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‘The canary is like a man’s soul. It sees bars around it, but instead of despairing, it sings.’


NIKOS KAZANTZAKIS


‘Live baby live


Now that the day is over’


INXS ‘New Sensation’













1 Yellow



Yesterday evening, something happened. And I don’t like things happening to me, it’s why I stay put, so that they don’t. But when I walked downstairs at eight minutes past eight for a glass of water, I saw a small yellow bird standing on top of a packet of Weetabix in the corner of the kitchen.


An instinct made me look behind me, as if someone might be standing there watching me watching the bird, but there was no one; Ann had forced Robert to the theatre, and they wouldn’t be back for hours. The bird took off again, and this time it flew across the room towards me, and I stepped back in alarm, then felt a wave of fury, as though the bird was mocking me for being afraid of it, and it was right, I was afraid. It flew onto the salad bowl in the middle of the kitchen table, and it scraped its beak against the green china edge, and then it lowered its yellow head in quick, jerky movements down into the bowl and took a bite from a lettuce leaf. Then it looked up at me with black eyes, and I heard a light buzzing in my ears, the sort that you have if you’re going under an anaesthetic or you’re about to faint, and I felt one of those Mexican waves of anxiety that started deep in my toes and swooshed up my body to the top of my head.


I walked around to the other side of the table so that if the bird took off again, it would fly back towards the window, and out again the way that it had come. But it didn’t. Even when I flapped my arms around a bit, and tried to wave it out, it wouldn’t leave. It couldn’t seem to fly great distances; it was as if it didn’t know what to do with all the space. It settled briefly on a tube of cling film on top of the fridge, and shook itself, seeming to take stock, like good old Dennis Rodman pulled out of a Pistons game, pausing for a moment to think. I gulped into the room. There was a tightness inside me, a vertigo, like that time on the high ropes at Casey Finch’s sixth birthday party when I went up and up and up without Diana and looked down to see her crying on the ground below, and the earth had swum and sickened me.


I felt an urge to lie down in the middle of the kitchen floor with my eyes closed. I closed my eyes and strained to hear Bruno on the radio and the song coming from the stereo in my bedroom upstairs, but instead I could hear the noise of fluttering wings, primitive, frightening little wings, and I opened my eyes again. Then the bird made a sound, a chirp, if you will, and I drew in my breath and went still as still, because honest to God, it felt like a lion had roared.


As I lay there, I decided I would just walk away. This creature had come in; it had to be able to get out. It flew back onto the kitchen table and stood on The Times. My uncle had finished the crossword and he always likes to leave it out on view for us, like a child hoping for praise for a painting. The date of the paper startled me, as dates always do now.


May 18th, 1990.


It had been six months now. Six months. That’s twenty-four chart countdowns on a Sunday night with Bruno Brookes on Radio 1. Ten number ones. Lisa Stansfield the week that it had happened in November, Adamski and Seal now in May. From upstairs I could hear the sound coming from my stereo, faint but clear.


‘And it’s a non-mover at number 4 for New Kids on the Block with “Cover Girl”…’


The cassette would click off after this song; it would need to be turned over. It had to be turned over. But if I moved, what would happen? The bird was back on top of the cereal boxes now; the window was still open, yet the bird wasn’t interested in going back to where it had been before. Outside, fighting with the Top 40 from my bedroom, I could hear the sound of a fuzzy radio tuned to sport, as Kelvin had opened his window to let in the night air, and let out the sticky smell of spliff and black coffee. My sister had loved Kelvin. Actually, let’s be honest, for loved, I actually mean fancied. He’s very hip and magnetic as anything, and his father still shouts ‘Pray for the sister!’ every time my aunt Ann walks out of the front door.


The bird flew from the table towards the shelves and landed on top of a framed photograph of Ann and my mother as children. I wanted to stretch out my hand and touch Mama’s face in the picture. I wanted her to talk to me, to tell me why the yellow bird had chosen this kitchen, why it had chosen me to find it, where it had come from, when it would go back to wherever that was and leave me alone again. Mama would know.


But Mama wasn’t anywhere to tell me anything. And the yellow bird just went right on looking at me.


And the yellow bird seemed to laugh.










2 Knight of the Burning Pestle



When the telephone rang, I jumped out of my skin, and the bird flew right across the room and landed on top of a coffee jar. I raced back upstairs, four at a time, jumped into bed and pulled the covers over my head, stuck my right arm out towards my stereo, felt for eject, flipped over the cassette, pressed play, buried my arm back into the bed, and waited for the music to start again. Breathe. Breathe. Heart thumping, jumping in my shirt, like the song said. The ringing stopped. I drew in my breath. Still, the image of the bird on the frame downstairs. I looked at the clock beside my bed. Twenty to eleven. Ann and Robert would be back soon, and they would know what to do with yellow birds. Then the telephone started up again. Again! Now it needed to be answered, it was imperative. Something must have happened – but no sooner had I gathered these thoughts than a new sound joined the telephone and the Top 40. Loud, persistent singing, punctuated with trills and elaborate melody-on-melody, like a Whitney Houston outro chorus. Birdsong. It sounded like it meant something; it was trying to tell me something, I swear it. Kylie Minogue’s new single struck me with previously unearned depth.


It was trying to tell me something, I swear it.


I pulled a pillow over my head and wrapped it around my ears, but it didn’t work, because, like Daddy used to say, when you are truly afraid, that means you are truly alive, and there is no comfort in hiding because everything is too big to escape from. Still the telephone rang on. I had to stop it. I had to. I took a deep breath and ran from my bed and into Ann and Robert’s room where there was a telephone beside the bed. I picked up the receiver.


‘Hello?’ I closed my eyes, felt my heart stamping around, awaiting fresh disaster. Something had happened. The IRA had bombed the theatre. My aunt had been mugged and knifed in Soho—


‘Hello?’ It was a man’s voice. A policeman? A member of the fire service? It had to be.


‘Is Ann with you?’ I spoke with that dumb crackle in my voice that happens when I’m all keyed up. I could hear my breathlessness. ‘Is she OK?’


‘Er – no, she’s not with me. Who am I talking to?’ The voice on the other end was American. A New Yorker. I knew that much at once.


‘This is her niece,’ I said.


‘Her niece! Ah! The niece from Austin, Texas! How are you?’


‘I’m—’ I stopped. I didn’t know what to say. How I was, was hardly the point. ‘I’m only half Texan,’ I said quickly. ‘I haven’t lived there since I was nine.’ Briefly I held in my mind an image of my paternal grandmother, Abigail Kingdom, shaking her head at me for denying my roots even the tiniest bit.


‘Well. I can hear Texas in your voice.’


‘And I can hear Manhattan in yours.’


‘Ha! Touché!’


I swallowed hard.


‘So, she’s out, then?’ He was persistent, that was for sure. I tried to catch up with myself, but it was hard. Answering the telephone was hard, I hadn’t done it for months on end, with good bloody reason.


‘She’s gone to the theatre,’ I said. ‘I thought she might be back by now.’


‘Ah. The theatre. Of course. I forgot. Les Misérables!’ He pronounced it with the full force of French melodrama.


‘She’s seen it before,’ I said.


‘Four times, so she says. I wasn’t keen on it myself. If you insist on watching musical theatre, it must be entirely lacking in sentimentality or you’re dragged down, and you can’t ever look yourself in the eye again.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Look, kid. I’m sorry to call so late – Jesus! I didn’t realize it was gone ten-thirty! I’m a work colleague of Annie’s.’


‘You work at the school?’ Somehow it felt unlikely.


‘Oh yes. But just for now. Temporary. Acting head of drama.’ I think he wanted me to say that I’d heard talk of him at home, but I hadn’t, so I said nothing. He coughed a bit as if to give me more time to think. Still nothing from me.


‘Could you leave a message for her?’ he asked. I’m sure I could hear disappointment in his voice. I looked down at my pink and white feet, cold on the wooden boards of the bedroom floor.


‘Yes. Sure.’


‘Could you tell her that I have a copy of The Knight of the Burning Pestle? She was going to get it from – ah – it doesn’t matter. The message is: I found it, with all my notes inside.’


I blinked into the darkness of the room. There was a pen beside the bed. When I picked it up, it felt alien in my hand.


‘What was the book called again?’


‘It’s a play, dear girl, not a book. The Knight of the – no. Scrap that. Tell you what, kid. Just leave her a note that – uh – Gregory called, and write her that I have what she’s looking for. I’ll bring it into school.’ He paused. ‘Wow. Does Annie keep birds? I didn’t know that—’


‘You can hear it?’ I could detect a certain reverence in my voice. It wasn’t my imagination. Not only could I hear the bird, but the birdsong was travelling down the telephone and into the unknown space where the American was.


‘Yeah. I can hear it.’ He laughed.


‘We don’t have any birds. Only there’s one sitting downstairs in the kitchen. I just found it.’


‘Oh?’ he said. Just like that, more interested than surprised.


‘I don’t know what it is. Or where it came from. It’s yellow all over.’


‘Yellow all over, singing fit to burst, it’s a canary.’


There was a pause.


Canary. Can. Ar. Y.


‘A canary?’ I repeated.


‘Hush a second, kid. Let me hear it.’


I held the telephone away from my ear, out into the room. From downstairs the singing grew louder still.


‘You see?’ I whispered into the mouthpiece.


‘I hear,’ he said. ‘Anyone keep canaries round your way?’


‘How would I know?’ It came out sounding rude, but I know for sure that I’ve forgotten how to talk to people. Any case, he just laughed.


‘My cousin had a canary in New Jersey,’ he said. ‘I’d share a room with it when I went to stay. Used to wake me up as soon as it grew light. It’s all longing, you know. My God, that song takes me back. Let me listen.’


So, we sat together, the American man I’d never met, and me, and we listened to the canary singing, like it had all been planned just for us, and all I wanted to do was ask him what he meant about longing. And to where, exactly, this longing took him back.


‘It must have escaped and found its way to your kitchen.’


‘I guess,’ I said.


‘You’ll pass on the message?’


‘Yes.’ I’d said too much. I’d talked too much. I wasn’t used to it.


‘Thanks, kid. You can always rely on a Texan.’


I’d never heard that expression before. I reckon he’d made it up on the spot.


I put the phone down and sat still, waiting for my heart to shuffle down a few pegs from the state of high alert. It can take a while. Ann keeps a photo of my parents on her bedside table, taken in my grandparents’ garden just before I was born, and most times I never look at it now, as it’s just more pain on more pain. But I picked it up, and I stared right at them, and I spoke out loud, just so I’d make it truer.


‘There’s a canary in the kitchen.’


There he was in the picture, my daddy, Richard, a quiet, dark-haired Texan of six foot six, laughing and holding a handkerchief in one hand and his wife’s hand in the other. Even in old photographs I can feel him wrestling with the complexities of Mama, with all her curious demands and her blue-eyed English beauty. Mama took to Texas like a duck to water, but Daddy had wanted to live in Oxford ever since he’d read Brideshead Revisited in his teens. In the end, Mama, who had grown up in Dorset and had no interest in Waugh’s version of England, went along with what Daddy wanted, so when us twins were nine, they moved back to her home country. But I swear to God, the way she talked about the place, Mama would have stayed in Austin forever if she could. Poor Lily, my grandmother Abby used to say to Daddy. You married a Texan bluebonnet trapped in the body of an English rose. Why d’you wanna take her back to that place, huh?


If Mama hadn’t wanted to please Daddy so much, maybe we’d all be there still. Maybe we’d be all grown Texan, with no proper notion of England, and London, and Ann and Robert would have stayed oddities from the other side of the world, a couple we knew to be related to us, but with whom we had little else in common.


Downstairs, the bird had stopped singing. Was it still there? Damned if I knew. As I walked past the table in the hall, I deliberately avoided looking at the post, because I knew there would be envelopes with my name on, from Lisa. Lisa and her blue ink, always trying to contact me. Every week. But I can’t open the letters. I can’t see her. Not yet. Maybe not ever. She walked away, she survived. There in the kitchen was the bird, back on the edge of the salad bowl, eating again. It looked so… what was it? Cheerful. As though it knew exactly what it was doing, as though this whole thing was part of some perfectly pitched plan that was going very well, thanks very much. Nothing about it seemed troubled. It looked up at me with those little black eyes.


‘What are you doing here?’ I asked.


But before it could answer me, like I knew it would if I stuck around, I ran back upstairs again, as though I were being chased.


I got into bed. I keep an old T-shirt of Diana’s under my bed, and I pulled it out, and up to my face. I closed my eyes and breathed her in, but it was the image of the bird that was imprinted on my eyelids. It was the unexpectedness of it, the brightness of it, that shot of colour, near fluorescent, like the yellow brick road in The Wizard of Oz when the film jumps out of black and white, cartoonish in its brightness. So, I lay still, and waited for my aunt and uncle to return, but I think that the adrenalin must have given way to sleep, in the way that it does when I get afraid on aeroplanes, and I didn’t hear the two of them come back. Instead, I had one of my psychedelic dreams. I dream a lot more since everything happened, and most of the time there’s strange, vague comfort in among all the weird shit that goes on. This time I dreamed about yellow birds growing to the size of polar bears. I saw the words of the note that I had written for Ann printed as a headline on the front of The Times.


Gregory called. He has what you’ve been looking for.


Just before the point that I finally woke up, my grandma Abby appeared in my sleep. She was way smaller than me – the size of an eight-year-old child – but her face was older than I’d ever known it, that of a ninety-year-old woman, and she was pressing something into my hands and smiling as though she felt sorry for me.


‘Don’t forget to carry a knife,’ she said quietly.


‘Why?’ I asked her.


‘To open the Weetabix,’ she said. Then she laughed, and vanished again, and in the odd, bleary context of the dream, when I looked down at my hands, they were bleeding.


In the morning, when I woke up, Ann and Robert had left for work. I could hear the whirring of the washing machine coming to the end of a cycle. I took a deep breath and walked into the kitchen. The salad bowl had been washed up, and Ann’s mug of tea left empty on the table. The window was shut.


The yellow bird was gone.










3 The Trench Effect



My name is February Kingdom, and although I spent the first nine years of my life in Austin, Texas, and lived for the next seven in Oxfordshire, England, I tell everyone I’m a Londoner, born and bred. I feel London in my bones, you see, and I think that’s enough to make it true. I fear it, of course, like everyone with any sense does. Even the people who go around saying that they couldn’t live anywhere else are mostly liars, but I’ve never been afraid of London for the reasons that others are – the expense, the traffic, the constant sense of something rising up, a little out of your reach that’s cooler than you that you will never be a part of – that’s the stuff that I like about it, that’s the stuff I respect. No. I fear London for another reason. I fear London because it took the lives of both my parents and thirty-one others in November 1987, in a fire that started when a cigarette was tossed onto the escalator at King’s Cross tube station. I fear London because it didn’t give a damn. It woke up the morning after this happened, sighed, dusted itself off and carried on. My sister said London was too old to care, and too young to apologize. Maybe that’s true. Maybe she just knew how to say things that made me feel better somehow, and maybe because I still had my sister, I was just about all right.


According to witnesses at King’s Cross, Dad had become separated from Mama and had escaped the fire to start with. Realizing she wasn’t following him, he had gone back into the station to look for her. His timing was terrible. Months later, we were told what happens when a small, manageable fire is given a sudden surge of oxygen and air up an inclined surface – how it spreads violently, at breakneck speed in the blink of an eye. The people who worked these things out named it the Trench Effect, and no one stood a chance once it had roared into life that cold night in 1987. Dad and Mama were pulled from the flames and taken to hospital but couldn’t be revived. There’s irony in every agony. Just before they had left Oxford for London on the day that they were killed, Mama had told me that she was going to ‘make the house safer’, as she didn’t trust the boys Diana brought home with her after school not to light cigarettes in our bedroom, and cigarettes in bedrooms might very well burn the house down. So, assuming she did what she had set out to do, Mama died in a fire, holding a shopping bag containing two smoke alarms.


The weeks following that night passed in a blur. People always say that, don’t they? But I suppose they say it because it’s true, and certainly I struggle to recall anything meaningful from those days, beyond a flat calm of silence pricked by moments of sudden chaos, and the smell of bacon sandwiches and the ringing of the telephone. Mama’s sister, Ann, moved down to the cottage to look after us, while her husband Robert prepared for the moment that his two nieces by marriage would move into their house in North Kensington, a house we had only ever visited twice before in our lives. When we first walked through the door of St Quintin Avenue, Ann actually said things like: ‘This is where you live now, girls’ and ‘You must treat this house like your home now, girls’ – the sort of lines that feel like they belong in the opening pages of fairy tales before disaster befalls – and we just said: ‘Oh. Thank you,’ because what else was there to say? I remember Ann and Robert’s cat wound itself around Diana’s legs and she bent down to stroke it, and I remember being dimly aware of the hum of traffic on the Westway.


When we were very little, at the start of our lives in the Deep South, I would climb into bed with Diana and hug her to me like she was a teddy bear, and after the fire, when we first moved to London, I would close my eyes and beg to the Lord above that nothing bad would happen to her, that she would be safe forever, that she would live to be a hundred and three years old, and for a while, it felt like someone was listening to me. Then, whoever I was talking to must’ve stopped listening because two months before our nineteenth birthday, a van ploughed into the car that my sister was a passenger in. The car was being driven by Lisa, who was one of the only people Diana truly trusted besides me, but that afternoon, Lisa turned the wrong way down a one-way street. Lisa was thirty-five and walked away without a scratch. Diana was unlucky. Diana was not quite nineteen years old, and Diana – my twin sister Diana – died.


The small, manageable fire of my darkness that had burned quietly in the corner of my life was overcome all of a sudden just exactly as had happened at King’s Cross. The fear, the dread, the anxiety, the horror, the guilt and the pain that had been contained since my parents had died roared suddenly up the inclined surface of my life. Whoosh!


So here we are. I’m nineteen and everything feels over already. The Trench Effect is efficient in its intent. I shake like a leaf most of the day. My heart bangs into my dry mouth as I lie on my bed. I am nearly sick every time the telephone rings. I dropped out of everything, and speak to only my aunt and uncle, and I am afraid of all the things that once pleased me so much. Yes. That feels about right. I am afraid of all the things that had once pleased me so much. I could list what it was that I had loved right here like Julie Andrews does in the song, but, if you will, just imagine all of your favourite things, and then imagine that they were mine too, and you’ll understand what I feared, and believe me, it was everything from warm woollen mittens through to cracks on the pavement, walks in the park, the full moon, tennis balls, newly sharpened pencils and, of course, my sister.


I fear her ghost: Diana as directed by Tim Burton – a sort of see-through version of her earthly self, floating vague and Gothic-cool – on trend as hell, obviously – and wailing at me. Sometimes I would picture her in the wedding dress of Princess Diana, whom my sister had loved on the grounds that they shared a name and a romantic leaning towards the underdog, or sometimes I would picture her barefoot in pyjamas, holding her toothbrush, ready for bed. I didn’t want to see her, and yet of course I desperately did. But like I said, everything now contained fear; all light, all happiness burned away by the wildfire of grief, leaving me only faintly aware of my aunt standing in my bedroom doorway, helpless, shattered by her own shock and sadness, but trying to work a way through mine for me. I suppose she thinks I might try to kill myself when she and Robert go to work, but these fears are quite wrong; death would have required a bit of effort, and I don’t have any of that going on. Ann makes sure that the windows are locked so that you can only open them a couple of inches if strictly necessary, although once a week, she marches into the kitchen and opens them as wide as wide, and makes me come downstairs and we sit and drink Ceylon tea – black, no milk, no sugar – with her back to the open glass and the lilac-in-winter and the almost-bare plane trees, and she watches me carefully in case I might decide to run past her and jump out, which of course I never do.


But last night, something had chosen to jump in. To fly in. Now this. Maybe it had gone forever. Maybe it never happened at all. I guess I find it hard, these times, to know the difference between life and dreams.










4 Little Earthquakes



Since Diana died, my aunt comes home every day at lunchtime to check on me, even though it must be the most gigantic pain in the neck for her, as the walk to and from the school where she and Robert work is twenty minutes each way. Westbury House is one of those private schools for girls aged eleven to eighteen that considers itself to be enlightened, but is actually full of rich white girls with names like Claudia and Anneka, none of whom like to operate outside Zone 1, unless they’re heading for Heathrow to board flights to Sotogrande or Vale de Lobo, where they sit by the pool in Hunza bikinis pretending to be far stupider than they are, laughing at jokes made by boys with names like Charles Duckworth and Olly Bentinck-Metivier. Most of these girls sat up a bit when Diana and I arrived at school, because we were new kids with almost-Texan accents who emerged for the sixth form only, and although there are an awful lot of clever, sporty, pretty girls at Westbury House, we at least held the ultimate trump card of being orphans.


Ann and Robert had worked in the state sector for years before they arrived at Westbury, and occasionally spoke to us with a kind of shadowy disgust at their decision to move away from the tough business of educating kids who really needed their help. Robert, in particular, spoke every few weeks about ‘going back’ to where it ‘made a real difference’ but then something would happen at Westbury – a charity evening, a play, a decent GCSE result from someone quite stupid – and he would be so delighted that he would kick that thought of leaving into the long grass for another term. His relief at being able to get Diana and me a place in the sixth form at Westbury House felt like a big deal. He could do this for us, after all we’d been through; he would make sure we got our exams done and made new friends. Within a week or two of our arrival, I beat everyone in the year at tennis, which really wasn’t difficult – non-swanks – and half-way through week three, everyone worked out that Diana had been on the cover of Just Seventeen, and she knew Eric Elliot, who had modelled for Levi’s and looked like River Phoenix. Eric Elliot was something else. I found it hard to talk when he was around; Diana found it hard not to.


We were twins too. Twins always get noticed. You can explain to people a million times that if you’re non-identical, you only tend to look as alike as normal sisters might look, but that seems to disappoint everyone so much.


‘I thought you were twins!’


‘We are.’


‘But you don’t look like twins!’


‘We’re non-identical.’


‘Yes, but you’re still twins…’


In a way, I get their point. I mean, we shared a womb, but Diana launched into the world twenty minutes before me, at almost double my weight, and unlike me, was capable of feeding without a tube straight away. We were six weeks early. I swear it must have been my sister who had forced us into the world before we were fully cooked, ready for her close-up, impatient to get on with the show. Sure as anything wouldn’t have been me.


What I mean is that none of the heroic effort that is associated with children who survive early birth seemed to have been in me. Most premature babies, especially girls, are gifted the spirit of Boudicca. Oh! She was barely bigger than my hand, but from day one, she was a born fighter! Yet I languished in an incubator for two weeks, thank you very much, unconcerned about gaining weight or the need to find a place in the actual world. Diana had a head-start over me in my mother’s affection, that was for sure. I never shook the feeling that while I was lying in a plastic cot, Diana was out there in the room, holding court, and as we grew up, that feeling never really went away. It wasn’t helped by the fact that her name had the credibility it did – Diana was the moon goddess, the hunter, the child-bearer – while Mama chose to name me February. When we were back in England, where there were six Lucys and four Annabels in our class at school, my name felt insane.


‘Why did you name me February?’ I would ask Mama.


‘Because you were meant to be born on Valentine’s Day.’ Mama looked at me with impatience.


‘But we weren’t.’


‘But you were meant to be.’


‘But no one likes February. Kate Simmons’ mum says it’s cold and depressing.’


‘Well, she would know. Anyway, it’s not cold and depressing in Texas.’


‘But we’re not in Texas. The English think it’s a silly name.’


‘The English can go fuck themselves. I think it’s magnificent.’


‘Mama!’ I wailed. I hated her swearing back then.


‘Kingdom is the best surname in the world,’ she said, ‘and think of me and your poor aunt! Growing up Lily and Ann Bones! Bones! I ask you! My friends said I only married your father for his surname, and they were more than half right, I can tell you—’


‘Yes, but February Kingdom! It’s like eternal winter—’


‘No,’ said Mama. She looked at me with sudden urgency. ‘It’s eternal spring. Eternal hope. Who wants to be called Summer? You’re already there with Summer, and in case you hadn’t realized, Feb, life is very often not about the arrival, it’s about the journey. Oh, God in heaven, pull those carrots off the boil, will you?’





At about ten past one, I usually hear Ann opening the front door, then walking slowly up the stairs and into my bedroom where she sits down on the end of the single bed. Sometimes she says nothing, sometimes she turns on lights, or tidies, or turns down the volume on the stereo. Often, she talks me through her morning. She expects no response from me, and usually she gets none, although I always thank her when she walks out again, and I think she likes that. It’s a routine now, something that both of us accept but neither of us are ready to change, and there is something almost feverish in the whole thing; there’s an agitation in her quietly sitting there, craving a reaction from me that rarely comes. What Ann talks about makes for uneventful listening, which is a deliberate choice on her part, because at heart she is extremely funny – far more so than my uncle Robert who doesn’t really have a discernible sense of humour and is most times perplexed by her ability to scatter wit into chat about the school lunch menus, or parking suspension in Notting Hill during Carnival. Often, I pretend to be asleep, and Ann pretends to believe me. But sometimes, when she talks, I close my eyes and I hold her hand, and she squeezes my hand in hers, and she knows that it has been worth coming home to me.


The wallpaper wraps around my box-shaped bedroom in St Quintin Avenue, North Kensington, in a defiant chintz, with heavy curtains of the same pattern, so that when they are pulled closed, it’s like being inside a teapot, a little enclosed world decorated with the repeat of periwinkle blue Chinese men on swings surrounded by bamboo. Ann had decorated the room imagining it might become a nursery for a baby, but then she and Robert had never been able to have children, so I suppose it languished quietly until I took it on.


‘I like the repetition of it,’ Ann had said when she showed me the room for the first time, reaching out and touching one of the figures on the wall. ‘I thought a child would like to count their hats.’ She’d laughed at the improbability of it all, as though she couldn’t believe she’d ever entertained such a mad thought, but the next morning at breakfast, I’d sat down and looked at her.


‘There are one hundred and forty hats. Just so you know.’


‘What?’


‘The wallpaper. The hats on the men on swings in the bedroom. One hundred and forty.’


‘Fancy that!’ Ann nodded and smiled, but then she got up from the table and I saw her wiping her eyes when she left the room.


There’s a fireplace in my bedroom too, the edges decorated with original William Morris tiles of parrots, but the chimney is used now by nesting pigeons. A salmon-pink basin stands in the corner of the room, and Robert moved an Edwardian writing desk in front of the window for me, where I used to stare out onto the street below as I did my homework every evening after school. This all feels like about a hundred years ago, even though it was only last year, but the pot of pens that I used during my A level revision still sits there, along with a pile of cards and letters from people sympathizing with me after Diana died. ‘Your sister was a one-off.’ ‘Your sister was extraordinary.’ ‘Your sister was so full of life.’ Full of life, I now realize, is post-death analysis for someone with too much energy who pissed people off and inspired envy in equal measures. That was Diana all right.


Beside these cards is a cardboard box containing copies of Smash Hits with the pages ripped out where they print song lyrics, because how else are you going to find out what Neneh Cherry is saying when she’s talking in Spanish at the start of ‘Kisses on the Wind’, for example? Every fortnight from the age of twelve, Diana and I would buy the magazine and I would read the lyrics out, and we would memorize them like we were sitting an exam. Ann still collects Smash Hits for me from the newsagents even now, and when I read it, I’m back with my sister by the bus stop in the village, eating Mentos and drinking Fanta… Except of course, I’m not. And under my bed, like I said, there’s Diana’s T-shirt, along with a folded copy of the Evening Standard, the newspaper that had recorded my sister’s death in a simple paragraph and explained to anyone in London who might have cared to read it that a model called Diana Kingdom had been killed in a car crash. I never look at it, but I know it’s there. I’d like to throw it away, but that would mean picking it up, and I don’t think I can do that right now.


Above the bed is a poster of Brother Beyond from the centre pages of Just Seventeen. Nathan Moore is there in the middle, standing next to Carl Fysh and Steve Alexander, wearing a white T-shirt and pointing at the camera and smiling like he can’t believe his luck. Diana stuck it up because I had once told her that I thought that Nathan was good-looking – she drew a huge heart over his head and had scribbled ‘Febby 4 Nathan’ inside the heart. I hadn’t found it very funny at the time – I generally didn’t like Diana telling me who I was in love with – but when I tried to take it down, the Blu Tack started to peel the wallpaper away, so I left it up. Now the poster feels half sacred to me.


Today Ann came into my room earlier than usual. U2 were on the stereo. I allow myself an hour on a Saturday morning when I listen to the radio in real time, not the recorded charts from Sunday before, and this hour usually coincides with Ann’s arrival in my room. She opened my curtains and opened the window and breathed in.


‘Good old Bono,’ she said, still looking down on the street. She pronounced the long Os, so that the name rhymed with ‘oh no’. ‘All I Want Is You,’ she said. ‘This was last year, no? Peaked at number 3?’


‘Number 4,’ I said.


‘Of course. Of course!’ said Ann. She speaks like this sometimes – throwing sudden loud exclamations into her sentences, which feels like a kind of self-conscious, long-form torture for Robert who loathes anything stagey, and I’ve noticed people who are married do these sorts of things to each other, poking away at the hornet’s nest then running away like kids. Ann has absorbed our obsession with chart music by osmosis, and she once told Diana and me that being able to rattle off the top five singles every week to her tutor group did wonders for her image at school, but really, Ann didn’t need wonders doing. Ann had more power than other women, Mama used to say, because she was the person most like herself. It’s only now that I really get what she meant by that, but as usual it’s too late to say to Mama that she was right. Too late to tell her that I know what she means, and she’s the clever one for working it out and putting into words what others feel and can’t quite express. That was Mama’s great gift, no question.


Ann pleated the embroidered rug at the end of the bed and looked out of the window.


‘Feb,’ she said quietly. ‘Feb,’ she said again. ‘There’s a bird downstairs in the kitchen. A canary. Do come down and look. It must have come in through the open window last night, like Peter Pan. Do come and look,’ she said again.


I felt a jolt through me. Canary! Can. Ar. Y. The American on the telephone had been right. I sat up; it felt involuntary. It was still here. Ann’s eyes widened in surprise.


‘I saw it in the kitchen last night,’ I said, my words rushed. ‘I thought it had flown away again.’


‘Well, it hasn’t flown away. It’s still here.’ I could see that Ann was afraid that if she said the wrong thing now, this progress would be immediately undone again. I was sitting up and talking to her at lunchtime. This was not in the script. Often, I hate myself for making her work so hard. Sometimes I hate her for making me work so hard.


‘I found it last night while you were out,’ I said. From somewhere in the pit of my stomach, I felt a need to put my mark on this, even though I couldn’t begin to say why. But I had found the bird. I had seen it. ‘I went to bed and thought it might fly out of the window again, but it didn’t, and then the phone started to ring and it – it – joined in. It started singing.’


Ann cleared her throat and nodded. She spoke quietly. ‘Come down and have another look, Feb. It’s terribly sweet.’


‘It’s not ours,’ I said.


‘No.’ She handed me a piece of paper. I stared at it. It was a black and white flyer for a club night called Three Moon Monday at the Lovelock Arms on Ladbroke Grove that Diana used to go to with her friend Isla. I recognized the logo for the place immediately: two crescent moons either side of a full moon, all three of these celestial bodies wearing bucket hats and grinning. I looked at the date. It was for last Monday. The idea that the club could go on existing without Diana felt disgraceful to me.


‘I’m not going,’ I said quickly.


‘No, no. That’s just an old flyer. Look on the other side,’ said Ann.


I turned the paper over. There was a ropey, photocopied picture of a canary in a cage, and above the photo someone had written:




LOST. URGENT. My canary is missing! If found, please contact Theo Farrah at The Pet Shop, Portobello Road. PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE contact me!!





‘A lot of exclamation marks,’ said Ann, who doesn’t approve of them, ‘and there’s one of these stuck on every other tree on the road. All down Holland Park Avenue. Whoever lost their canary is very serious about getting it back again—’


‘Well, we don’t have it here,’ I said quickly. ‘The one downstairs is yellow. This one in the picture’s black and white.’


Ann looked at me curiously. I gulped. I was cracking a joke, I think. Ann didn’t move, as though any reaction at all might frighten me back under the covers. Instead, she patted my arm.


‘Hmm,’ she said.


‘You can call the pet shop and tell this – this – person, whoever he is – that he can come and collect it,’ I said.


‘Could do. But I had another thought.’ Ann stopped for a moment. I sensed that whatever this other thought was, it was coming to her as she spoke. ‘I thought we could go there together. Give them the good news.’


Oh no, I thought. Oh no. I wasn’t going out. I wasn’t going to leave the house for the sake of this bird. This canary. I didn’t like the power of it, it felt uncontrollable.


‘Why?’ I said. I felt creeping panic rising in me. ‘We don’t need to do that. We can just call the pet shop and tell them to pick it up.’


‘But it’s a chance to get you outside. And to do something useful. What do you think, Feb?’


‘You go,’ I said. I lay down again, my heart thumping. I listened to my aunt breathing. She was pacing herself, killing a bit of time. ‘You go,’ I said again. Now my heart hammered. I wasn’t going out. Not now.


‘But you found the bird, after all,’ said Ann. Again, a moment’s rest from her. A little pause. I could hear pigeons cooing inside the fireplace. Ann opened her mouth, shook her head and closed it again. She was like Steve Davis plotting how to clear a snooker table. Don’t screw this up. Don’t panic her.


‘I don’t want to come out,’ I said.


‘I know, I know. But some day you have to, don’t you, Febby?’


‘No,’ I said. I put my head in the pillow again.


Ann struck a bold move. ‘I’ve decided. You’re coming with me. I’ll drive us up there.’


‘I can’t.’


‘But, oh! This isolation, February! It’s not how it has to be. It’s not—’


‘It’s how I have to be,’ I said quietly.


‘No!’ she said. ‘This thing of keeping yourself hidden away from other people, Feb – you’re too young for it. If you were an old lady, I’d say: all right. Jack it all in. You’ve suffered enough. You’ve had your time. I understand. But not you. Not nineteen-year-old you.’ Now she went for the difficult shot. ‘You could get back into playing tennis, you know—’


‘No, never again. I’ll never play again.’


‘Oh, goodness, Feb. Take up golf then! All I know is that you can’t be sad forever. No one can. It’s almost impossible.’ Ann had never sounded truly frustrated with me before, it was quite a shock. I wanted to yell that of course it was possible to be sad forever – look at Eeyore or Charlie Brown for starters – but instead I just watched her as she walked across the room and opened my curtains.


Her blonde hair was pulled off her face in two combs, as it always is, and she was wearing her long, paisley Laura Ashley skirt and a cream blouse. On anyone else this look is instantly dismissible as nothing more than the clumsy style of a Sarah Ferguson-inspired Sloane Ranger, yet on my aunt, with her height and her model-thin frame, the whole thing gives out an almost Pre-Raphaelite atmosphere. But there’s an odd, undeniable twist of punk there, too. It’s in the dark green Vivienne Westwood boots that Diana and I saved up for and gave her for her birthday two years ago, and it’s in the unintentional grooviness of the single gold earring she wears in the shape of a crescent moon. The earrings had been given to her by my mother – her sister – and ever since the night of the fire she’s only worn one of them. The sight of the boots and the lonely moon always makes my heart wrench.


‘I’m sorry I’m like I am,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry.’


My shoulders rocked into the bed linen. Here is who I am now, here is a sketch that we all know to be true, here are the fences she’s watched me go around time and again. I become a little earthquake when I cry, a whole ecosystem of tears and snot and grief, and brief recovery, and then more tears, more earthquakes, more nose-blowing and mounds of tissues in the waste-paper basket. Round and round goes the circle, and Ann never says anything while it happens, but the smell of her Penhaligon’s Duchess Rose overwhelms and comforts and depresses all at once and seems to say more than she ever could with words. Ann let her hand rest on my back for a full four and a half minutes this afternoon, and I know it was this long because I was counting the seconds. Then she passed me her white handkerchief with pink flowers embroidered in the corners, and suddenly, faintly at first and then loud, foreign, unabashed yet somehow inevitable – I could hear the singing of the yellow bird downstairs, fit to burst, as though his heart were full. Ann looked out of the window.


‘The best moments in the best musicals happen when the character has to sing because there’s nothing left that they can do,’ she said. Ann can get away with saying these things, because the rest of the time she’s teaching biology. There’s something about her romantic streak that feels justified and serious, when you know that most of the day, she’s wrestling Darwin and locusts and the life cycle of the average cell.


‘Oh!’ she said in a quiet breath. She stared at me, and a huge smile spread over her face. She didn’t often smile that big; I could see all her slightly uneven white teeth. ‘Isn’t it lovely, the singing?’ she said. ‘I think it’s lovely. I shut the windows and the kitchen door and the door to the Rose room, so he can’t escape again.’


‘How do you know he’s a boy?’


‘Only the boys sing,’ said Ann. She managed to deliver a lot of meaning in this sentence, but then Ann delivers meaning in the smallest of things. I looked at the flyer again. There was something agonizing in the photocopied writing. The repeat of please, please, please.


When I spoke, I felt detached from my own body, like something in me had made a decision that I hadn’t approved of but would have to go along with anyway.


‘I’ll come with you to the pet shop if we go in the car,’ I said.


Ann looked at me and opened her mouth as if to say something but thought better of it. She knew she was in danger of pushing things way too far.


‘Good girl,’ she said. ‘I’ll drive.’










5 The Box



I often dreamed of cats.


Diana and I had once found a box of kittens, abandoned, on the edge of a field alongside the stream at the bottom of the village. I suppose we would have been eleven at the time, old enough to walk back from school on our own, young enough for the discovery to feel like the most exciting and important thing that had happened since we’d arrived in England a year earlier. It was I who found the box; Diana had already walked right past it, but I was a little distance behind her for once, as I had stopped to retie the laces on my plimsolls. As I had bent down, I had heard a strange sound, a mournful crying and a pitiful scratching that seemed to be coming from the end of the mud slope that led to the water. It was mid-June, there had been no rain for weeks. The stream that Diana and I played in for hours with our school skirts tucked into our knickers and little cane-stick fishing nets had dried up. The noise was eerie. I stopped, stock-still.


‘Whasthat noise?’ I hissed. Diana didn’t hear me. ‘Diana!’


She turned around. ‘What is it?’


‘I can hear something!’


‘I can’t—’


‘I can. Come back here! Listen!’


Diana had been discussing why Claire Jacobs from the year above us at school had been mad to lend her new BMX to Hattie Jenks who was, in Diana’s opinion, ‘a sneak’. She wasn’t pleased to be interrupted.


‘It’s coming from that box there! Down there!’


As I said it, I stepped back in alarm. I had seen ET.


‘What box?’ asked Diana.


‘There’s a box! There!’


The noise once more. This time she heard. Now I had her full attention.


‘Shall we find out what it is?’ asked Diana.


‘No!’ I hissed.


‘Why not?’ Diana was already edging closer to the box.


‘It could be anything! It might be – anything!’


‘Well, of course it’s something,’ said Diana scornfully. ‘Everything’s something!’ She pulled off her Clarks shoes – even in the thick of an adventure Diana was savvy enough to know that our mother would take a dim view of dirty footwear – and stepped slowly down the slope towards the box. She stretched her arm out to it. It was a smallish cardboard box, with ‘Solo’ printed on the side, the name of the local supermarket. I leaned towards the action with trepidation. The smell of dried mud, river water and nettles was intensified by the sun that burned the backs of my arms. Usually I loved that smell, associating it with honey sandwiches and Just Juice on the bank. Today it felt sinister.


‘Diana – don’t!’


But Diana already had. My twin sister gently lifted the lid of the box and peered in. Knowing no fear, she stuck in her hand, just like she did when she’d paid twenty pence for a go at the lucky dip at the village fete and had pulled out a plastic harmonica wrapped up in page three of the Sun.


‘Oh!’ she said in a sort of wild rapture. ‘I can feel something soft!’


I abandoned fear, and scrambled down the bank beside her and peered into the box.


‘Kittens!’ I said in reverence. ‘Kittens! And a cat! The mother! It’s two kittens and a cat! They’re black and white! Oh, they’re lovely!’


‘Kittens!’ said Diana in wonder as though she’d never heard of them.


‘Baby cats,’ I confirmed.


‘I know what a kitten is, you great dope,’ said Diana. ‘They’re so sweet!’ She drew in her breath. ‘They’ve been abandoned of course, Feb. Someone didn’t want them. Maybe they wanted to drown them in the stream, but then there was no water, so they just left them here instead. To die.’ Diana had a look of triumph about her, a cruelty. She liked shocking me, it furnished her with temporary power, like when Pac-Man eats the flashing cursors in the corner of the maze, and so gains brief dominance of the game.


‘Who would do that?’ I asked her in horror.


‘Mean people,’ she said.


‘We should take them home with us,’ I said. ‘We should rescue them.’


Diana said something that struck me as a very Diana remark, even during childhood when such things are harder to analyse. ‘I always knew something like this would happen to me,’ she said. ‘I always knew.’


‘I heard them first,’ I said quickly. ‘So really it happened to me more than you.’


‘Yes, but I actually wanted to find out what the noise was. You were scared.’


‘I was not scared.’


I wanted to say to my sister that she had been talking so much that there was no way that she would have noticed the noise of the cats without my prompting, but instead I went for a compromise. I was damn good at those by then.


‘Well, we both found them. They belong to us both now.’


I devoured Jill Murphy’s books; I had visions of Mildred Hubble with her plaits and stompy boots and her very own cat called Tabby. A kitten felt like a dream, thank you very much.


It was with some difficulty that we carried the box back across two fields and down the road back home – I had a tennis racket over my shoulder and three tennis balls stuffed into my gym shorts – and we had to lift the box over two stiles. Diana started on and on about Hattie Jenks again.


‘She never stops,’ she huffed, ‘she’s so full of herself, she could strut sittin’ down.’ This was an expression Grandma Abby used a great deal back in Texas, and Diana usually went full Deep South when she said it too. I grinned to myself. I recall my leg being scratched by the thorns from the wild roses that knotted around the second gate; a gate I would usually have vaulted over on the way back from tennis, no problem. When we got home, our mother was standing in the garden looking down the road, smoking a cigarette with the half-anxious, half-irritated expression that she reserved for us when we were late back from school.


‘What have you got there?’ she asked. ‘Is that your science project?’


Before I could open my mouth, or say anything, Diana had wrenched my half of the box from my hands.


‘Cats!’ she shouted. ‘Kittens! I heard a noise by the stream, and it was coming from this box, and I found kittens inside!’


I stood back, flaming with fury at my own inability to speak up for myself, to say that I had heard the kittens, that I had drawn Diana’s attention to them. Our mother peered into the box.


‘How some people treat innocent creatures is beyond me,’ she said. ‘They’ll need water, and something to eat.’


‘Milk! Whiskas!’ shouted Diana, whose blood was up.


‘Steady on,’ said Mama. ‘The mother cat doesn’t look in very good shape at all. We’ll have to take them to Michael Seecombe tomorrow.’ She nodded in satisfaction at her decision and Diana looked at me with an eye-roll that, in my fury over her rewritten truth of what had happened, I ignored. Michael Seecombe was the local vet. Even aged eleven, I knew perfectly well that he had a huge crush on our mother. Now Diana had felt in the box and had picked up one of the kittens. It was tiny in her little hand.


‘Can we keep them, Mummy?’ she said pleadingly. I could sense her sizing up both New Pet Excitement, and the headline-grabbing capacity of the event itself once it was relayed to Hattie Jenks and the rest of the class at school. I pulled a stick of gum out of my pocket, popped it into my mouth and let her plough on; if either of us could persuade Mama to let us keep them, it was Diana in full flow.


‘We can keep them for now,’ said our mother.


‘Not for now, for ever,’ said Diana at once, keen to get the deal sealed. ‘Feb, give me some gum.’


Mama threw her cigarette end onto the ground and crushed it with her sandal. ‘And I’m sorry, girls. You can have all the fun of the kittens until they’re old enough to give away, but we can’t keep them.’


‘Oh!’ wailed Diana and I together. I was astounded; usually my sister had an immediate success rate when it came to acts of persuasion with Mama.


‘Can we keep the mother cat?’ I asked desperately. ‘I don’t think anyone will want her.’


‘No! We want the kittens!’ shouted Diana.


‘Girls! Let’s not get overexcited. Perhaps we can keep the mother cat. If no one else wants her.’


We would have to be content with that. Diana, I could tell, was planning her next line of attack. She wasn’t done yet.


‘It’s funny how these things happen, isn’t it?’ Mama said at teatime. ‘It’s almost as though they were looking for you, Diana. Anyone could have walked past, but it just happened to be you.’


‘And Feb,’ said Diana. She grinned and I forgave her everything.


‘And Feb, of course,’ said our mother. But somehow, I felt that she didn’t mean that bit. As far as she was concerned, this was Diana’s moment of triumph. Every time that the story was told in subsequent weeks, it began the same way. ‘The girls were walking home from school when Diana heard a noise coming from a box. She went to see what it was, and it turned out to be a mother cat with two kittens. I mean, you hear about these things, but you never think you’ll be the one to find them, do you? Isn’t it just so typically Diana? Of all the people to find a box of cats, it would have to be her.’


What I really wanted to ask my mother at this point was Why? Why was it typical? And I realized, after wrestling with the question for weeks afterwards, that the only reason that it was typical was because my mother had said it was typical. And that, in itself, had enough power to make it true.


In the end, the kittens were rehomed together. They went off in a basket on the back seat of the Volvo one weekend to a woman called Jenny Kaplan who worked with our father. Diana and I sobbed without ceasing for several hours. We had spent all morning using our matching Mason Pearson hairbrushes on the kittens, talking to them all the time, telling them that they had to behave in their new home. Diana had called her kitten Smudge – a name that I thought was too silly by half – but Jenny Kaplan wrote and told us that she had kept the name thinking it ‘suited the little thing’ due to her ‘smudgy nose’, but my kitten – whom I had named June – was rechristened Lilyanna, combining both Diana’s names and my mother’s, in respectful tribute to ‘both the young girl who had found her, and the woman who had kindly given her away to her new home’. I cried furious tears with the injustice of it all when I heard this news, and Diana comforted me by saying – with perfect truth – that February would have been a tricky name to combine with anything much.


‘She didn’t have to combine it with anything!’ I said furiously. ‘She had a fucking name already! Her name was June!’


Diana gaped in wonder. ‘You said that “F” word!’ she cried in delight.


‘Don’t tell Daddy,’ I said bitterly.


We still had the mother cat, whom I adored, but one afternoon about a year after we found her, I came home from school to find her gone. Mama was glazing a ham in the kitchen.


‘I know what you’re going to ask, Febby. But I never promised anything. Our lives are too busy for a cat.’


‘Too busy! We’re not busy! You don’t do anything! You don’t even have a real job!’


‘That’s enough.’ Mama could be sharp with me in a way that she never was with Diana. ‘No promises were made. The cat was never going to stay here forever.’


‘She’s got a name!’


Mama sighed. ‘I know she has. I know. But she’s gone to a lovely new home where she’ll be very happy. I’m sorry, Feb, but there it is.’


‘Where’s she gone? Wherever it is, I’m going to get her back! I’ll leave school and I’ll be with her all the time!’


‘You’re overreacting. You can visit her, I’m sure.’


‘I’m not! I’m getting her back for always! Maybe not today, but one day I’ll be with her again, and I won’t let her go!’ I ran out of the room.


When Mama and Daddy had gone, I thought often of that day, the mother cat and her two kittens, abandoned by the river that was too dry to drown them in. Since Diana died, my dreams have been vivid with the discovery of the box. But I had been right about one thing. I did get to leave school and be with the cat again, albeit not in the manner that I could have predicted.


Now that cat walks around the house with me. Now it knows where to find me, in the room with the Chinese men on swings and the writing desk. The cat is the same cat that my mother gave to her sister and her new husband. I had named the cat when I was eleven years old.


The cat is called Thomasina. Meaning ‘twin’.
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