at Millie, taking her hand and lowering it back down. ‘That’s the beauty of a small group. There’s something about people putting their hands up that makes me nervous. It’s healthy to be interrupted . . . stops people getting too comfortable with the sound of their own voice.’


That’s a laugh because Pat Print is the sort of person you would never interrupt. Something about her really reminds me of my Nana Josie, like when she says the opposite of what you would expect most adults to say or think. I don’t think Pat ‘gives a toss’, as Nana would say, what we think of her. To answer her question about alliteration, we all speak together, so you can’t actually hear what anyone says.


‘That’s right,’ she shouts over us, as if she’s heard each and every one of us. ‘Alliteration is Pat Print, Jidé Jackson and Ben Gbemi, with a silent “G”. As for Millie Lockhart, although you don’t alliterate, your name is straight out of a romance novel.’


Millie giggles, and just when I think she’s forgotten me altogether, she adds, ‘And Mira Levenson is obviously a dual history name.’ I don’t say anything so she carries on talking, making another attempt to cue me in to her conversation. ‘Taking a guess, I would say that one of your parents has Indian heritage . . . I think Mira’s an Indian name, am I right?’ I nod. ‘And Levenson. Is that Jewish? “Lever” to rise, and “son” . . . could be “baker’s son”? I’m taking a wild guess here, but it’s one of my pet interests . . . discovering the derivation of names.’


The way she speaks you can really tell how much she loves words, as if she’s tasting them on her tongue. She pauses for a minute, waiting for a reply, but I blush up my usual attractive colour of crimson. I have no idea if that’s what my surname means, but she’s right about the Indian Jewish thing, so I just nod, because I can’t think of a single thing to say.


‘And I suppose Jidé Jackson isn’t a “dual history name”?’ Jidé mocks.


I haven’t thought about it before, but I suppose it must be.


‘I imagine so, and you alliterate,’ smiles Pat Print, unfazed. Jidé just scowls back at her, as if to say, ‘It’s none of your business.’ Jidé never wants to talk about himself but Pat Print won’t let this one drop. For next week’s class she asks us to research our name. We have to find out why our parents gave us our first names and ‘the derivations’ of our surnames.


‘Names hold histories, so get digging,’ Pat Print orders, rummaging in her beaten-up old satchel and handing out a passage of writing to each of us.


We have to say what we think of the piece we’ve been given. What I notice first is the tense it’s written in. When I read something in the present tense, I can disappear into it, like I do when I’m painting. It’s as if I don’t exist any more; I just get lost somewhere in there among the characters . . .


It’s hard to say exactly what it is that makes me hate school so much. It starts the moment I wake up and realize that I have to step into my bottle-green uniform. That’s when it seeps away, what little confidence I have. On with the shirt . . . I’m slipping away . . . the pinafore to keep me in my place . . . and now the tie . . . to knot tight the hard lump of swallowed words swelling my throat. The day drags on . . . hour after hour until 3.30 p.m.


What is it about me they can detect, even through the armour of this uniform? I’ve never been able to get a comb through my hair, more frizz than curls – that probably doesn’t help. Girls are supposed to have silken locks, aren’t they? All I want to do is work on the farm, feed the pigs, climb trees or just stand on the open moorland catching the force of the weather and never wear this stupid skirt, never ever again. Instead, I’m trapped neatly in my row of wooden desks, with the golden-locked Jacky sticking the tip of her freshly sharpened pencil deep into my right thigh.


Pat comes over and asks how I’m getting on. I nod. I tell her I understand this passage . . . it draws me in. I try to explain the tense thing but somehow it doesn’t come out right.


‘I’m glad you like that one because it’s one of mine. It’s a memoir of “the happiest days of my life” . . . Ha ha!’


I nod. I want to tell her that I know exactly how she felt, but as usual the words won’t come.


‘The tense thing is a really complex idea,’ she agrees, nudging me for a response.


I just stand in front of her nodding and looking stupid. I can feel everyone’s eyes fixing on me, but luckily so can she, so she stands up and taps on the desk, shifting the spotlight.


‘Pick out one line from the passage you’ve been reading, something that really grabs you, just a line or a phrase . . . something you would like to have written yourself. It’s an exercise I call “Stealing Lines”.’


I know without even looking again the exact words I’ll choose.


‘Now, swap them round, so you each read someone else’s favourite line,’ orders Pat. ‘Come on then, who’s going to kick off?’


‘I am Rajvathan Rathour, ruler of the Ancient Palaces of Patiala,’ booms Ben Gbemi.


Jidé grins as he hears his own favourite line blasted around the room.


‘What did you like about that line?’ Pat Print asks.


‘The character’s like a superhero?’ Ben shouts. He always shouts, no matter how small the room.


‘Anything to add, Jidé?’


‘He’s a noble character, mythical . . . from an ancient land,’ shrugs Jidé, knowing he’s got exactly the right answer, but pretending he doesn’t care that much. Jidé tries too hard to hide the fact that he is the brainiest boy in our class . . . probably in the whole of Year Seven. It’s because his mum’s Head of History that he’s so keen not to look like a creep, so if he’s here you know it’s because he really wants to be. Probably, he persuaded Ben to tag along with him, just like Millie persuaded me. He catches me watching him and I feel the blood start to snake its way up my neck so that the whole world can track the hot path of my embarrassment up my throat and over my face, and all because I think, just maybe, Jidé Jackson might have smiled at me. I can’t even be sure of that though, because I now have my head stuck deep into Pat Print’s writing, in a pathetic attempt at covering up my blush.


‘Exactly, and what was Ben’s favourite line?’ Pat Print asks Jidé.


I can’t even remember what we were talking about now.


‘I didn’t have one,’ interrupts Ben.


‘OK, next time,’ says Pat Print, not even glancing up at Ben.


‘Now, Millie. Let’s hear what you’ve got.’


‘. . . the tie . . . to knot tight the hard lump of swallowed words swelling my throat,’ Millie reads.


I keep my eyes trained on Pat Print’s beaten-up old satchel. Was that her school bag? I wonder.


‘I think it’s about someone who finds it hard to speak or say how they’re feeling,’ Millie answers.


‘That was me, at school. Now, you can’t shut me up!’ Pat Print smiles. It’s weird because the way she smiles at me makes me feel as if she already knows who I am.


‘What about Millie’s chosen line, Mira?’


Somehow it’s not so bad reading out Millie’s line . . . I suppose it’s because I’m not responsible for what it’s saying.


‘At the Tate, the modern sun shines through a long winter,’ I read.


‘What do you think?’ Pat looks to me for an answer. Millie jumps in, like she always does, to save me the embarrassment.


‘I like the “modern sun”, because the sun is so old, but in a way it’s always new. Every day there’s a sunset and a sunrise . . . Every day you wake up, it’s new. I saw that exhibition at the Tate Modern.’


‘Wonderful, wasn’t it?’ Pat agrees, and then catches sight of a bored-looking Ben sprawled over his desk doodling graffiti.


‘I can see I’ll have to find something more interesting for you, Ben. We don’t want to bore you senseless. What are you into?’


‘Skateboarding!’ he booms.


Pat Print is amused. ‘Not one of my specialist subjects but I’ll do some research.’


Then she springs this on us.


‘Now you can do something for ME! Your ongoing project is to write a diary. We’ll call it “The May Day Diary” – I like that.’ Pat Print grins, pleased with herself for coming up with the title.


‘Only it’s still April,’ Ben grunts.


‘No need to be pedantic, Ben. It’s called “artistic licence” . . . a tool of the trade . . . comes in handy, I can tell you.’


Ben and Jidé shoot each other a sideways glance as if to say, ‘What have we got ourselves into?’


‘Writing is about writing. You can’t learn to write if you don’t write. If you never keep a diary in your life again, at least you’ll have captured a month of your lives to look back on.’


‘Why would we want to look back?’ mumbles Jidé under his breath.


‘One day, you won’t need to ask that question.’


‘One day when?’


‘What’s the point of doing it for just one month?’ moans Ben, tagging on behind Jidé.


‘A lot can happen in a month, Ben.’ Pat sighs, as if she’s remembering something important.


‘Not for me. All my days are the same,’ grumbles Ben.


Pat completely ignores him, picks up her bag and starts to pack her things away. That’s it! Ben’s been dismissed.


‘Mira, would you help me gather up these papers?’


Actually there’s hardly anything to clear up, but teachers always do that when they want a private word with you.


Everyone leaves. They know the score.


‘I thought what you said about the present tense was fascinating. That passage you read . . . first time round I wrote the whole thing as a memory . . . I got to the end and it just didn’t work. It took me ages to find out what was wrong, but it wouldn’t come alive until I rewrote it in the present tense.’


‘I find it easier to paint than write,’ I tell her.


‘Mira, we can’t all be talkers. Think of writing this diary as painting a portrait in words. Make a start in the present tense, if it’s easier for you, but you can be sure that before long the past will creep its way in there somewhere. Even at your age, there’s plenty of past. Right then! See you next week.’ She waves me off without looking up.


As she walks out of school, she leaves a trail of dry mud behind her.




My May Day Diary Saturday 30 April
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It’s a weird thing, a diary, isn’t it? I mean who do you talk to? Yourself? I suppose . . . but that just doesn’t feel right. The only way I can think of to do this diary thing is to imagine that I’m talking to someone else. But what kind of someone could I let in to the mixed-up mind-maze that is me, Mira Levenson? I’ll have to imagine that I’m writing to a friend, a best friend like Millie. The strange thing is though that I used to be able to tell her anything, but recently – I don’t really know why – I’ve started to keep some things to myself . . . secrets. Perhaps the thing is not to think too much about anything, but just start writing and see where it takes me.


OK, here goes. Facts are the easiest . . . start with the facts. I’m twelve years old today. Twelve years and four hours old. I was born at seven o’clock in the morning. So, to be exact, twelve years, four hours and twenty-two minutes old. My twelve-year-old self is neither tall nor small, neither skinny nor ‘plumpy’, as Krish calls Laila. My twelve-year-old self has long, dead-straight black hair, and dark brown eyes that my dad says sometimes turn black with emotion. My skin’s brown, but not dark enough to hide my blushes. Looking in the mirror, which I do quite a lot recently, I would say I don’t love myself (my teeth have come down a bit wonky), but I don’t really mind how I look. My nana calls me a ‘beauty’, but she would, wouldn’t she?


Like I said, facts are easiest, but none of this really says very much, does it? Maybe words just aren’t my thing. Give me a paintbrush any day. My school reports always say stuff like ‘Mira now needs to work on building her confidence and contributing to class discussions’. Now that is something I really hate to do. The main thing about me is whenever I go to say anything in class I blush up bright red so that before I’ve even opened my mouth, everyone knows how embarrassed I am, and after that I just clam up and lose the will to live. The mad thing is I actually can’t stop thinking. I wake up in the middle of the night worrying about things like . . . how I’m going to get through a lunch hour if Millie’s not around . . . and, well, I suppose I can say it here, can’t I? Since Pat Print’s writing class I have mostly been waking up thinking about Jidé Jackson’s smile.


I’m a doodler and a daydreamer and a night dreamer. The last few weeks it’s been nightmares mostly, really bizarre stuff that freaks me out. Actually, I’ve been feeling a bit strange lately – it’s hard to say exactly how, but it feels like I’m walking a tightrope. I’m not sure what it is I’m going to fall off, but it definitely feels like I’m about to find out.


I am sitting in my Nana Josie’s flat with the rest of my family gathered for the usual birthday tea. I would rather not be here. Mum and Dad have given me a mobile phone, a watch and a diary. The mobile is a sea-green pebble, and it fits perfectly in the palm of my hand. The watch has a black leather strap, glass face, silver edging and a number for each hour. It’s definitely my first grown-up watch and that somehow seems like a sign. I’m into signs, omens, superstitions . . . whatever you want to call them . . . mostly I call them ‘Notsurewho Notsurewhat’. This watch makes me think that something is about to happen to time. Today feels like the end of something, and the countdown to the beginning, of this, my red leather diary with golden edging at the corners of each page.


‘Where are the dates?’ I ask Mum as I flick through the pages of the diary.


‘I thought you’d prefer to fill them in yourself. That way you can write as much or as little as you want and, knowing you, I expect you’ll want to add the odd artwork. When I used to keep a diary, some days I had nothing much to write about and other days I’d write pages. It’s more of a journal really . . . for your writing class.’


So I start writing, just like I would for any other piece of homework, because Pat Print’s told us to, only now I’ve found something to keep all my secrets wrapped up in I can’t stop, because no matter what’s happened to me before today, or what’s going to happen in the future, something is happening to me right now. Present tense.


Nana is inspecting my new mobile phone.


‘It’s quite pretty, I suppose, but I just don’t understand the point of having a mobile phone at your age . . . and I’m sure I read somewhere that the rays can cause tumours. Uma, have you checked that out?’ Nana calls out to Mum, who’s in the next room. I don’t think Mum even hears. She’s too busy trying to get Laila to stay still while she changes her cacky nappy.


‘I mean who are you going to call? You’re always with your mum and dad or me anyway.’


Jidé Jackson . . . he’s the person I would most like to call, but I’ll never have the guts to actually do it.


‘Well?’ nudges Nana.


‘You, Mum and Dad, Millie, Aunty Abi, Nana Kath and Grandad Bimal,’ I list.


‘That’s five numbers. I rest my case.’


Nana Josie is quite hard to argue against, even if you really disagree with her, which I do, about the phone, but of course I don’t say anything. She has her feet up, resting on my knees. I smooth my hands over the skin of her cracked brown leather soles. On the sides of each foot, she has hard bony knobbly bits, bulging, where mine are smooth. Her feet are icy cold, like she’s just stepped out of the North Sea, but it isn’t cold. In fact, it’s a sunny day, the cherry blossom trees are out in the garden, like they are every year on my birthday . . . but Nana feels cold, because she’s so thin. She feels cold all the time these days.


Nana lies on her schlumfy old sofa, with her bright purple shawl wrapped round her shoulders, holding her present for me in her hands.


‘Come on, Mira, aren’t you going to open it?’


What I love about Nana is how she’s always so excited when she gives you a present. Even though she’s this ill, she’s still gone to the bother of wrapping it up in pale green tissue paper and covering it with sparkly butterfly stickers. I always open her presents so carefully, because it’s like the wrapping is part of the gift, and you don’t want to do it too quickly, or it would seem clumsy.


It’s a skirt, folded between sheets of tissue paper. It’s bright pink (why can’t people notice when you’ve moved on from pink, like, years ago?) and sea green, with sequins and butterflies sewn all over it . . . and there’s something else . . . a tiny Indian purse, with a button for a clasp. It’s one of Nana’s; I’ve seen it before.


‘Open it then,’ she orders.


As soon as I see her bare wrist, I know what’s inside.


For as long as I can remember Nana has always worn this silver bracelet. It’s a delicate silver chain with just one charm on it, in the shape of what I always thought was a flower, but now I look closer I see that it’s actually some kind of vegetable.


‘What is it?’ I ask Nana, inspecting it closer.


‘An artichoke. Uma! Haven’t you ever cooked up an artichoke for them?’ Nana calls out to Mum.


‘Probably not!’ Mum calls back wearily.


The artichoke charm is the size of the nail on my little finger. It has layers and layers of silver leaves, painted at their tips with green enamel. Each leaf gets smaller and more delicate until it reaches the centre . . . a tiny blood-red heart. I look down at Nana’s bare wrist, where this charm bracelet has always lain against her skin, until today that is.


‘This hand is past adornment,’ she sighs, lifting her bony wrist up to the light and staring at it as if she doesn’t recognize it as her own.


I walk into the bathroom to get changed and I lean hard against the door so Krish doesn’t barge in. There is no lock; Nana doesn’t believe in them. There are lots of things my nana believes in or doesn’t believe in.


I look in the mirror. The skirt is too pretty but it’ll be all right with jeans underneath and some Converse, I suppose. I fumble to close the catch on Nana’s bracelet, but it’s tricky to hold it together and seal the clasp at the same time.


‘I can’t do up the bracelet,’ I tell Nana, coming out of the bathroom.


‘Ah! You’re a vision,’ she whispers, swirling me around.


I hold my wrist out for her to fasten the clasp.


‘No, no, no, no!’


At first I don’t understand why she’s got herself worked up into such a state, but then she holds the two pieces of broken chain apart, one in each hand, as the artichoke heart rolls on to the floor.


‘Isn’t that typical? I’ve worn this bracelet forever, and it has to go and break, today of all days.’


The charm rolls towards Laila. Her beady eyes are following its path across the wooden floor as her crab-like fingers reach out to grab it, but I get there first so, of course, she sends up one of her blood-curdling screams.


‘Never mind, you can always replace the chain,’ Nana sighs, sliding the charm back into the little purse. ‘It’s the heart that matters.’


She’s upset. I can tell she’s upset and trying to hide it. It matters to her that the chain is broken, and it matters to me, and you can tell by the way no one knows what to do or say next that somehow all this means more than it should. Birthdays are like that, aren’t they? Too much pressure.


Aunty Abi draws the curtains. We’re in the half dark now. It’s a bit embarrassing but I have to admit the flickering candles still make me breathless with excitement. Everyone sings ‘Happy Birthday’. It’s one of those ‘Happy Birthdays’ where people start off slightly after each other and in a different pitch. Krish sings ‘crushed tomatoes and poo’, as usual, but the rest of them plough on, willing a harmony that never quite happens in our family . . . it’s a relief when they get to the final ‘you’.


Aunty Abi, who is brilliant at baking, has made me a heart-shaped cake with pink icing (of course!) and white marshmallows on the top. Mum can’t bake because she doesn’t use weighing scales and she’s not precise enough. But Aunty Abi’s cakes always look so pretty – prettier than you could buy in a posh cake shop – and they taste even better.


Before I have the chance to get a closer look, Laila dives at the marshmallows, burning her podgy fingers on the candles and sending up an outrageous screech as Mum pulls her clenched fist away. There is no way she’s going to let go of those marshmallows. Now that the spongy sweet goo is safely stored in her hamster cheeks, she scrunches her eyes closed tight and wills it to melt on her tongue.


I blow out my candles in one go. I like to get it over and done with as soon as possible. Krish loves all the attention on his birthday, not me.


‘Make a wish,’ says Mum as I slice into the cake.


I close my eyes and start out wishing that this wasn’t my birthday . . . that it could all be over, but then I end up wishing . . . well, thinking about Jidé. The truth is I can’t get his smile out of my head. Wishes are like that, aren’t they? Sometimes you don’t know what to wish for and then something or, in this case, someone just springs into your mind . . .


‘Be careful what you wish for.’ Nana breaks the spell and I open my eyes. ‘It might just come true.’


I hope so.


We all take a slice of cake, except for Nana, who promises she’ll have some later, but I know she won’t. Inside the pink icing, the cake is chocolate goo, not just spongy, but thick puddingy chocolate. There’s a moment’s silence while we pay our respects to Abi’s cake. I watch Nana bobbing Laila up and down on her knee and stroking her little plump wrists – ‘fat bracelets’, Nana calls them.


The bell rings, making us all jump. Dad goes to answer, with Piper yapping and hurtling up the garden path after him. Dad walks slowly back down the path and whispers to Nana, very gently.


‘Well, go on then, show him in,’ orders Nana, setting Laila down on the floor and slowly pulling herself up off the sofa. She’s quite out of breath, but you can see how keen she is to greet this visitor. She’s expecting . . . him.


A ridiculously tall man strides down the path, chased by Piper leaping up into the air, all four paws off the ground at the same time, but even his highest jump only brings him to the man’s knee.


‘A Norfolk terrier,’ he says fondly, bending down and scooping Piper up into his arms.


‘That’s right,’ Nana laughs. ‘My faithful guard dog!’


I can see Nana instantly likes this crane-like man who has to stoop to get through her door.


‘I’m Josie. You must be Moses.’ Nana smiles and shakes his hand as her words come tumbling out. ‘Thank you so much. I wasn’t expecting express delivery, but I’m delighted because I’ve got to crack on with this thing now. You see I want to paint it myself, but I’m afraid if I don’t do it soon I’ll run out of energy, or time, or both.’


‘It is my privilege.’ The man called Moses bows and flashes Nana, Mum and Aunty Abi, especially Aunty Abi, a smile full of white teeth. He turns to Dad and nods. I know exactly what Dad’s thinking: You can’t trust anyone with teeth that good.


Dad always says that.


‘This is my son, Sam,’ says Nana, gesturing to Dad.


Moses holds out his hand for Dad to shake, but he doesn’t exactly shake it, not properly, like he’s taught Krish and me to do. He doesn’t look Moses in the eye either. Instead his attention is caught by the state of Moses’ feet. Moses has sawdust stuck to the bottom of his floppy pink shoes. They’re handmade, like the ones Nana wears.


Moses looks as if he thinks Dad’s being a bit rude staring at his feet.


Nana coughs.


‘And this is my daughter, Abi . . . and Uma.’ Nana points to Abi, then Mum.


‘We spoke, on the phone,’ Abi reminds Moses.


‘Of course, I remember your voice.’


‘It’s her profession, her memorable voice,’ chips in Nana proudly.


‘You are a singer?’


‘Actress,’ Abi mumbles, shooting Nana her ‘Mum, did you have to bring that up?’ look.


But it’s true. Aunty Abi does have a beautiful low velvety voice.


‘And these are my grandchildren, Mira and Krish.’


I nod. Krish says ‘Hi!’ and Laila makes a high-pitched screechy noise, throwing both her arms into space, demanding to be picked up.


‘Oh! And not forgetting Laila, of course.’ Nana laughs at the spectacle of Laila’s desperate outstretched arms.


‘Pleased to meet you all.’


Moses talks slowly and just a bit too quietly, so you have to lean forward to hear him.


‘Where are you from?’ asks Nana.


‘Denmark.’


‘I knew it,’ Nana laughs, patting Moses on the shoulder. ‘It’s a hobby of mine, accent spotting.’


‘Usually people think that I am from Germany,’ Moses says, flicking his long fringe away from his eyes.


Moses has a thick mane of blond hair flowing right down to his shoulders. He’s a definite hippy. From the back he looks like a girl, with his green linen shirt and white baggy trousers, and his collection of woven friendship bracelets and rings. Round his neck he’s wearing a white stone with a hole in the middle on a leather strap. Moses is the sort of hippy you always meet round Nana’s.


‘Ah! A fellow lover of holey stones.’ Nana claps her hands together in excitement. ‘I have quite a collection of those at my cottage in Suffolk.’


‘This is certainly a coincidence,’ Moses smiles, holding up his holey stone. ‘That is the exact place I found it, on a beach in Surf-folk.’ That’s how he pronounces it, with an ‘L’ in folk. ‘The ladies in the museum told me they call them “hag stones”. If you hang them in the doorway they keep those evil spirits from your door.’


‘Nonsense! I don’t believe in all that. I collect them because I figure, if they’ve got a hole in them, they’ve already had a long and interesting life. I often wonder how many human lifetimes it takes to make a hole in a stone,’ Nana babbles on.


You can always tell when Nana’s nervous, because usually she chooses her words quite carefully.


Dad raises his eyes to the sky and smiles at Mum, but I agree with Moses: it is a real coincidence about the holey stones, because they are one of the things that Nana’s obsessed with. We’ve got our collection in Suffolk, and she always carries one in her pocket and she’s given me one of her favourites, which I never take off, even at school (well, it’s not strictly speaking ‘jewellery’, is it?). Nana says a holey stone can tell a better story than a whole one. She talks like that, my nana. You’re never quite sure you’ve understood exactly what she means.


Moses is still grinning from ear to ear. He casts his eyes around the flat at all Nana’s objects and paintings. He especially likes the half-finished painting on Nana’s easel, the one with the baby Indian elephant standing on a giant pink lotus leaf.


‘These are your paintings?’ Moses asks, walking over to take a closer look.


‘A spattering of them,’ Nana says, following Moses’ eyes around the room.


He smiles and bows to her admiringly. Then he turns to Dad.


‘I’ll need some help carrying it in from the car.’


‘Of course,’ mutters Dad, looking as if he’d rather not.


Dad and Moses walk out into the garden together.


‘This garden is beautiful,’ Moses declares.


I hear Dad telling him that we used to live here but that, since we left, Nana has transformed the garden. It’s true – when we lived here, it was a real mess.


This is the flat we were born in, me and Krish. You walk in through a wooden gate in a tall brick wall, which in summer is covered in roses, like you’re in a secret picture-book garden. Once you’re inside, you step on to the sloping brick path – the ‘herringbone path’, Mum calls it. When we lived here, the garden was all overgrown with trees, and the grass was mud because we used to wheel our bikes all over it, but Nana has made the garden grow. These days, as soon as you walk in you get blasted by the smell of cherry blossom, hyacinths and the sweet scent of straggly old honey-suckle, which Nana says just goes to prove that beauty is more than skin deep. I wish we still lived here.


Nana follows Dad and Moses up the path. Mum whisks Laila off the floor and we parade up the herringbone path together, through the tall wooden gate in the wall and out on to the street. Moses has double-parked his car, although he doesn’t seem to be in a particular hurry. He has one of those long blue Volvos that can fit everything in the back – children, dogs and luggage – except this car doesn’t have any of those things in it.


A queue of traffic is building up behind the car. A woman in a brand-new shiny black Jeep throws her hands up in the air, beeps her horn and starts shouting at Moses, who walks slowly round to her window.


‘I am so sorry to make you wait. I won’t be so very much longer,’ he says in a polite and patient voice.


Now she looks even more annoyed, and the other cars start beeping too, as if to echo how angry she is.


‘Take your time!’ she yells back at Moses. He ignores her.


‘Why don’t you just bog off!’ Dad spits at her under his breath.


‘Sam!’ Mum always tells Dad off for swearing, even though, like Nana, he’s got a whole repertoire of made-up not-quite swear words.


Then Charlotte, Lizzie’s mum from across the road, appears on the front steps of her house.


‘This is turning into a bit of a spectacle,’ Nana laughs.


‘Everything all right?’ Charlotte asks Mum, looking worried.


‘Well, we’re trying to get this –’ Mum points into Moses’ car – ‘into the flat. Ideally we could do with a parking place.’


Charlotte peers into the car. I watch the blood slowly drain from her face as it finally dawns on her what’s inside.


‘I see,’ she nods, staring back at Nana, her eyes filling up with tears, before she pulls herself together and springs into action. ‘Of course. I’ll move my car. They’ll all just have to back up.’
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