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Part I







Prologue

1976

‘Eadie Browne has a hole in her cheek.’

I was not yet seven years old when I experienced love and hate for the first time, and both in a single day. There would be two occasions in my life when Patrick Semple would touch my face, uninvited. This was the first time and I was six. I was fairly sure I did not have a hole in my face, but Patrick sought to prove otherwise. Into my cheek, midway from my mouth to my ear, between the upper and lower rows of my teeth, he shoved his grubby, nail-bitten finger. We were in the school playground and Patrick, still poking at my face, regarded our circling classmates, triumphant. Everyone was crowding around and looking at me as they might a reptile in the zoo. Though I wanted to glower at him, instead I found I could only smile blithely at the lot of them.

‘It’s not a hole,’ said Josh and he pulled Patrick’s hand off my face and pushed him away from me.

There would be many times in my life when Josh Albert would come to my side. This was the first.

‘It only happens when she smiles,’ Josh told everyone. ‘Look.’ He gave my shoulder a small shake and spoke to me, earnest and softly. ‘Stop smiling, Eadie,’ he said.

Josh was a quiet boy and kind. He was reasonably good at everything and he performed all these everythings in a mild and unassuming way, which was why he had no enemies. So when he told me to stop smiling, it felt safe to do so.

Everyone gathered even closer.

‘See,’ said Josh. ‘No hole.’

No one was looking at Patrick any more. Everyone seemed entranced by the magic powers of my face.

‘Anyway, it’s stupid to have a hole when you smile,’ said Patrick, now on the edge of the throng and veering off the radar of my classmates. ‘It’s disgusting.’

‘No it isn’t,’ I said. ‘It’s a dimple.’

‘A dimple.’ Josh verified the word which was then passed around my classmates in an appreciative murmur.

‘Anyway,’ said Patrick, now smarting, ‘your parents are dead.’

They hadn’t been when I’d left them at home for the short walk to school that morning. Suddenly, a terrible scorch of panic wiped the smile off my world and I started to cry. I scoured the playground, terrified that our headmaster Mr Swift would come for me like he had for Emma when her mum was rushed to hospital to have her baby brother. But that was different. That was about life. This was about death.

‘No they’re not,’ I choked through tears, ‘my mum and dad aren’t dead at all.’

‘Well, they are either dead or they are Draculas,’ Patrick said, revelling in the swivel of attention back to him. He sighed, as if he was finding everything to do with me very tedious.

‘Eadie Browne lives by the graveyard,’ he told everyone, rolling his eyes as if I really wasn’t worth talking about. ‘And her parents only come out at night.’

 

This was one hundred per cent true.

And I really loathed that boy just then.







Eadie, 7 a.m. 15th June 1999, home

We’re not going in to work today. We have a day off. Not the regular type of day off when you don’t set an alarm – I had to set ours for half an hour earlier than usual and it’s just sounded. One snooze cycle allowed. I’m trying to shut my eyes against the day but I’m wide awake. My husband sleeps on and I nudge him, huff at him, tug the corner of his pillow to disrupt his snoring. He can sleep through anything – including, it seems, our marriage.

We went to sleep cross with each other last night but just now I can’t remember why and I can’t remember who started it. It’s hard to pinpoint, these days. I’m thinking I’m thinking but I can’t recall. Recently there’ve been many nights when we’ve broken the rule of not going to sleep on an argument. To be pedantic, actually we’ve only bent the rule because it’s never really an argument. Arguments, by definition, are about something; they have opposing sides and the potential for resolution. We just snipe and niggle over a whole lot of nothings and it’s not nice yet we can’t seem to stop. Ours is not so much a vicious circle but more of a grating cycle. What was it that set us off yesterday, which made us take to the opposite outer edges of our bed without so much as a sombre ‘night ’ being said?

A tear inches a lonely path down the side of my face and I don’t know who it’s for. Let him snore, Eadie. Give him a break. The alarm will go a second time in a minute. I envy him the absolute peace and respite and ignorance that sleep provides, as well as those blissful moments of reverie that are next for him when all is calm and soft and forgotten. I had that five minutes ago. Then I woke up and now I can taste the discord I went to sleep with.

But – such a long day ahead. A lot of driving which he’s going to do. The weirdest of days, really. I switch off the alarm before it sounds and quietly face my husband. He is asleep, still defiantly turned away from me. God, he can snore. Much as I want to give him a shove, I place my hand gently between his shoulder blades and give a little push instead. I move to his arm and give a little pull.

‘Hey,’ I say. ‘Time to wake up.’

We’re going to bury the dead today. It’s been a long time coming and we have one heck of a journey stretching before us.







Eadie

1976

It wasn’t quite right to call it a graveyard, it was Parkwin Garden City’s multi-faith cemetery. But kids always called it the graveyard because the word itself, as much as the drumroll of tombstones, promised far more drama and darkness and menace than ‘cemetery’. I lived right next door and it didn’t bother me at all, in fact I liked my quiet neighbours, many of whom I considered friends.

Nor was it quite right to call Parkwin Garden City a city. Parkwin was a small town planted onto the Hertfordshire–Bedfordshire border in 1929 by Edweard Fairbetter who we were always learning about in school. He was a protégé of Ebenezer Howard, the gentleman with visionary ideas about town planning who founded the proper Garden Cities like Welwyn and Letchworth where the merits of city life and industry were wed with the virtues of the countryside. Over and above their historical significance, Welwyn and Letchworth also had theatres and lidos, restaurants and big shops and fast trains into decent hubs, and Parkwin residents were always grumbling about that. But when I was young, I thought I was growing up in the most perfect world. There was order and calm in the anodyne crescents and avenues, and an ice-cream van which trundled along them daily from May until September, that’s all I needed to know.

But the factory had recently closed and there was loitering by those who’d lost their jobs. There was unrest in the sprawl of 1960s hasty housing which slunk like oil spillage over the intended town boundary into ugly brownfield. Divisiveness was developing between the original residents and newcomers, the young and the old, the employed and the jobless. But none of that registered when I was little. When I was little, Parkwin seemed a perfect and benevolent world to me. Which made Patrick’s hostility all the more shocking.

 

We lived in the very last house on Yew Lane, between the cemetery gates and the small fenced-off scrap of land commandeered by the squat and windowless Electricity Building which, to me, was far more sinister than anything in the cemetery. The barbed wire and the warning signs. Risk of Death. A skull and crossbones. A stick figure being struck by what I thought was a thunderbolt from a furious God.

Our house was unique because it was the only bungalow on our street. It was the only bungalow in Parkwin. Along Yew Lane, the even numbers were on one side, odd numbers on the other until the pavement petered out to hedgerow on the left and the Electricity Building on the right. We should have been number 38 but, oddly, we were number 41. My father was always honing witticisms about this – about us being from The Other Side, about there being something Slightly Odd About The Brownes. But my father could take an idea and run with it for a long, long time; it was one of the many things he did which he wasn’t paid to do. My mother said he was like a terrier when it came to ideas and I always thought how fitting it was that his name actually was Terry. Which is what everyone called him, including me.

Terry was taller than he seemed on account of him always tilting his head when he spoke. His hair, black-brown and with grey streaking through it like midwinter rain, was wild and occasionally long enough to be worn in a poor excuse for a ponytail which my mother regularly chopped off. My father wore ancient slippers with soles that had come right away from the toe so that they opened and closed like a mouth; when I was very young and very short, sometimes I thought it was them talking to me, not Terry. His words, which rattled out at an exhausting pace, were always fascinating and always made sense until later, when everything remembered was incomprehensible. I can write as fast as I think, he’d proudly declare but I’d sneak a look at his files and papers and I’d worry that the spiked and juddered scrawl choking every page expressed relative chaos in his mind.

Terry didn’t like going out. He just didn’t. He liked staying in, at 41 Yew Lane. He liked being at his desk in the corner of the sitting room, reading and writing during every moment of daylight.

My mother was round and shiny and pink and smiley. Give her a pair of ears and a fluffy tail and dress her in a frock and an apron and Beatrix Potter might have featured her as a mummy mouse. Her hair was a mass of small, neatly curled bubbles which hugged her head so efficiently she had no need for a hat in winter. She had a desk in the sitting room too; an ancient school desk with a lift-up lid and a surface that sloped towards her and there she sat, all day long, conjuring words that one day might, or might not, make it all the way into a completed poem.

My mother didn’t like going out either. She liked staying in, at 41 Yew Lane. She just did. She needed it to be day outside to throw light on the blank pages of her book so that she could commit the words as methodically and thoughtfully as if she was building a bridge by hand.

And me. Me with my one dimple, hair as unruly as Terry’s handwriting which not even my mother’s gentle brushing could tame or soften. There wasn’t a name for its colour, it was just nothingy. I once heard my parents refer to it as Unfortunate Hair. Well, I knew the story of Dick Whittington and how fortunes could change so I took to wearing the widest of Alice bands while I awaited such a time. It looked as though the front and back of my head were held in place by a bandage.

I didn’t have a desk in the sitting room, there wasn’t the space, but I had my favourite spot on our sofa between its arm and the heaps of mail and washing and the inevitable overflow from Terry’s desk and all the newspapers and magazines with articles he had yet to clip out and stick elsewhere. From this vantage point I could look at my books and keep an eye on my parents and make sure we were all fed at a reasonable hour.

Like Terry and my mum, I also loved 41 Yew Lane. I loved the constant warm smell of toast which permeated and I loved my spic-and-span bedroom looking out to the garden, but I liked being outside more. I just did.

 

I’d always been happy with my silent neighbours in the cemetery. As soon as I was considered old enough, when I could walk and talk independently, I was allowed to go through the gate in our garden wall which led into the grounds. Until I went to school, my friends in the cemetery were the only friends I had. Sometimes, my mother would say, Eadie Browne – will you not give those poor souls a moment’s peace? And Terry, looking up from his books and his files and his papers and notepads, would call over to her, they’re dead, dear – as if my mother hadn’t noticed. It struck me that at 41 Yew Lane we called our living room the Sitting Room and, for me, the cemetery had always seemed like an extra room in my home. However ironic, I thought of it as the Living Room.

My parents believed that our particular world of 41 Yew Lane and Parkwin Garden City Cemetery was a safe and bountiful place for me to roam and scamper and speak to strangers all by myself and, by the age of five, I was doing precisely that. I had no brother or sister so I was to make friends where I could find them and the cemetery was an excellent location for this, whether they were walking and talking – or dead and buried. I’d practise my songs between the furthest avenue of graves and the fence to the arable fields which stretched benignly towards the horizon; I’d try out cartwheels on the rolling green yet to be dug down, or I’d just sit awhile by the older pitted headstones lulled into daydreams. There were dozens of graves known personally to me and I’d spend time at each, having lengthy chats with the residents. I also had a favourite bench on which I’d lay out my colouring book and crayons and another on which to climb. But if I saw people visiting a grave near to where I was I’d stop playing and smile kindly – which along with don’t touch the flowers and don’t go in the chapel were pretty much the only rules my parents had set. Just smile kindly. Let them have quiet.

My very earliest memories are of standing on a chair by the window in our sitting room quietly watching the funeral cortèges as they passed by 41 Yew Lane. While my mum provided anecdotes and random facts about the dead person’s life, Terry would stand beside me like a Master of Ceremonies.

‘Mr Andrew Smythson. Eighty-four. Family flowers only.’

‘A good age,’ I’d proclaim, having been taught how to respond to the brute facts of death. Other reactions Terry had impressed upon me included too soon and terrible, really and a merciful release and how desperately sad and, on the rarest occasions, good riddance. Terry and I would count the cars in the procession and pass judgement accordingly on whether the turnout was good, disappointing or downright pitiful. I learned to read, to count, to tell the time because of the comings and goings at Parkwin Garden City Cemetery. Most of my lessons in humanity started there.

Once the mourners had left to eat curled sandwiches and drink warm wine and weak tea in a church hall or community centre, then we would walk through the gate in our garden wall. Solemn and quiet, we would stand at the new grave and contemplate the flowers; a coverlet of colour with heartfelt words crying out from the little cards. Draped over the dug ground, they formed a patchwork of emotion threaded through with fragrance that the recipient would never smell.

‘See here, Eadie,’ Terry would say. ‘Here lies the meaning of life. This is what it’s all about.’

So I grew up amongst the living and the dead and there was companionship to be found with both. My silent conversations at gravesides were just as fulfilling as those with my other friends there. George the caretaker and his wife Mrs George. Michael the gardener. Barry, Joe and Abdul the gravediggers. And, when the occasion warranted it, Ross McIver the bagpiper.

But Michael was my best friend. I estimated that Michael was one hundred and fifty years old and the notion was comforting. He was so ancient, he might even have risen from a grave. His cloth cap, which he wore all year round, appeared to have grown out of his head like a puckered mushroom while his pipe, always crooked into the corner of his lips, had pulled one side of his mouth permanently downwards though I always knew when he was smiling. Every now and then he let me have a puff too; sometimes the pipe was lit, sometimes not. Pipe-smoking, I deduced, was good for the thoughts. It appeared to help people breathe in and breathe out.

I liked to accompany Michael Pipe as he went about his work. Up and down the rows we’d go, stooping for stray ribbon, righting lopsided flowers, raking leaves, collecting snags of cellophane and twigs. We kept busy with secateurs and shears which I handled expertly from a young age, tending to what Michael called the Shrubberies of Sympathy which were planted at regular intervals to soften the march of all those graves. Keeping the place tidy, keeping the place nice – both of us believing this was to be done mainly for the benefit of the dead.

‘What ho, Eadie,’ Michael would murmur every few minutes though mostly we worked wordlessly.

On the day when Patrick poked my face and told the class my parents were dead, I ran home from school and hurried into the house. And there they were, my parents, completely alive and just as I had left them eight hours earlier. Terry was still at his desk navigating his way between one pile of papers and another, as if umpiring a battle of wits between whichever writers he was analysing. And there was my mother, pen poised for her poetry – hoping, always hoping, that today would be the day when words might flow like ink from her nib. They only briefly noticed that I was home so I ran out to our garden and through our gate and into the cemetery, to pour my heart out at the graves of my various friends. And that’s where Michael came across me.

What ho, Eadie. What ho.

 

Sometimes Michael gave me a trowel, at other times a rake, garden ties, or a black bin bag, perhaps the wheelbarrow, the secateurs.

That day, he fetched me the broom with the handle cut down to my size. Furiously, I brushed and swept my day away.

‘And how did you hurt that knee of yours?’

I didn’t want to talk about it and just then I didn’t want to do gardening either. I didn’t want to brush leaves or pick up pieces of plastic or gather twigs. I wanted to think about it and not think about it. I wanted my very own pipe to suck on and puff until the answers came.

‘I fell over.’

But the truth was that Patrick had tripped me up as the bell sounded for the end of break. And he hissed at me I hate you Eadie Browne, I hate you. And now I hated him too.

To Michael Pipe I just said I fell when I was playing chase.

‘You’ll live,’ he said. And then he said school days! He gave a long, thoughtful sigh and he said school days are the best days of your life.

‘No they’re not,’ I said. ‘They’re the worst. I hate school,’ I said. ‘I hate it hate it hate it.’

‘Now now, Eadie Browne,’ Michael said.

And I said to him, I said now now nothing, Michael Pipe.

Just like that he had become another grown-up. I threw down my broom and turned away from him and the futility of tending the grass of people too dead to care.

Michael’s hand on my shoulder, a little squeeze. But my eyes were hot with tears I didn’t want to fall. My voice was knotted around my neck.

‘What’s all this, Eadie, what’s all this?’ he said while he ruffled my hair which was the kindest thing anyone could do on account of me having the Unfortunate Hair which grew like it was arguing with itself and was the colour of parched ground and about as dry.

‘I hate Patrick Semple!’

And Michael hummed and puffed at his pipe and he handed it to me to do likewise. ‘Is this what’s – who’s – making you hate school? This Patrick?’

I had a smoke and, placated by the sweet tobacco, its tickle and warmth, I nodded.

‘Semple Semple,’ he muttered. ‘There’s Semples over there – Row F. No one visits. Nettles and weeds drive me mad.’

‘Well, I hope Patrick dies!’ I said.

And Michael said now now, Eadie Browne.

And I cried out now now nothing.

Off I stomped, ignoring the graves of all my friends whom I’d promised to visit. I went to the part of the cemetery where the sunshine never reached, not even in high summer. An area pocked with bare earth, where thistles prospered and the air chilled a dullness to the grass. Right here, I earmarked a grave for Patrick Semple.

 

Back in my house, I went to my bedroom without either parent looking up. I sat on the edge of my bed and shone my torch into the wound on my throbbing knee. There, in the graze, tiny insidious shards of playground dirt were specked. I thought about calling for my mum but I could hear her getting ready, now, to go out to work. And if I asked Terry he would want to know how I’d done it and I’d have to tell him about dimples, death and Dracula and he’d veer off so steeply on tangents that he’d miss the point entirely. So I took my teddy’s paw and dipped it into my glass of water from last night and then I stroked it over the graze on my knee again and again. And as I did so I thought to myself, if Patrick Semple is telling people that my mum and dad are dead, or something even worse, then I’m going to have to think of other things that my parents can be from now on.

And that’s how it all began.

Mum and Terry worked nights, that’s all it was. They worked nights because it enabled them to answer their true callings from their worlds in our sitting room during daylight hours. Terry the philosopher; a miner of concepts, an excavator of notions, an archaeologist of thought. While he chased that elusive publishing deal, he proofread other people’s books along the way and cross-checked the appendixes of massive tomes. I’m an ideas man, he liked to say. These ideas, on reams of paper and the backs of envelopes and old Christmas cards and till receipts, were stuck all around his corner of the room like a clamouring audience. However, when he wasn’t working with words by day, he was packing and unpacking and doing as he was told and often told off at the new supermarket on the edge of town by night. He’d been happy enough with his shift at the factory but the factory had closed and he had to remember he was one of the fortunate ones with a job to go to. But how he hated that new place. Terry said the supermarket would be The Death of The Independents and I’d lie awake worrying about where we’d put them all in the cemetery.

My mother cleaned offices, out of hours. If you asked her what she did, that’s what she’d tell you. She never once described herself as a poet. She was resigned when she left for work and deflated when she arrived home but, once back at her desk in the sitting room, she perked up like daybreak. While my father was waiting for his talent to be recognized, my mother undersold hers. So my parents did these things at home during the day because they needed the light – for my mother to write, for my father to think. And they did these things elsewhere at night because they needed the money. But, at school, I now made sure they did other things entirely. I didn’t do it to gain friends – I had enough of those in the cemetery – I did it to win a reprieve from being the weird kid with the single dimple who lived next door to the graveyard. I did it to keep Patrick at bay.

Our school was called the Three Magnets Primary School. An odd name unless, like us from the age of dot, you knew all about Edweard Fairbetter who founded our school and named it after Ebenezer Howard’s diagram which laid out the Garden City principle as three magnets: Town, Country, Town-Country – and, at the centre, with the will to choose, The People. The school emblem, with those three magnets embroidered in yellow on our brown blazers, looked a bit like a mouse’s face. School was at the end of a leafy road; lots of children walked themselves there and back and I was one of them.

Mr Swift was our headmaster and we all loved him. He ended every assembly – and wrote on every end-of-year report – Read And So You Shall Fly and he himself looked like a bird, a fantastical and majestic one like a carving on a totem pole. He was a solid block of a man with large hands and wide-open eyes whose all-seeing alertness was exaggerated by perfectly round spectacles which straddled his nose and clung to his ears, indenting his cheeks on the way. But those eyes of his never seemed to be looking in my direction when Patrick Semple was about, and the rest of the staff appeared blind to it too.

In assembly, before the Read And So You Shall Fly bit, Mr Swift spoke of Imagination and Endeavour and told us that these were the Unsinkable Ships of Purpose and I think I understood what he was talking about. I think he was telling us that it was OK to make stuff up if it was put to good use. So, in breaktime, when Patrick approached me with a leer and a snarl and something clenched in his fist, I turned away from him, sailed into my imagination and endeavoured to make everything sound plausible.

I called out that my father had been a Russian spy. I said that he could speak twelve languages. My father, I said, had invented a famous, unbreakable code. And suddenly I had my audience in a ring around me, wanting more and keeping me safe for as long as my imagination lasted.

And so it was that I placed Terry in the Secret Service. Sometimes the Navy. Often he was in Buckingham Palace, by order of the Queen, overseeing her forthcoming Jubilee and all her other things made of silver. Once or twice I forgot about all of that and put him in charge of a network of secret tunnels stretching from the Irish Sea to Welwyn Garden City.

My mother I crafted into an attractive hybrid of Florence Nightingale, Julie Andrews in The Sound of Music and a Blue Peter presenter. I packed her off to a Dickensian London where, each night, she gathered up street urchins, fed them kippers and bran mash, taught them to read and stitched their clothes for them by morning.

The Brownes are not dead, I said. The Brownes are not Draculish. The Brownes just happen to live by the cemetery because it’s close to the Electricity Building which isn’t even for electricity. I told the kids in my class how my great-great-great-grandfather had built it by order of the King. We are the only people who have the keys, I told them. And that’s the real reason why I have just the one dimple – because it’s a sign that I’m one of them, one of the few who can enter the Building. And not just the one next to our house – also the other twenty-nine that are dotted from here to Liverpool.

Before long, when my teachers called out Eadie Browne! stop daydreaming! stop gazing out of the window and concentrate – as they frequently did – many of my classmates would sneak a look too, believing there to be secret codes I was reading in the clouds or covert messages in the branches which I was surreptitiously deciphering.

When you are nearly seven years old and you live in Parkwin Garden City, it is with the belief that life is thankfully unspectacular. Therefore, my classmates gladly flocked to my fabricated world which, in turn, kept Patrick Semple beyond arm’s length. If I had people around me listening to me, then he couldn’t shove me quite so often, he couldn’t hit my lunch to the ground, or grab my apple and whack it against my head, he couldn’t snatch my biscuit or knock against me when I drank at the water fountain, he couldn’t trip me up or hold on to my satchel until the strap bit into my neck. He could still hiss at me when I least expected, or pinch the back of my arm, twisting at my skin like a jammed key, but I learned to keep my cries silent and my smarting eyes hidden. I convinced myself they belonged to Eadie Browne, not E. D. Pistachionovsky – my alter ego which the class now believed was my secret but actual name.

However, all of this was akin to running down that steep hill by the ponds – when my legs would suddenly gain a momentum beyond my control, an independence from my torso, a life and a will of their own. Sometimes they carried me fast but sometimes they ran away from me and I’d fall and I could never tell which it was to be. So too I feared my stories intertwining like the gloves on elastic in the snaking coat sleeves which entangled us at home-time. I didn’t want to come undone but I knew I was only an errant detail away from it. And Patrick, always Patrick, calling me a liar and telling me he hated me and me believing him because I knew both to be true.

‘I’ll keep your secrets for you, Eadie,’ Josh whispered one day, positioning himself between me and Patrick as we readied ourselves for home-time. And I realized in that moment that the secrets he said he’d keep weren’t about the tunnels and the unpronounceable surname and the street urchins and the espionage. Rather it was the fact that all my stories were made up. Josh and Patrick, my chum and my nemesis, the two people who knew the real me.







7.55 a.m. 15th June 1999

Ten minutes behind schedule and already we’re blaming each other which is stupid, we know, but predictable. There’s tutting and huffing when really, we’re not even late. The van hire place doesn’t even open until 8.00 and it’s only a short walk away.

We’ll be gone just for the day and yet we’re looking around our flat and double-checking the smallest of things as if we’re off for a month. We’ve both fed the cat. I’ve closed the sitting-room curtains, my husband has opened them but I close them again. It’s a beautiful day, he remonstrates. It’ll be dark when we’re home, I say. And he’s patting himself up and down checking for keys while I roll my eyes and point because the keys are where they always are, in the dish on the kitchen table. And I say, I need the loo. And he says, Jesus, you’ve been about ten times already. And I say, who are you, the Bladder Police? and actually that’s quite funny and we laugh which stills us and lets us take a quick shy look into each other.

 

‘Have you checked—?’

‘Yes.’

‘Hang on two ticks—’

‘—Eadie, will you stop faffing and come on.’

‘I’m not faffing.’

But actually I am.

I go to the loo, again.

 

‘God’s sake, Georgia Gee – let’s go.’

Huh? Who?

He’s holding my jacket. The label, designed to look just like an old-fashioned school uniform name tag, reads Georgia Gee.

‘Is this new?’ he asks and there’s just a touch of accusation in his tone because we’re meant to be saving, not spending.

‘No, it’s not new.’

Well, it is new – but it’s second-hand-new and I bought it last week just for today. I mean to parry back and tell him all of this but suddenly I’m lost in thought, catapulted back through the years to the playground of Three Magnets Primary School. How, once a term, a teacher took me and Emma Rogers – how did I even remember her name – to The Hut.

 

‘Eadie.’

 

‘Eadie.’

 

And I’m slipping on the Georgia Gee jacket that I bought especially for today, for the funeral. My husband is ushering me out, locking the door, unlocking it to rush back in and fetch his glasses and, as we walk away into the day, I gladly veer away from thinking about funerals, remembering instead The Hut and all those years ago and the time when I first met Celeste.

The day the new girl arrived in our class was to become one of the worst days of my life. It was the day we were given our first exercise books. The covers were a dull, gritty orange and there was a grid on the front in which we were to write our names. Inside, the paper was lined, nice and wide, with a faint red margin to the left. The new girl was told to sit by me and over she glided, all tall and flinchingly pretty and her neat, glossy ponytail made my thatchy hair itch. Her shoes hadn’t a single scuff and her socks were pristine white and stayed in place just under her knees; mine were an odd pair and one had gone pink in the wash. She had a pencil case overstocked with every colour imaginable and, from the zip on its own little fancy rope, a tiny koala swung. I watched from the corner of my eye as her fingers riffled through all her pencils and she wrote her name neatly in rainbow colours. I’d had to take my pencils from the chewed-down surplus in the mug on Terry’s desk and I kept them in an old cigar-box.

Celeste Evangeline Walker. In perfect joined-up handwriting. I hated her. I loved her.

Eaddiee Racheline Pistachionovsky.

Browne.

I had to spill over onto the second line. I knew Celeste was reading my every word. I had no idea how to pronounce Evangeline. And whether or not she knew how to pronounce Pistachionovsky was swiftly irrelevant because our teacher swooped on my book and told me off, plonked two white stickers over my name and hovered while I wrote it again.

Eadie Browne.

The stickers were lopsided. My letters were on a slant. It was a mess.

Celeste was immediately popular, partly because she was beautiful and partly because she gave her stuff away: crisps, scented erasers and sheets of glittery stickers. When she ran out of these, she took orders from the class for what they wanted her to bring them the next day.

‘I like your real name,’ Celeste said to me. I didn’t know which one she meant.

 

For so long, the universe had simply been my house, 41 Yew Lane. With school, my world expanded further because not only were there roads to be crossed but I had to navigate around people who weren’t like me at all. 41 Yew Lane, though, remained at the epicentre for me, and I liked to envisage the world at large radiating out in ever-increasing circles. That was back when I believed that proper countries had to have ‘land’ in their name. After all, Yew Lane was in England. The rest of the world was therefore Scotland, Ireland, Iceland and its opposite Greenland, Swaziland and its cousin Switzerland, New and Old Zealands, Legoland and Heligoland and also Holland which belonged to the many Neverlands. But in class that day Patrick Semple called me stupid when I said America wasn’t a country. The teacher, however, told him I was quite right – America was a continent. Patrick hated me all the more for it.

‘Have you heard of Finland?’ Celeste asked me at the end of the lesson. ‘How about Poland?’

‘Of course I have,’ I said. It was lunchtime. I grabbed my blazer but it fell to the floor and Celeste picked it up.

‘Maureen McCann?’ She read the name tag out loud. ‘I thought you were Eadie Browne or Eadie the Other Name.’ She started laughing. ‘Who are you?’ she said.

Patrick had the answer to that one.

‘She’s poor and she stinks,’ he said. ‘She has to have second-hand clothes because her parents don’t love her,’ he said. And he pointed to The Hut in the playground. ‘They take her in there,’ he said, wrinkling his nose.

The Hut was just a wooden shed, a depository for donated school uniform sold on to raise money for the school or given away to families who couldn’t afford new. I would go in wearing one set of clothes and come out in another, kitted out top to toe, as if I was in an episode of Mr Benn. My entire uniform came from The Hut. Skirts with mountain ranges where the hems had been taken up and let down multiple times, sweaters with cuffs that had probably doubled as nose-wipes, sports kits stained grassily with triumph or defeat. Blazers with pencil sharpenings in the pockets – and everything with someone else’s name sewn in. It made it more interesting, I didn’t mind it at all. Until that day, until Patrick spelled it out, I had never felt anything other than perfectly content that my uniform came from there.

‘Eadie wears old clothes and someone else’s dirty pants,’ he told Celeste while everyone else gathered around. ‘That’s why she smells. She smells of second-hand poo and wee.’ Then he said, ‘She smells poor.’ And then he said, ‘She smells of dead babies.’

 

I knew very well the quiet area of the cemetery where the little ones were buried in a peaceful nursery of their own. Under the trees and with the best view, they were cosy together, all of them, sharing their invisible play and soundless chatter for ever more. I had often seen the parents stand and stare in disbelief at the ground, at the solid earth that kept their silent children from them. And so it was in their memory that I flew at Patrick that day, with my nails and my teeth and a sound in my voice that squeezed up from my stomach where my insides felt like they were on the outside; a sound I didn’t know I could make.

I was taken to Mr Swift’s office and he said really, Eadie Browne, I expect so much more of you, as he handed me a letter to give to my parents. I had to apologize to Patrick in front of everyone and his eyes glistened darkly with pleasure and untold revenge. For the rest of the day I sat under the teacher’s nose while everyone stared at my back but no one wanted to catch my eye. Only Josh.

‘I’d’ve done the same thing, Eadie,’ he said at home-time. I didn’t believe him. His uniform came from a special shop in Hitchin.

Josh and I watched Celeste cross to the other side of the playground where the parents with cars were waiting. We saw her go up to a willowy woman wearing very high heels and a dress that clung to her for dear life, enormous sunglasses, a cigarette, hair piled high like golden candyfloss. And away they went, gliding along the road in a car the size and shine of which we’d never seen. I didn’t have a car to take me to and from school, I had my legs. Josh whistled long and low and we walked away together before going our separate ways at the end of School Lane.

I walked back feeling ashamed. Just then, I hated my mum for forgetting to remove Maureen McCann’s label and sew in one that said me. It had been such an odd day, the day I’d been told off for fighting Patrick Semple, the day I’d met Celeste Evangeline Walker. I arrived home to 41 Yew Lane, to my indoor parents with the bowed heads and the piles of papers and the untold tales and the mute poetry. I held Mr Swift’s letter and wondered which parent to give it to but neither looked up from their work. I stayed where I was, praying for the X-ray vision I’d told all those kids at school I possessed as I tried to see through the envelope to the words inside. Without Terry or my mum appearing to notice my entrance or exit, I went to my bedroom taking the letter with me, but I could no more bring myself to open it than to throw it away.

But then came music to my ears. Bagpipes bellying their way from a graveside through my window, played by Ross McIver who always called me Wee Eadie Browne, rolling the ‘r’ as if tumbling it down some distant glen of his memory. As soon as the pipes stopped, I rushed through my garden, through the gate in the wall, into the cemetery grounds and over to the caretaker’s office where I knew Ross would be waiting, all sporran and kilt, the socks and the skean-dhu, silver embossed buttons, a black Glengarry cap with the toorie on top. I gazed all the way up his six-foot-four-inch frame to his moustache, which crested like a wave almost down to his chin. Ross, to me, was King of Scotland and just to stand by him was to believe that all would be well in the world. He could easily pick up Patrick in one hand and toss him like a caber. Ross looked down at me and I looked up at him while wondering what words of wisdom might filter their way through those great stacking whiskers of his.

‘Will I walk you home, Eadie?’

Ross said it as if my house was miles away, as if I needed escorting and, as always, I took him the most circuitous route I could devise to delay our parting. Up and down the rows of graves we went and I ensured we double-backed frequently, down one path and up another, circumnavigating a Shrubbery of Sympathy unnecessarily, strolling right over to my garden fence before making a brisk about-turn away from it.

‘Did someone Scottish die?’ I asked.

‘Aye. Donald Mackenzie.’

Eighty-five. A good innings. A fine turnout too.

‘And how is life with Miss Eadie?’

‘Very very good, thank you.’

‘How are your ma and pa?’

‘Very very good. They’re inside.’

‘And school?’

‘Very very good.’

‘Oh aye,’ Ross said. ‘Eadie Browne’s world is very very good.’

I took Ross’s aye for an eye and sensed that he was staring straight at the heart of the matter.

‘Actually, I only sort of quite like school,’ I mumbled.

‘Sort of,’ Ross said thoughtfully and he stopped awhile. ‘Quite like.’

‘Sort of – quite like,’ I repeated.

He started walking again. ‘And your friends?’

I searched around for an answer and a friend.

‘Well, here’s one right here!’

We were at the grave of Alfred Pennyfeather 1880–1951 of whom I was particularly fond on account of him having Fourteen Great-Grandchildren and being The Inventor of the Appellex Modern Tynogrille, according to his gravestone. And nearby lay my friend Mildred Robinson who devoted her life to teaching. Loved by all. Next to her, Joy Trimble who always made me feel happy. And look – Michael, just over there, raking.

I don’t know why Ross seemed so perplexed. I thought Michael was a friend of his as well.

‘No, Eadie, I mean your wee pals – at school.’

But I didn’t want to think about school. I wanted to escape with Ross to his world of Highland flings and golden eagles, whisky smuggling and the terrifying vaults under the streets of Edinburgh, the capital of Scotland. In return, I could update him on all the stories I told at school. All the pretend stuff which always made him laugh his deep, melodic, swelling laugh. That’s what we were about, Ross and I, equals in storytelling.

‘Are you OK, Eadie Browne? Is everything OK – at school?’

I caught Michael’s eye but he didn’t return my wave. Instead, he pulled his cap down even lower, turned his back and mooched off. He’s told Ross, I thought, he’s told Ross my secrets. Ross was looking at me in that way grown-ups can; pulling words out of me like a snake charmer.

‘Is this about Patrick pinching me? Because like I told Michael it doesn’t even hurt.’

He took some time to think about it. ‘Have you told your ma and pa?’

‘About the secret codes and the whisky stills?’

‘The what? No, Eadie – about this Patrick.’

I hadn’t said a word to my parents about anything, but back at home there was a letter from my headmaster that would tell them the lot.

‘I hate school,’ I said. ‘I hate it I hate it I hate it. And I hate Patrick Semple most of all.’

I don’t know why Ross took so much time to think about all of this.

‘Will you do something for me, Eadie Browne?’ he said and I watched his moustache move with his thoughts. ‘Will you tell your ma and pa about this wee boy? Will you just try to be the real Eadie Browne at school and not the made-up one?’ He brushed the shoulders of my Maureen McCann blazer like he was sending me off into the world. ‘Stories are stories but.’ It wasn’t even a sentence.

At my gate, he paused. ‘You know, Eadie, people often aren’t who they seem. This laddie – maybe you don’t know his real story. People often aren’t who they seem – never forget that, aye?’

As I went through the garden and into the house, I thought to myself aren’t grown-ups a crashing disappointment. I didn’t much like Ross or Michael just then. And, with the song of the bagpipes in my soul, I took Ross’s words one by one and removed them from my mind.

But what was I going to do about Mr Swift’s letter? And what was I going to do instead of going to school the next day? I thought about that as I laid the table for dinner, opening a can of tuna and one of sweetcorn and standing on the stool so I could reach the butter and the cheese in the fridge. There were tomatoes and a cucumber too, I took those out and scrambled up onto the kitchen counter for one of the knives which were kept on a shelf out of harm’s way.

‘Supper’s ready,’ I called to my parents, though I had little appetite because I was full to bursting with all these horrid-tasting feelings which I wanted to spit out.

 

After we’d finished our main course, I went to the freezer and brought out the Viennetta. There was still some left from Mum’s birthday and it was being saved for the next significant event.

My parents laughed and clapped and asked what the occasion was.

‘I have a letter from Mr Swift, the headmaster,’ I told them darkly, serving them each a slice.

‘That’s fantastic!’ said Terry.

‘Oh, Eadie!’ said Mum, delighted.

But if they read it, all this joy would be crushed. After all, it was Terry’s night to go to work and in his supermarket uniform, he always appeared to shrink a little. I didn’t want to make things worse. I didn’t want them to read it.

‘I hate school,’ I mumbled instead, knowing that they’d have something to say about that. ‘I don’t want to go any more.’

And they both said but school days are the best days of your life and after that I just stopped listening.

 

Mr Swift said good morning to me the next day so cheerily it was as if the letter and the reason for it had been forgotten. But Patrick drove a pencil into my thigh as we all trooped into our classroom.

‘I’ll get you,’ he said. ‘I’ll get you.’

‘Get her what? A bunch of flowers? A box of chocolates?’

I turned and there stood Celeste with her hands on her hips until Patrick skulked away.

‘Ignore him,’ Celeste said. ‘I.G.N.O.R.E.’ I could spell that too. ‘By the way, is Pistachionovsky a Russian surname?’

She pronounced it so fluently that it sounded real and not made up.

‘No,’ I mumbled at her shoes. ‘It’s from next door to Russia.’

Celeste scrunched her eyes half shut as if flipping through an atlas in her mind’s eye. ‘Ah!’ she said and she gave me the most lovely smile. ‘That makes sense. Also, will you come to my house, Eadie? Like after school one day? Maybe? If you’re not busy, that is?’ It appeared she thought it impossible that I’d be free.

I spent the rest of the day avoiding her and instead I followed in Josh’s shadow wherever he went. Celeste was too beautiful, too popular, too friendly towards me; I didn’t trust her. At home-time, I waited for her to take her opposite route across the playground. However, at the far gate she turned, scanned the playground and located me.

‘Eadie!’ she called at the top of her voice, waving.

Her mother peered over her sunglasses in my direction but I don’t think she knew who she was meant to be looking at.

‘Eadie!’ Celeste waved again.

I could sense other kids staring at me so I cupped my hand over my ear and bowed my head as if intercepting secret conversations on my imaginary spyware, and I walked away like that until my neck ached.

The first I knew of the invitation was a few days later, when Terry and Mum actually stood up from their desks and beamed at me just as soon as I was home from school and I thought for a moment they were going to burst into applause.

‘Mrs Walker phoned!’

‘You’re going to Celeste Walker’s after school tomorrow. Staying for supper!’

‘How about that?’

‘How about that!’

‘Loveliest accent, hasn’t she, Terry?’

‘Très chic.’

I didn’t know my father spoke French and I really didn’t want to go to Celeste Walker’s house on the other side of town, a world away. I didn’t know what my parents would do without me and it was unfathomable that they’d agreed to send me away. I hadn’t been in many other houses than 41 Yew Lane, and certainly not to eat.

 

My classmates found out, of course they did. Suddenly, my stories were irrelevant – now my fame and future fortune revolved around being the chosen one, the one who was going home with Celeste, to her mansion of the many swimming pools. Make sure you look at all her stuff! See if you can count how many toys she has! Remember everything you eat and if the plates are gold or silver! Bet she gives you things! Patrick though, Patrick gave me a Chinese burn and told me I was a lezzo though I had no idea what that meant.

Josh found me at the outer reaches of the playground at breaktime and we sat beside each other in our companionable way, doing those little dances with our shoes. If my feet stopped, his would nudge them back into action. He had lace-ups. He’d been tying them expertly by himself for as long as I’d known him.

‘Josh – I still haven’t given Mr Swift’s letter to Terry and Mum.’

‘Eadie Browne,’ he sighed with a shake of his head. He sounded about thirty years old.

‘And also I don’t want to go to Celeste’s after school.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t even know,’ I said. ‘What’s a lezzo?’

Josh frowned and shrugged. ‘French, I think. Maybe Celeste’s mum will know.’

‘Wish you were coming with,’ I said and I could see in his face that he wished so too.

‘Maybe one day you can come over to my house.’ He paused. ‘Though I don’t have any swimming pools.’

 

Mrs Walker dipped her sunglasses down her nose to take a good look at me and she cooed stuff mostly in French. Her English sounded beautiful too, and I decided that from then on I’d carry my satchel just like she carried her handbag, slung with nonchalance over my crooked arm. Celeste noticed and then she did it too and we copied her mother’s slinky walk to the car where there were biscuits waiting on the back seats and I thought maybe it wasn’t so bad to go to their house. Maybe it would do Michael good to have a day without me, he could pick up twigs and old bleached ribbons himself and see how boring that was. And perhaps it would make my parents miss me all the more, now that they had no one to say when it was time to eat, to lay the table and make the meal.

I’d grown up a walking distance from most things but from Celeste’s car I watched the film of our town play out as we drove through areas I’d never known about and along streets where there was so much more space between the houses. And all the while Mrs Walker sang from the driver’s seat or cursed at other motorists and to my ears everything sounded so much better in French.

A tour of 41 Yew Lane would have lasted one minute. It seemed to me we were walking for miles through Celeste’s house. Everything was supersized, there was no clutter and a silky calm infused the rooms like fragrance.

‘What is a family room?’ I asked, because Celeste, like me, was an only child and this room was an immense lonely space with just a giant TV in its own grand wardrobe and a sofa the length of my street.

‘Oh – I suppose it’s the opposite of the drawing room,’ said Celeste, ushering me into a vast room where empty armchairs appeared to be in pointless conversation and the sofas were even longer and everything was so spotless it was obvious no painting or drawing had ever taken place in there.

‘Are we even allowed in here?’ I asked.

Celeste laughed. ‘I like the family room better because the settee is more squashy.’

I’d never heard of a settee.

‘Ta-da – my bedroom.’

She kicked off her shoes and rubbed her feet like I’d seen women do in films so I copied her and we laughed about that as we fell backwards onto her bed. From a nest of cushions, we gazed up at clouds that someone had actually hand-painted on her ceiling.

‘I don’t have clouds on mine,’ I said. ‘I have cracks.’

 

Mrs Walker, who told me to call her Sandrine, was in the kitchen with her sunglasses now propped up on her head as she prepared a vast array of food on a queue of chopping boards. There were vegetables I’d never seen in colours I’d never imagined possible, named after people I’d never heard of like Oboe Jean. And I said to myself I could be very happy here, with these people and their interesting food and never-ending rooms and oversized furniture and a staircase that swept around the entrance hall like a huge comma.

‘Où est Papa? ’ Celeste asked.

Sandrine lit a cigarette and sucked at it. It smelled so different from Michael’s pipe and I held out my fingers to try it, surprised that she roared with laughter. I was given a slice of melon and a kiss on the cheek instead.

‘I don’t know,’ Sandrine said. ‘Working late – you know your father.’

I glanced at Celeste and from her expression it appeared that perhaps she didn’t.

‘What do your parents do?’ Sandrine asked me and I loved the way the ‘r’ vibrated at the back of her throat, it sounded even better than Ross’s rolling of his tongue around it.

‘I told you!’ Celeste jumped in. ‘They are in the super-secret Secret Service. Tunnels! Russia! Orphans and waifs! You wouldn’t believe what they have to do!’

‘Waouh! ’ Sandrine clapped. ‘I must watch what I say, no?’

And just like that, despite all that was on offer, my appetite went. I looked at Celeste and I looked at Sandrine and then I stared down at my plate. It struck me that they liked the fabricated Eadie and my deception suddenly mortified me. They didn’t even know there was a real me. I wanted to go home just then but my house felt to be a planet away. I thought to myself if only Patrick was here. If only he was here to pinch me because when Patrick pinched me, I managed to fight tears. So I tried to pinch myself under the table, but that didn’t work and I watched a tear plop onto Oboe Jean. Then another onto Harry Covair. And another. And another.

‘Oh no!’ Sandrine said. ‘No, no no – my dear!’

‘But Eadie,’ Celeste wailed.

‘It is my cooking?’

‘Do you want crisps?’ Celeste asked. ‘We have them all. Every single flavour.’ She paused and continued quietly to herself, ‘Because I never know which flavour the kids at school might want.’

I didn’t dare look up, I could only watch my tears adding too much salt to Sandrine’s divine cuisine. I felt very, very far away from home. From my real home with not many rooms and with my actual parents and all the piles of paper and towers of books and other stuff of great importance which had priority over our furniture. I didn’t want to be here and yet I never wanted to leave and how could I make sense of that, much less explain it? I wanted to be in two places at once yet I longed for there to be just one of me. I wanted the Eadie of 41 Yew Lane to be here. Not
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