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When I was very young, my mother suffered a prolonged melancholy. Her post-natal depression was compounded by grief for dead children and the sorrow of a long, unhappy marriage.




In photographs taken around this time, she’s always smiling, wearing the short skirts and clunky shoes of the early 1970s, the plastic macs. Her hair is permed, dyed a harsh black. She stands on the seafront at Weston-super-Mare. I’m in the pram, a Victorian-looking thing, and I’m wearing a white, knitted cardigan with pearly buttons. My mother is either smiling or squinting into the sun. Behind the smile, she was thinking about killing us both.




One day, she positioned herself at the edge of a busy road in Bristol. She watched the traffic bludgeon past. She thought, Just one step.




The way she told it, it was a disconnected moment in a dark day, the clouds rolling over Bristol. Just one step. But suicide isn’t one step: she went to that hectic road having decided to do it. She woke in the morning and brushed her teeth and put on her shoes and coat and changed my nappy and put me in the pram with the intention of deleting us both.




And there she stood, at the side of the road, with mirrors behind her eyes. She looked down at me, in the pram. I was tiny and helpless, she said, a baby with my name and my eyes, wriggling, wearing clothes she had knitted, and she couldn’t kill me. So she wheeled me home, and we lived.




 




Five years later, she went out and didn’t come back.




My oldest sister and I went to look for her. We went to the local shops, to Parker’s Bakery where she worked, serving jam doughnuts and pasties and crusty bread. We went there to see if she was late. But she wasn’t; she hadn’t shown up that day. Nobody knew where she was.




My sister and I walked round the shops. We wondered if Mum had gone to get some bread and milk, or perhaps some lamb chops for tea. But she wasn’t down the shops. She’d run away. I thought of her, clasping her handbag, tottering in her shoes. Running and running and running.




 




After she left, I was sitting up in Dad’s bed. It was morning; Dad was on his way to work. He crossed the bedroom in white underpants and a vest. He was carrying a towel. He wasn’t tall, my dad, and he was stocky. He had a big, solid belly and a big, solid nose. He was a quiet and gentle man.




His hair was white: all the colour had drained from it when Mum left. You could see it in photographs. There we are, on a see-saw–him at one end, me at the other. My hair is long and blond, cut into a fringe. His is short, dark, neatly parted. He’s wearing a suit and tie; his trousers have hiked around his shins and you can see his socks. He has one hand raised in salute, bent at the elbow. A year later and he’s still smiling in photographs, but the colour has gone from his hair.




I said, ‘Dad.’




He was distracted, getting ready for work.




He said, ‘What?’




I told him: ‘When you love somebody, really it’s just their face you love.’




He stopped. He turned to look at me. His face became unfamiliar. He still had the towel in his hand.




He said, ‘Sometimes, Sonner.’




Sonner was one of his names for me. Nipper was another. He hardly ever used my real name.




He put down the towel and began to dress. He wore a grey suit, a white shirt, a tie, aftershave. He worked for the Post Office. Had since he was a boy.




To most people, my dad seemed very jolly. At Christmas he put on the Rolf Harris LP and he danced around the room to ‘Six White Boomers’, a song in which Santa was forced by the Australian heat to use kangaroos instead of reindeer. We lined up and followed him. He did silly moves and we copied them. He sang loudly. He grew pink in the face. He laughed.




He never went to the pub. He socialized at the Post Office club on weekend afternoons, and often he took me along with him. He wore whites to play crown-green bowling; a white-haired man, bowling a heavy black ball down a tended lawn. The ball was called a wood.




Crown-green bowling was tedious. The players maintained their posture long after the wood had left their hand; balancing on one leg with an arm extended, like elderly ice-skaters. In the air was a soft, Bristolian cackle and when the wood closed on the jack, there was the slow clapping of appreciative, wrinkled hands.




Usually, I took a box of Swan Vestas from a green-side table and followed the hedges that outlined the green, hunting ants. When I located a caravan of them–a dotted line undulating over the soil, carrying crumbs of cheese and onion crisps and pork scratchings–I lit a match. I enjoyed the sulphurous wink, sharp in my nose, then touched the burning head to an ant. Quick as burning cellophane, it curled into a husk, leaving a chitinous hollow that resembled a burnt match-head.




Sometimes, I singled out an individual. The train would halt, as if shocked by this arbitrary retribution, then hastily jerk into motion, moving round the smoking corpse. Sometimes I eliminated five or six of them in rapid and random succession. The train scattered like soldiers escaping an air-raid. Some of them still carried crumbs in their mandibles. I wondered if I was so big the ants couldn’t conceive of my existence.




Dad liked football. Once, he took me to see Bristol City play at Ashton Gate. The rain bit cold and horizontal. We wore anoraks. The crowd was disconsolate and few. The players were more disconsolate still, and even fewer. They hobbled round the muddy field.




It lasted for ever. Football felt like damnation. My hands were chapped and the wind burned my ears. I was proud, because I was there with my dad. But I never went to a football match again.




Because I’d been a mummy’s boy, there had always been a distance between me and Dad. But he tried to bridge it. He worked hard to make me laugh, even though his heart was shattered like a land-mine. He kept me close, tried to pull me closer. I orbited him like a moon.




But we didn’t talk about love again, not even the day I was taken away from him. He was trying not to cry. His jaw was trembling. He just made sure my anorak was zipped to the throat. He said, ‘Take care of yourself, Nipper.’




And I said, ‘Okay.’




And that was that.




 




My maternal grandparents were named Claude and Rose. They ran a tobacconist called The Sweet Basket. My mother, when she was still a schoolgirl, worked behind the counter.




Alan Gadd was a telegram boy. He rode a GPO motorcycle and wore his helmet at a cheeky angle. Girls liked him.




They met in 1947, two years after the great tribulation. These children in Box Brownie black and white. My mother wore her fringe backcombed over her school beret, because that’s the way girls wore their hair. Alan’s hair was dark, brilliantined. He smoked Players cigarettes. He had a girlfriend called Connie Stevens, but on school mornings he walked my mother to the bus-stop, wheeling his motorcycle. And in the afternoon, he was waiting at the same bus-stop, to walk her home again.




My mother’s two best friends were called Sheila and June, and they liked Alan, too. So when he took his girlfriend to the cinema, poor Connie Stevens, my mother and her friends followed them. First, they went to the cinema. Then they shadowed Alan and Connie to her doorstep. They watched as Alan kissed her goodnight and waited until she went inside. Then Alan met them and walked them home, too. My mother’s friends each got a goodnight kiss. My mother, the last and his favourite, got two.




Her name was Edna. That’s not a name for incautious youth, not even what passed for it in 1947, five years before the end of rationing and ten before Elvis Presley rolled his hips on 9-inch television screens, thick as cider bottles.




I have heard her called Eddie, sometimes Ed. That sounds better. It’s easier to imagine a besotted girl with backcombed fringe and a school beret who’s called Ed or Eddie. So that’s who Alan loved: a girl called Ed, who worked at The Sweet Basket.




On their first date, they went to see Easter Parade. Alan did his National Service in the RAF. They married at St Gregory’s Church in Horfield, in 1951. Before that decade ended, they had three children: Clive, Linda and Caroline. And that’s almost as much as I know about Alan and Ed.




I know he loved her. He loved her when that Box Brownie boy and girl were long gone, bloomed into Polaroids and middle-age and unhappiness. I know he loved her, because she made his hair turn white.




 




Alan and Edna, troubled and sorrowful, remembered when their children were small. Perhaps more children would restore that lost happiness.




I was born in 1969, when Ed was thirty-nine years old. Before me came a number of miscarriages. Others followed.




I wasn’t unwanted. The children who almost followed me were to provide me with companionship, a brother or sister my own age. But they died, and whatever needed fixing in the marriage did not get fixed.




My mother hadn’t been faithful to my father, nor he to her. But those stories aren’t mine to tell. I only saw their consequence.




One day, when I was four years old, the wife and daughters of my mother’s lover rang the doorbell. When my grandmother answered, they forced their way inside. They kicked my grandmother to the floor. She was in her seventies. They grabbed fistfuls of her hair and dragged her along the hallway. My sister was eight months pregnant. They punched her in the swollen belly. When she fell to the floor, they kicked her. They grabbed my mother. They kicked her and clawed her and punched her. They ripped and tore at her clothes. They tore hanks of hair from her scalp.




One of the women shoved me into a room. I screamed and punched the door. Outside were terrible noises, like the excited howling in the monkey house.




When it was over, I let myself out. My sister, my mother and my grandmother were sitting on the stairs, on different levels. They seemed drowsy, pulling out wispy handfuls of hair.




Not long after that, my mother’s lover attacked my father in his own living room. He was much bigger than my dad. This time, there was no room in which to lock me away, nor any time to do it. I cowered in the far corner, behind the TV. I screamed into my hands. I watched the strange man punching my dad.




When we visited Dad in hospital, he was in a wheelchair. He said, ‘Don’t worry, Sonner: I’m all right,’ and he patted my hand. My sister was crying and so was I.




A spray of Dad’s blood dried high on the living-room wall, near the comic statuette of a knight with a drooping sword. On the base of it was inscribed: Once a King, Always a King, but Once a Knight is Enough.




 




I don’t know what kind of husband Alan was. He worked for the Post Office until he retired. Notoriously, he was careful with his money, but Mum always used to laugh about that, even years after she left him. Perhaps he was dull, but all husbands are dull–and, anyway, it wasn’t adventure that Ed craved. It was a certain kind of love, the kind that doesn’t last four children and twenty-five years.




Being in love, being loved, made her feel good. It inoculated her against unhappiness. Even when their marriage was long dead, she often talked about that telegram boy in his cheeky hat, his GPO motorcycle, about poor Connie Stevens and cheeky kisses on doorsteps. Thinking about those children, young and in love, made her happy for a while. But the seeds of unhappiness multiplied inside her like a virus. It always came back.




So when I think of them together, I choose to think of them as teenagers, waltzing at the Locarno, or at the Empire, dancing past the stage where a young Archie Leach once stood, spellbound by an image of his coming transmutation. I think of Alan and Ed as tentative, as excited and shy: no more than avatars of the parents they became. Fireflies in a bottle. Full of the future.




Their marriage has evaporated, all twenty-five years of it. It ended more years ago than it lasted. They’re old now. Those years have dissolved into a ghost haze, through which walk their grandchildren and great-grandchildren.




But sometimes I can’t help but think of that black-haired woman at the roadside, thinking, Just one step. Or of the soul-broken man that Alan became, straightening my anorak, zipping it to my throat while my mother, an outlander, waited at the door of a hired car, flanked by police officers. She was waiting to take me away, to a different city, a different world.




Dad swallowed and he said, ‘Take care of yourself then, Nipper. Take care of yourself.’




And I said, ‘Okay.’




All these things braid in the telling. Become one.
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Stockwood is a windy plateau with steep slopes descending on three sides. It stands on the south-east edge of Bristol, where the city bleeds into countryside. The Domesday Book lists it as hunting woodland. During the Second World War it was a Starfish site.




Starfish sites were developed in 1940, after the Luftwaffe laid waste to Coventry. They were designed to attract enemy bombs away from positions of strategic importance. By December, the Stockwood fields were piled high with incendiary materials; great heaps of anything that would burn. In a single air-raid, the site drew fifty-nine high-explosive bombs. It must have looked impressive, all that tonnage, blazing away in those empty fields.




After the war, they built a housing estate where the bombs had fallen. The estate was typical of post-war architecture. Pebble-dashed council houses ran up the steep hills; on the plateau were semis and detached houses designed by builders called Wimpey, Laing’s, Federated.




We lived at 63 Bifield Road. It was a Federated Avon model, complete with ‘feature-built serving hatch with mahogany laminate finish’. Stockwood was a working-class dream of suburbia.




Dad rented from a housing association. In the house lived my mum, my dad, my sisters and my brother. I was a nervous child, scared of the dark, and I was an irksome mummy’s boy.




The younger of my sisters was called Caroline. She was ten years older than me, a pupil at Brislington Comprehensive School. She wore knee-length, stripy socks and a butterfly clip in her hair. She liked David Cassidy and David Essex.




Sometimes in the afternoon she came home with a few friends and they took me upstairs and used me as a doll, dressing me in girls’ clothes and putting ribbons in my hair. They wheeled me round in a pram. To ensure my cooperation, Caroline confided in a grave whisper that the Daleks were downstairs. They had killed Mum and Dad and everybody else. So I had to be quiet or they’d hear me. The Daleks were shrieking pepper-pots who appeared on Dr Who. They sought the destruction of planet Earth but lacked a technology enabling them to climb stairs. So I was safe, as long as I stayed up there, with ribbon in my hair.




I knew Caroline was lying. I hadn’t heard any zapping lasers or agonized death screams. But it was quiet downstairs. It was easy to imagine the Daleks wheeling themselves into position, round the corner, ready to surprise me.




Sometimes, Caroline was my babysitter. We watched The Incredible Shrinking Man. At the end, after a terrible battle with a giant spider, the dwindling hero grew so tiny he popped out of existence. My horror was vertiginous.




When the credits had faded, it was intensified by Caroline’s whispered confidence: we were shrinking, too.




It was night, and we had become tiny. We were trapped in a dolls’ house at the dark end of the garden. Outside, the night was rich with giant spiders and monstrous ants.




In the concrete toilet-block of a holiday camp outside Dawlish Warren, a wasp stung my arse. I stumbled back to the caravan, shorts round my knees. My face and T-shirt were smeared with tears and ice cream and fragments of Cadbury’s Flake. The wasp followed me. It stung me twice more on the exposed arse, and once on my neck.




During the same holiday, I joined my parents, Caroline and a large group of holidaymakers in the ‘Hokey Cokey’. We screamed and ran, hands joined, to the centre of the room. And we screamed and ran, half-stumbling back again.




My brother, Clive, clashed with my father about his motorcycle and his long hair. Caroline listened to David Cassidy in her room and sulked about boys. Lin, my other sister, got pregnant.




And Ed had a lover. He forced his way into the house and attacked my dad as I grovelled in the corner.




Even with Dad in a hospital bed, Mum denied having an affair. She swore it wasn’t true. And Dad believed her. He had no choice but to believe her. So he sued the man for assault.




It was only under under cross-examination that Mum admitted adultery. It hadn’t been a fling; it hadn’t even been an affair. The man had been her lover for a decade.




Dad sat there and listened while those ten years rushed out of him like air.




When it was all over, Mum promised to make it better. And Dad loved her. So he crammed it all inside him–the lies, the adultery, the beating at the hands of a man who had cuckolded him for a decade; he packed it inside him like wadding, and he took her back. I don’t know if it took courage to do that, or weakness; I don’t know if it took pride or self-hatred. I do know that it took love.




But something secret bubbled inside my mother, like mud in a pool. And, a few months later, she met another man. No one knew who. Someone from work.




Whoever he was, she very quickly left us for him. She left her family–her husband, her four children, her first grandchild, a boy–without a forwarding address or a goodbye. Without even a note.




She faded from the empty house like an apparition, as if she had never really been there at all.






























3










Dad swam through the months that followed like a fish in a tank. He was jovial, laughing, gulping for air.




One lunchtime, my teacher asked why I was crying. I was crying because lunch was cheese flan. I hated cheese flan: it made me feel sick. But the rules were that you had to clear your plate. (Once I’d been caught trying to sneak the skin of a baked potato into the bin. It seemed obvious to me that potato skins were deadly poison.)




The teacher didn’t believe I was crying because of the cheese flan: not even when she followed me to the lavatory at a half-jog and saw me vomiting in the sink. She kneeled at my side in the lavatory. She made the fittings look tiny. She dabbed at my mouth with a coarse paper towel, moistened under the tap.




She said, ‘Is everything okay?’




I said, ‘I don’t like cheese flan.’




‘I know,’ she said. ‘But apart from not liking the cheese flan, is everything all right?’




‘Yes.’




‘Are you sure?’




‘Yes.’




Lin came to pick me up from school. She was pushing a pram. In it was her young son. Sometimes when Lin and I went to the Top Shops, people thought she was my mum. We thought it was funny. I told them, ‘She’s my sister!’, and people laughed and said, ‘I’m ever so sorry, my love.’




I lived with Dad, my two sisters and my baby nephew. Our brother had married his girlfriend, Jackie. She and Clive lived in Pucklechurch. They too had a baby son.




Lin looked after us, because she was the oldest. She got me up and dressed in the morning. She buckled my sandals. She said, ‘Lift your arms!’ and helped me into my jumper. She kneeled to pull up my socks.




In the afternoon, she cooked tea for Caroline and me. But she also had her baby to look after. He was a lot of work; she had to make his food and keep him in nappies and clean clothes. She never complained, but looking after all of us made Lin very tired.




Most afternoons, we had eggs on toast for tea. I didn’t mind. I liked eggs on toast, especially when the toast was a bit overdone. You added a bit of Heinz Tomato Ketchup to the egg, banging on the base of the bottle until it came out in a red dollop. Then you broke the yolk: it mixed with the cold ketchup and the melted butter, and it was lovely.




Then, after a few months, Dad met Margaret. She worked in a café at Temple Meads, the railway station. Dad met her there. Perhaps she’d served him a scone or a cup of milky tea.




Margaret wasn’t like Mum. She was a broad woman with pale, fat arms and legs. And she had enormous breasts, from which draped her floral smocks in a way that made them look too short. She walked flat-footed in Scholl sandals. Her hair was dark and curly, shot through with threads of grey. Her voice was raucous, hard-edged, sometimes strident. She swore a lot.




She was younger than Dad. He was fifty, she was thirty-five. She was divorced–the marriage hadn’t been a good one–and had two sons, Gary and Wayne.




One day, I was introduced to them. Gary was a year older than me, Wayne a couple of months younger. Each had a smirking, moon face and an impudent cowlick. They were dressed identically.




Dad told me it was a happy day, because Margaret, Gary and Wayne were coming to live with us.




On Saturdays, Dad drove Margaret to Bath, so she could do the shopping. She liked to buy food from Marks and Spencer; she called it Marks and Sparks. She cooked salmon and new potatoes or lamb chops with peas and mash.




But she only cooked it for Dad and her sons. They ate together at the table, and later they had dessert: trifle or ice-cream or Arctic roll. Whatever was left of the salmon and the trifle, or the chops and the ice-cream, Margaret scraped into the bin.




Lin still cooked for Caroline and me. But Dad didn’t give her enough money to buy our food at Marks and Spencer, and anyway she had no way of getting there. So Caroline and I kept eating eggs on toast, and Margaret continued to scrape into the kitchen bin salmon steaks and lamb chops and roast beef on Sundays. The bin was a better place for it than Caroline’s plate, or mine.




Dad didn’t mind. He was scared of making Margaret unhappy. It was because he was scared of being alone; but it was also because she could be terrifying. Sometimes she beat Gary and Wayne. She slapped them hard across the face with her open palm; or sometimes she hit them with something she picked up, a slipper or–once–a length of bamboo she brought in from the garden. It didn’t matter which of them was being beaten, Gary and Wayne both wept, bent before the screeching onslaught.




I could feel Margaret’s gaze passing across my skin. She never beat me, never even threatened to. She just wished I wasn’t there and let me know it with her eyes. She wanted me gone from the house, and my sisters too, because from now on it belonged to her.




 




Gary and Wayne needed new clothes. But Dad wasn’t paid enough to keep buying new things for everyone. So he and Margaret decided to give the old clothing to me. They dressed me in the old anoraks and the torn jeans and the washed-out underpants that were no longer good enough for my stepbrothers. And Margaret came back from town with carrier bags of jeans, T-shirts, jumpers, jackets, trainers.




Once, I cried. She’d bought a new Action Man uniform for each of her boys. They were very excited: the uniforms were extra special ones, with all kinds of accessories. Gary had the Escape From Colditz costume: Wayne had Field Marshal.




Margaret saw me trying not to cry.




She said, ‘What’s wrong now?’




I didn’t want to tell her. But I couldn’t help crying as she stood there, waiting, glaring at me. My words came out all snotty and broken.




Margaret listened. Then she said, ‘Oh, pissing hell.’




She stomped out. I heard the front door slam. She was gone a long time, because she stomped all the way to the Top Shops. But I waited in the chair until she came back, because I was scared to move.




Then she came back. She slammed the door behind her. She stomped into the living room and threw a box into my lap. It was a new Action Man uniform.




She said: ‘There. All right?’




Dad and Margaret married on New Year’s Day, 1976. Gary, Wayne and I wore identical clothes; brown corduroy jackets with furry collars, and brown corduroy trousers. I am there, in a photograph, sitting on Dad’s knee. Wayne stands to our right. Gary is behind us. I cannot read the expression on Dad’s face.




 




We moved to a new house, at the other end of Stockwood. It was modern suburbia, a place for the aspirant working class. It stood on the edge of the countryside.




It was a bigger house, designed and built in the early 1960s, which stood in a block of four. There was a patch of unfenced front garden. As you entered, there was a small lavatory to your left. Dad put a wooden plaque above the cistern which read: We aim to please. Would you aim too, please?




I looked at it every time I went for a wee. I read it over and over. I knew the extra O and the comma changed things. But I couldn’t quite make sense of what the plaque was trying to say: I didn’t understand what it meant, to aim to please. It was like a riddle. It circled through my head like the words of a trapped song.




The house had a fitted kitchen with a service hatch that opened on to the living room. The living room was a big square, with a swirly carpet. At the back, Dad and Margaret put a table. And there was a sofa: on Sundays, Dad liked to take forty winks on it. He kicked off his soft shoes and lay out with the newspaper on his belly and soon he was snoring.




In the far wall of the living room, double glass doors gave on to a long garden. At the end of it, a wooden gate opened on to a track. It was dry and cracked in summer, muddy in winter. On the other side of the track were some hedges. Behind the hedges were fields that belonged to the local farmer.




The first few days in 92 Bifield Road were busy. Margaret was angry because the kitchen cupboards smelled of the previous occupants. She was a very clean woman. She scrubbed the cupboards over and over, until the smell was gone and the cupboards smelled like Marks and Spencer.




She was glad to be gone from the old place. It had been difficult, living in the house my mother had left, with the man and the children she’d deserted. It made her feel like second best. It filled her with jealousy and fury. But now she lived in a new house: like my Dad, it belonged to her and to her sons.




At first, it was a close-walled and unhappy house, full of bitterness and rivalry. But soon my sisters would be gone from it. Lin and her boyfriend were due to marry. And anyone could see that Caroline was desperate to leave: soon enough, she would. Then it would be only me; an unfledged squatter, an unwanted and gaping mouth to feed.




But I was the most timid of trespassers, one who kept to empty corners. I longed to go unnoticed, to become invisible. The longer I lived with Margaret, the more I felt myself growing silent. The more I felt myself vanishing.




Two years is a long time, when you’re very small.




 




One day I was walking home from school. I wore grey shorts and carried a satchel over my shoulder. I was with Clive Petrie. He was a clever, flat-footed boy with whom I painted model soldiers. I had once trodden dog-shit deep into his house. We were pupils at Stockwood Primary School. I was six years old.




The school was a few minutes’ walk from our house on Bifield Road. It was a low-rise, open-plan building in the modern style. There were no classrooms, just different segments, nooks and alcoves that ran off the main corridor. All day I sat, cross-legged, listening to the teacher. At the book sale they held in the gymnasium, I bought the Ladybird Book of Dinosaurs.




As Clive Petrie and I walked home, a black-haired woman materialized in the corner of my eye. Clive and I knew we should be careful of strangers, so we kept walking. My legs started to shake. They felt funny beneath the knees.




The woman smiled. She half-squatted. She put her hands on her knees.




She said, ‘Hello, Neil.’




I stopped. It couldn’t be a stranger if she knew your name.




She said, ‘Do you know who I am?’




I said, ‘You’re my mum.’




She said, ‘That’s right. I’m your mummy.’




She came up to me and gave me a cuddle. Her coat was cold. She smelled unfamiliar. She asked how I was. I told her I was okay. I had an Action Man. She said that was nice. She gave me a present; a wrapped-up box. Then she began to cry because my legs looked thin.




I said goodbye to Clive Petrie, who had to walk home alone. Then Mum and I went to my nan’s flat, which was in St Jude’s, in the centre of Bristol.




I hadn’t seen my nan for a long time. She and Dad didn’t get on; there was something about money. But the smell of her flat was familiar; the thin, blue perfume of Calor gas. There was a plastic tablecloth in the little kitchen, brightly floral. And there was her Yorkshire terrier, Tiny.




Over her bed hung a small, white crucifix. It was a single bed. My grandfather had died shortly before I was born. I played on the bed with my present, a box of American Civil War soldiers. Mum watched me playing. She asked how I was. Did I like school? Did I have lots of friends? Nan made me drinks and gave me slices of cake.




In the evening I went home again. When I got there, I went inside. I shut the door on an afternoon that already did not seem real. It felt like a brilliant dream, fading. As soon as I took off my coat and sandals, it seemed to have happened a long time ago. The woman had been my mum, but she was someone else, too. She was spectral, shifting. She was two people at once.




Neither Dad nor Margaret asked me how my afternoon had gone. They didn’t mention it; it was like it hadn’t happened.




I kept the soldiers on the window-sill, ranked according to colour, their rifles pointed at me and away from me, at the windows and doors. I never played with them. I just kept them there, neat and unchanging.


























4










I knew something was going on because, not long after Mum came to see me, Caroline gave me a present. It was a Roman helmet, short sword and breastplate. They were a bit small. Whenever I turned my head, the helmet scratched the top of my nose and the breastplate dug into my armpits the way new shoes cut into your heel. But I understood the present to have some weird significance. In some way, it was connected with the brief reappearance of my mother.




To show I appreciated its unspoken gravity, I wore the helmet and the breastplate for days and walked around the house ostentatiously swishing the sword, smiting invisible foes.




Then, one night, the whole family came round–my brother and sisters, their partners, their children. They stood in groups and talked, like it was Christmas. It grew late, past bedtime, but I was allowed to stay up.




The living-room door opened and Dad came in. He was singing a nonsense song and dancing a lop-sided samba. In his hands was a gift-wrapped box–another present. He sambaed up to me and gave me the box.




He said, ‘Here you go, Nipper.’




Everyone gathered round. They were eager to see what was in the box. I ripped off the paper. It was an Action Man armoured personnel carrier. With it came an Action Man Commando. Gary and Wayne got presents too: a tank and a helicopter. But nobody found their toys as fascinating as mine.




I pushed the armoured personnel carrier up and down. But I didn’t like to be watched: I liked it when people ignored me. Then Dad came up to me and kneeled. The room went quiet and seemed to change size. Dad stuck out his hand.




He said, ‘Come with me a minute, Nipper.’




I stood up, put my hand in his and went with him. Silence followed us like the wake of a boat. Everyone watched us leave.




I followed him to his bedroom. We went inside and he turned on the light, then closed the door. He squatted there, with his back to the door. I could feel the emptiness of the room behind me, the made-up bed and the wardrobe: their shapes were a coolness on the back of my neck. Dad squatted on his haunches. His eyes were level with mine. He touched my collar. Straightened it.




He said, ‘Nip, I’ve got something to tell you.’




He took my collar in both hands and straightened it again. He brushed it down.




I said, ‘What?’




He said, ‘Well. You’re not going to be living with me any more. Tomorrow, you’re going to live with your mum.’




A rush of memory. The spectral woman. The thin blue smell of my nan’s flat; the white crucifix above the single bed.




I said, ‘Why?’




‘Because a judge decided it was best for you.’




He looked away. He kept straightening something on my shirt, some smudge or wrinkle or fold.




I said, ‘I want to stay with you.’




He tried to smile. He still wasn’t looking at me. There was birdy flutter of panic inside me. It was like when the bad dog on Coape Road launched itself at the garden gate.




He said, ‘I want you to stay with us, too.’




I said, ‘I don’t even know where she lives.’




‘She lives in Edinburgh.’




‘Where’s that?’




‘In Scotland.’




He tugged down on my collars.




My feet were cold and my hands were cold.




‘She’s got a nice house. You’ve got your own bedroom. There’s a park across the road.’




I said, ‘Please.’




He wrapped his arms around me and he pulled me into him, into his neck. It was a bit bristly. I could smell his aftershave. Beneath it was the smell of his skin, like no one else’s. Something had hitched in his chest. Then he finished hugging me. We went downstairs. We were holding hands.




 




In the morning I got dressed. Then Dad carried my suitcase downstairs. We waited. After we had waited, there was a knock at the front door.




We went to the front door. Dad opened it. On the other side of the door stood my mother. Her handbag was on her shoulder, hung by a thin strap. She was book-ended by two policemen. They seemed monumental and unreal.




Behind Mum and the policemen, a red Morris Marina was parked at the kerb. A man sat at the wheel. I could only see the back of his head and the reflection of his eyes. He was watching everything in the rear-view mirror, like a spy. He had tilted the mirror so the angles were right.




My family came to the door. They stood behind us. They stood on the little patch of front garden in front of the kitchen window.




Nobody spoke to my mother.




It was like an anxiety dream, the kind where I pissed myself. The police had steady eyes. They didn’t look at anyone or at anything.




Dad kneeled, to make sure my anorak was zipped to the neck. It wasn’t raining. He cupped my face.




He said, ‘You look after yourself, Nipper.’




I said, ‘Okay.’




And that was that.




I walked away. I took my suitcase to the car and got in. It smelled new because it was a hire car; after you handed it in, they washed it. I said hello to the man at the wheel. Then Mum got in the front passenger seat. She closed the door. She was looking through the windscreen.




The man at the wheel started the engine. The car pulled away from the kerb. I turned in my seat. My family stood on the doorstep of 92 Bifield Road. They waved. I waved back.




I saw that the policemen had relaxed. One had already taken off his hat, and the other was saying something into his radio. They got smaller and then we turned a corner and they were gone.




 




The first few minutes of the journey were silent. Mum and the man stared through the windscreen. Bristol went past. Then Mum turned in her seat. She smiled. It was shaky at the corners.




She said, ‘Neil, this is Derek.’




He looked over his shoulder and he smiled too. His eyes narrowed and crinkled at the edges. It was a nice smile.




He said, ‘Hello, Neil.’




His voice was posh.




I said, ‘Hello.’




He returned his attention to the road.




He said, ‘What’s that in your lap?’




‘A book.’




‘A book? Do you like books?’




‘Yes.’




He drove for a bit.




He said, ‘Well, then. We’ll have to stop off on the way and buy you some.’




That was good. I watched Bristol go by.




I said, ‘How far is it?’




He said, ‘About four hundred miles.’




‘How long will it take?’




‘About eight hours.’




‘Is that further than Dawlish?’




A silence.




‘A little bit further,’ said Derek. ‘Yes.’




Mum began to tell me about our new house, about the lovely park across the street and the lovely school a little way up the road. It sounded all right, but I would rather stay at Stockwood Primary School. At break time, Clive Petrie and I would clamber and hang on the multicoloured climbing frames that we called the apps, short for apparatus. And later we would walk home past the fierce dog on Coape Road, which came lumbering and barking and slavering to the flimsy gate whenever a frightened child walked by.




On the back seat of the car, I nodded. I said, ‘Okay.’




 




On the way, we pulled in at the motorway services. The sun had shone pleasantly hot through the car windows and the wheels had hissed a rhythm and I’d fallen asleep. Saliva had dried to a flaky crust between the corner of my mouth and my chin. It was like rice paper.




We parked at the services and got out of the car. It was here, with the wind cooling my sleep-sweat, that I properly met Derek Cross. Until then he’d been a posh voice, the back of a dark head, some twinkling chestnut eyes in the rear-view mirror.




He was short and portly, but elegant in a way that made me think of a field marshal. He wore fawn slacks and a green, ribbed sweater with epaulettes and patches on the elbows. His hair was very dark, combed into a parting that fell in a lick across his broad forehead. His smile was transforming. When he smiled, I thought he was very handsome.




He took me–just me and him–to the little newsagent inside the service station. We approached the magazine rack.




He stood at my side, looking at the magazines. He said, ‘What sort of books do you like?’




‘I like dinosaurs and pirates.’




‘Ah. Dinosaurs.’




He scanned the ranks of magazines. I could feel his concentration. He stared at the shelves. Then he selected the closest he could find to a book on dinosaurs: a glossy-covered magazine about cavemen. It was full of words, and on every second page was a line-drawing of a big-jawed Neanderthal, dressed in raggedy deerskins. There were Neanderthal families in caves, sitting round fires; Neanderthal men surrounding a rearing woolly mammoth, prodding at it with spears. The blades were bound to the shafts with strips of leather. It was a big boy’s book. All those words.




Derek looked at me.




I told him it was just the thing. I felt him relax.




I cast yearning glances at the rack of comics.




He smiled, like someone might at a dog who has returned a stick. He said, ‘You like these, too?’




I nodded and blushed. I was ashamed.




‘Which ones? The Beano?’




I nodded. He stooped to take The Beano from the low shelf.




‘The Dandy?’




I nodded. He took The Dandy too.




‘Whizzer and Chips?’




‘Okay.’




He tucked them under his arm like a swagger-stick. He turned to face me. He smiled.




He said, ‘I’ll tell you what; when we get home, we’ll subscribe to these. Then you’ll get them every week. How do you feel about that?’




I nodded, not sure. I walked with him to the checkout. He bought a bag of barley sugars for the glove compartment.




We went out again. We joined Mum on the grass verge. She had gone for a walk to stretch her legs, but now she was back. She had brought some drinks from the café. They were on a tray.




Cars bucketed by on the motorway. They seemed much faster when I was standing still, watching them. Mum gave me a glass of Coca-Cola.




I took the glass and swigged. I bit down on the rim and the glass shattered in my mouth.




Coke frothed between my lips and jetted through my nostrils. It splashed as a pale foam on the ground, like at the edge of the dirty sea. I stood with my shoulders hunched and my head projected forwards. My mouth was crammed with sharp ends. They poked my gums and my tongue and the roof of my mouth. I could hear them. I was scared to breathe.




Derek kneeled. We were beside the car. He put his hand to my mouth. He inserted a thumb and finger between my upper and lower jaw. He exerted pressure, like a tyre jack. He kept my mouth open as far as it would go.




He said, ‘For God’s sake, don’t swallow.’




He tilted his head and looked inside. Then he began to pick broken glass from my mouth, shard by shard. His hand was steady. When all the big pieces were gone, he said, calm but urgent, that there were still tiny bits of glass inside my mouth. If I swallowed them, they might cut up my insides and that would be very bad. So I kept my mouth open. It flooded with saliva. It gathered at the top of my throat. It kept trying to swallow.




Derek led me to the public lavatory. My mouth was agape and my head was projected forward like a caveman. The floor of the lavatory was tiled white and pooled with grey water. There were soggy scraps of toilet paper.




Derek took me to the sink and ran the cold tap. He stood at my shoulder and made me use the water like mouthwash, rinsing and spitting. He didn’t let me swallow until I’d spat clean a hundred times. Even then, he crouched and put his hands on my shoulders and watched my face as I let my throat work. He waited to see if blood came gurgling up from inside me, but none did. I hadn’t even cut my tongue.




Derek didn’t want me to dry my face on the loop of filthy towel that hung from the dispenser, so he led me through the swinging door with my hands and my mouth wet. Outside, the air made them cold. As we walked, he lay a hand across the base of my neck, the way a doctor might. He wasn’t angry.




We rejoined Mum at the car. Derek told her I was fine. They looked at each other. Then he clapped his hands, once.




He said, ‘Right. Chop chop.’




We got into the Morris Marina and drove on to the motorway, headed north. I lay The Beano, the Whizzer and Chips and The Dandy on the seat next to me and opened the book about cavemen. I looked at all those words on the page, crowding the line drawings, bracketing the colour spreads.




‘You’ll get a headache,’ said Derek. ‘Reading in the car.’




I said, ‘I’m okay. This is interesting.’




Mum said, ‘Your teacher told me you were a good reader.’




I said, ‘I read The Purple Pirate in one go.’




But I wasn’t really reading the book about cavemen. I was looking at the pictures. I hoped Derek could see me in the mirror. Every time I looked up, he was looking at the road. But I could tell by a feeling in my scalp that he kept looking back, and that he and Mum kept looking at each other, and I furrowed my brow and looked studious. I turned the pages, flicked back as if to check something, turned the page again, and my eyes grew tired and it was warm in the car and I fell asleep.




 




Mum woke me to celebrate passing the sign that read ‘Welcome to Scotland’ but I didn’t stay awake for long. I only woke when we entered the Edinburgh city limits.




I sat up in the back seat, gummy mouthed, and looked at it. It was different from the butter-yellow and concrete city I knew. It was lower and darker, and it rose higher and stonier. The air smelled different, biscuity.




We passed the Haymarket railway station and went down Dalry Road. Grey-black buildings lined the road. There were shops on the ground floor, flats above.




‘That’s your new school,’ said Mum, as we turned.




I looked at its strange, lowering brow, its metal gates, its concrete playground. I missed Clive Petrie.




We turned right at the school, on to a cobbled street. On either side rose high Georgian terraces. They were grey stone, gone black with age. Some stood dignified and austere, others were shabby, with weeds growing in cracks. At the bottom of the street, we turned right again, on to Duff Street.




We parked outside number 30. The block across the way, where two terraces had met on a corner, had long gone: once again, the Luftwaffe had mistaken a place I’d one day live for a target of strategic importance. This time, the bomb had missed the Leith docks. The shattered blocks had never been rebuilt; instead, some climbing frames and a spinning globe had been erected. The paint was peeling and they were psoriatic with rust. The ground was sprinkled with broken glass and half-bricks. There was graffiti on the walls.




I stared at it as Derek took my stuff from the boot, a suitcase. At my feet, faded caramel pats of horseshit melded with the polished cobbles. The pats were imprinted with tyre-tracks.




Derek took my bag and we stepped through the main door. The stone hallway was painted two tone, cream above and chocolate below. It smelled of chip fat and old piss. On a mat outside the ground floor flat cowered a black and white mongrel. As we passed, she bared her teeth–a pointy mesh basket.




Mum said, ‘That’s Suzie. She’s harmless.’




I paused to look. Suzie cowered still lower and growled from the root of her throat. As I took the stairs, I could feel her fearful eyes on my back.




The stairs were bare stone. A pale grey hemisphere was worn into the edge of each by the passage of many feet over many years. The banister stood on metal rails, and was made of cracked, dark, varnished wood. The stairwell looked up to a great glass roof, metal ribbed.




Our flat was on the third floor, behind a blue door. Beneath the letterbox was a plaque, about the size of a cigarette packet. It read CROSS, white letters etched into a glossy blue background.




The door opened on to a hallway. It ran to a narrow bathroom with an opaque glass door. The first internal door, on my right, led to my new bedroom. The second door on the right was the living room and kitchenette. At the bottom of the hallway on the left was Mum’s bedroom. The flat had a funny smell, not unfriendly or unwelcoming, but vegetal and old, undercut with gas and hairspray.




We bustled through to the living room. Derek set down my bag in the corner. I put my coat on a chair. It was a stripy deckchair, like you saw at the beach. It was a strange thing to have in a room. The other furniture was normal. At the end of the room, under the windows, was the kitchenette. It was a strip of linoleum, a sink, a cooker and a fridge.




I looked around the room. Nobody knew what to do. Mum gave me a hug. But it felt stiff. I asked if I could watch TV. I was tired.




Derek said, ‘You can do what you want. This is your home.’




I said, ‘Do I have to go to school tomorrow?’




Something passed between them. It was anticlimactic. Two years in court, fighting for this. And now here I was, just a little boy they didn’t know, asking to watch TV.




Derek stood in front of the TV. He put his hands in his pockets and stood there, rocking on the balls of his feet.




He said, ‘We thought you’d like to spend a few days settling down, first. Get to know the place.’




I said, ‘Okay.’




He said, ‘Okay, then,’ and turned on the TV.




They watched me, watching TV. I could feel them.




Mum said, ‘You get some funny words here.’




I looked at her.




‘When I first got here,’ she said, ‘I was on my way to the shops. And an old lady said to me, “Are you away for your messages, hen?” And I thought, “who are you calling hen? You old cow.”’




I kept looking at her.




‘“Messages” means shopping,’ said Derek. ‘It took us a while to work that one out.’




I looked at him.




‘And they call each other “hen”, like we call each other “love”,’ said Mum.




‘And they don’t say “yes”,’ said Derek. ‘They say “aye”.’




I began to sob.




Mum kneeled.




She said, ‘Love, whatever’s wrong?’




I said, ‘Do I have to say it?’




‘Say what?’




‘Aye.’




‘Not if you don’t want to,’ said Derek. ‘Not if you don’t want to.’




I nodded. I wiped my nose. I thought about my bedroom. It was eight hours away, four hundred miles, down a winding road then a long motorway. Past glass-in-the-mouth services, past the edge of Bristol. Through Broadmead, along the Wells Road: up Sturminster Road, past the Top Shops, past Stockwood Primary, where the red and yellow apps stood in the playground.




I tried to stop crying. There was just the sound of the TV.




The room was half-lit. It was dark outside. The window-panes were black mirrors. And I could still smell the flat. The scent of it hadn’t faded the way the smell of strange houses usually did. It was in the walls and carpet.




Mum said, ‘Would you like to see your room?’




She led me by the hand down the hallway, to the box room. She was excited and nervous. In the room were a bed and a wardrobe. On the walls, Mum and Derek had hung some pictures. They were proud of them. The pictures showed animals; swans, deer, ponies. They were girls’ pictures.




They had gone to the shops, because they were looking forward to me coming to live with them. They had selected these proud stags and pretty kittens. Then they’d walked home with the pictures in a carrier bag, and they’d talked about me as they hung the pictures on the walls of my new bedroom. Mum told Derek how much he was going to like me. And now here I was. The pictures made me sad for them.




High on the wall above the bed was a small, square window. It looked on to the stairwell and admitted some light, second-hand, via the massive glass ceiling. The window was frosted, so nobody could see in. Mum had hung an orange curtain there, and a square of net. It looked naked, an orange square set high on the wall.




I told them I liked the room. I was very tired. I got my comics and my book about cavemen. Mum found some pyjamas in my bag. She tutted and made a fuss about the state of them, as she had tutted and fussed about the state of my anorak, torn with all the white padding spilling from inside it, short at the wrist and tight under the armpits.




I changed and got into bed. They said goodnight. I kissed them. Mum tucked me up. She kissed me on the head. Then she waited in the doorway for a while. She said goodnight again. Very quietly, she began to cry. Then she left.




Under the noise of the TV, I could hear their voices. They were murmuring. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I lay face down on my caveman book and pretended to sleep.




After a while, they sneaked into my room. Mum moved closer to the edge of the bed. Her voice sounded different.




She said, ‘Look at him. Asleep on his book.’




She lifted my head and Derek slipped the book from under my cheek. I could tell that I had dribbled on it. Mum and Derek laughed, softly. Derek closed the book and lay it on the floor, next to the bed. Then they left the room again.




 




That night, I had a dream. It was a dream that came back again and again until I grew up. In the dream, I was lost and alone in a vast forest. I knew a witch was somewhere in the trees, hunting me. She could smell me, just like the Child Catcher. Sometimes, I could hear her feet, breaking dry twigs. The forest was still. No birds sang.




Eventually, I found a clearing and in the clearing was a cottage. It was made of Battenburg cake. I knew I would be safe inside. So I crept down the garden path–it was full of dead grass and black twigs that poked out of the soil. I let myself in through the door. The cottage had a low ceiling. It smelled like an old, empty cake tin. In the kitchen there was a rough wooden table. On it were haphazardly piled hundreds of rusty knives.




I knew I would be safe in the house. I put boards on the windows and a giant mousetrap at the door. In the dream, I stayed in the cottage for months and months.




I woke on my first morning in Edinburgh believing that I’d been gone for a long time. I looked at my new bedroom, the new hallway, with a strange nostalgia, as if I was seeing them for the first time in many years. I walked, barefoot, to the living room. The radio was on: Jimmy Young.




Mum was doing something in the kitchenette. She heard me. She jumped and turned round and screamed. I thought she was surprised to see me, because I’d been gone so long. But it was just that she didn’t hear me get up, because Jimmy Young was on the radio.




She hugged me very tight. She kissed the crown of my head. She made me some breakfast; fried eggs on toast and bacon and a cup of tea. She took a little table from a nest of three and I ate my breakfast on that. The room was too small for a proper table.




Later that day, she went through my suitcase, tutting and muttering under her breath. She separated my clothes into piles: those that could be worn for a while, those which had to be thrown away. I played with Action Man. He swung from the sofa. Dived into deep pools. Flew.




Then I got dressed. Mum and I went for a walk. On Dalry Road, we caught a maroon and cream bus. I watched the stony buildings go past. We got off the bus at Princes Street.




It was a long, straight road. Along one side were large shops. The other side took an oceanic plunge into the gardens, then rushed up again to the craggy, volcanic plug on top of which squatted Edinburgh Castle. It looked as if it had been carved from a single, ancient meteorite. Clouds rushed behind it.




We took a walk in the gardens. We went to a little playground. I swung on the swings. The castle glowered like a god. Mum sat on a bench and watched me, her bag on her lap.
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