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Has it ever struck you that life is all memory, except for the one present moment that goes by you so quick you hardly catch it going?

– Tennessee Williams
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Part One






2018

It didn’t work the first time.

My little brother jumped from the window of his Manhattan apartment building on Christmas Eve morning. His body fell seven storeys and landed in a skip filled with four feet of freshly fallen snow. It was the snow that saved him, cushioned the blow. It had drifted down all night and not yet had the chance to solidify. The soft snow was also the reason he wasn’t discovered until three hours later, when his cleaning lady walked into an empty apartment and found the window wide open. Seven storeys, four feet of snow and three hours of staring at the sky. Those are some damning odds.

I got the call as London rush hour was about to start. It had been a day of back-to-back meetings in stuffy, windowless rooms. There was little hope of catching a train home before eight, and I thought of the shit storm that would greet me when I walked through the door. But then there was a knock on the glass partition, and Jackie was waving. ‘Nick, there’s been an incident,’ she said as I stuck my head out, and I let the door swing shut as she passed me the phone.

When I walked into the hospital room twelve hours later and saw him hooked up to monitors, a mental image appeared of us as boys: doctor and patient, tying lengths of red wool from Mum’s knitting bag around our wrists and attaching them to cardboard boxes. We would recreate the sound effects – long, low beeps, the grave prognosis, a weeping wife. Almost thirty years later, we were playing again. Except the beeps were real and nobody was crying.

‘You look like shit.’

I nodded. ‘Where’s Tilly?’

He turned to stare out the window. ‘We broke up.’

He’d shattered the lower half of his spinal cord, they said. He was paralysed from the waist down and lucky to be alive. He’d never walk again. The doctor reeled them off like a shopping list.

I took each one like a bullet.

When he was finally ready to leave, I brought him back to his place and set up his new bed in the lounge. It had the best view in the apartment, which meant it didn’t face a brick wall and the poky windows into other lives. I remembered how he loved to look at the sky when we were young. We’d spend summers lying in the fields behind our house, hidden in long grass, racing planes the way you do raindrops on car windows.

Here, if I angled his bed a certain way, he could look through a gap between skyscrapers and see a patch of blue. So that’s what I did.

I stayed for nearly four months. Sometimes we watched TV or played cards, sometimes we sat in silence as if waiting for something to happen. I didn’t leave unless his cleaning lady was there to take my place. I’d thought of cancelling her in the first few days, but Gloria quickly became my lifeline, a chance for a breath of fresh air, and to look at something other than my rapidly fading brother.

I learned to weigh everything up. I locked the windows and opened one only when standing right by it. There was the issue of fire safety, but a mental-risk assessment decided there was a smaller chance of burning alive than a repeat of the incident. I threw out my razor and grew my first beard in almost a decade. Belts were banished, knives removed, all headaches endured. I was taking no chances.

I kept his phone away, on the side or in the kitchen. He asked for it rarely, but I kept it charged in case he changed his mind.

At least once a day, his phone would vibrate with a call from Tilly. He made no attempt to answer, and after a few weeks, I switched it to silent. She’d appear, looking at me over a coquettish bare shoulder, like a waifish ingénue – knowing Tilly, she chose the picture – and I’d watch it and hate it and think about smashing it. But I’d just let it ring off.

One evening, after a particularly bad day in which he hadn’t uttered a word, I snatched the shaking phone from the kitchen table and turned away from the door to the lounge to answer.

‘What?’

‘Mon amour. Oh, my sweet, poor Salvatore.’ The sound of her accent cut deep into the silence of the past month.

‘It’s his brother.’

‘Oh.’ She paused. ‘Is Salvatore there?’

‘He doesn’t want to speak to you, Mathilde.’ I knew how she hated her name.

‘Tell him I miss him.’

I thought about throwing her voice out the window. Let the snow cut her off. ‘Anything else?’

‘Tell him … tell him I am lost without him …’ I heard the crunch of her rosary beads against the mouthpiece and imagined her cocking the phone against her shoulder as she readjusted her hair in a mirror. ‘Tell him I broke it off with Chet as I could never love anyone like I love my Salvatore. Will you tell him that, darling?’

‘Mathilde?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Please don’t call again.’ I threw down the phone and swore under my breath, waiting for the sound of my name, but nothing came but silence.

As the cold began to ease, the city took on a certain softness. The trees that lined the concrete avenues began to bud, and people in the streets shrugged off their coats and layers. Everyone on the outside seemed to relax into the spring. Inside, Gloria and I remained on guard.

There was a shift in conversation a few days into April. It was my fault, my stupid desire for connection.

In the used section of a bookshop on the corner of 12th and Broadway, I found a small collection of poems by Longfellow. I couldn’t get back to the apartment fast enough.

‘Remember this one?’ I handed him the book and pointed to the title at the top of the page. The Children’s Hour. ‘How Dad would almost act it out? We could never sleep afterwards.’

Sal looked at the page and said nothing.

‘Well?’ My excitement was the only light in the room.

‘Why do you always want to remember things?’

I made beans on toast for dinner. I’d got pretty good at cooking over the winter, using the time inside to experiment with food and bring a sort of recklessness to the endless days. There was a posh version of ratatouille – I used pre-chopped vegetables, for obvious reasons – and I mastered the art of the soufflé. But that night, just like him, I made no effort. I couldn’t form my anger into words so I served it to him instead, and I set the tray down on his over-bed trolley table with a bang.

He looked up at me in surprise, and I felt a burn of self-loathing.

I woke in the night and heard him cry. I stumbled into the lounge and there he was, propped up on his elbows, staring at his dead legs and sobbing like a baby. His skin was cold and clammy in my arms, his T-shirt soaked through.

‘I can’t,’ he said, his voice breaking like a kid’s. ‘I can’t see her any more. She’s there in my head, when I close my eyes. But she never speaks to me, and I just wish she would speak so I can hear her voice again. Where is she?’

I knew he wasn’t talking about Tilly.

‘I don’t know, Sal.’

‘Will we ever see her again?’

I shrugged. ‘Perhaps. Or not. I don’t know.’

Sal always wanted answers. In our early teens, our Aunt Stella got us work experience in her office. It was a company selling insurance and our first job was inputting new clients on to the computer system.

The woman training us, Mandy, had a voice best described as a dirge. She had a mass of permed hair and glasses like bottle-tops, and when she made coffee using water from the tank on the wall, scale would form frothy pools of bubbles on the surface. Sal made a vomiting sound when she made one on our first day. ‘You should get that cleaned,’ he said, pulling a face. ‘Oh no, I love it,’ she replied, smacking her lips. ‘It’s like a cappuccino.’

Mandy would sit and direct us between slurps as we entered information on the screen. Looking back, she can’t have been more than forty, but she seemed ancient to us. She’d held her job for decades and was clearly very satisfied with it. Her hamster cheeks wobbled with delight at the modicum of power she held over us. ‘Enter the name, select the prefix from the dropdown, then click “next”. Enter the address, put the postcode in the box marked “postcode”, tick the little box, then click “next”. Then—’

‘But why?’ said Sal.

‘Why what?’

‘The little box. Why do we tick that?’

Mandy frowned. We could sense the cogs turning. ‘You just do.’

‘Does it set something off in the background?’ he said, tapping his fingers. ‘What’s the purpose of the tick? The box? I mean, why are we ticking it? And what happens if we don’t?’

She squirmed in her chair, uncomfortable at being taken off-script. ‘I-I don’t think it really matters why. I just know that’s what you do. It’s never been left unticked.’

Sal was deliberately avoiding my look. He gave a long, bored sigh and spun his chair back round to face the screen. ‘Fine, whatever. I just think we should know the reason.’

That was the only time Sal ever worked in an office. But the asking of the why never ceased.

‘Tell me about her,’ he said now, gripping the sheet. ‘I’m starting to forget the details and I can’t. Tell me what you remember.’

I drew back. ‘I don’t know what you want me to say.’

‘The truth. I want the truth. Please.’

I swallowed. ‘I tried to talk about Dad earlier—’

‘He’s not the one I want. He’s not the one you want either. Why can you never talk about the things that matter?’

I looked out at yellow headlights cavorting in wild lines across the road. Neon flickered in the gloom. On the other side of locked windows, the world continued on.

Sal rubbed his eyes with the backs of his hands. ‘I need to see her again. I’m done waiting.’ He gestured at the shape of his legs under the sheet. ‘What is there left for me now?’

‘You know she loved you,’ I said after a while. I sat on his bed and faced the dark city, alight with a thousand bulbs. ‘And you know it wasn’t your fault. These things just happen.’

Sal looked at me like I was a fool.

‘Do you still not get it after all these years?’ he said. ‘It was all my fault. I’m the reason why.’

If I had known that would be the last time, I’d have pulled him close and hugged his cracked legs and warm heart. I’d convince him that there was much more to come, spout some shit about the future being brighter, and drill locks on every cupboard door.

But what happened is this.

I fell asleep curled up at the end of his bed, and when in the morning Gloria arrived as usual, I took a shower and decided to walk the fifteen blocks to the bakery on Spring Street to get the little cakes Sal loved. As I passed through the lounge, I could see him asleep on the bed, his hair pale in the morning sun.

Outside, New York was picking up heat. I crossed the road to walk in the shade and passed two girls of about nineteen, one laughing at something the other had said. They wore summer dresses and their shoulders were bare, and as I turned my head to look at them, I thought how life was a mixture of sad and beautiful and there was nothing you could do about it.

My phone rang as I walked back from the bakery. It was a little after 8 a.m.

A courier had buzzed the apartment with a delivery and refused to climb all seven floors for a signature. Knowing it was some urgent papers I’d been awaiting from work, Gloria had done a quick check of the windows and slipped out. She was gone no longer than six minutes, she said.

In that six minutes, my little brother threw himself off his bed, pulled his broken body along the carpeted floor to the galley kitchen, where he opened the door to the sink cupboard and unscrewed the cap and swallowed what remained of a bottle of bleach.

I’ve thought of that final day often. Of my foolish excitement at the book of poems and a shared memory, of his face when I gave him his tray, and then I always remember that, for his last supper, I made bloody beans on toast.

I know people love New York.

I know it’s a place that exists within everyone, in Christmas movies from childhood, in Bob Dylan and all those dead Beat poets, in Sal who came on a holiday visa and never left, and in others who talk of returning. Even people who’ve never been feel like they know it. I admit that I used to think about going, of taking off for City Hall, of holding hands in the streets, of loving it because she did. When I imagined myself there, it was always with her and as if I had won somehow.

But my first visit there was a rescue mission, and when I left, it was with my brother in a box. I had failed, and it felt like the city had failed me too.

I know people love New York.

I hate it.




Anna

2003

I met her at the beginning of summer. She wore dresses with thin straps that cut into her shoulders, and I’d watch her body when she wasn’t looking. It was a game I’d play in my head. I’d repeat the mantra, don’t look at her chest, don’t look at her chest, so I’d look at her lips instead. That seemed less creepy, somehow. But her body … the way her dress skimmed her body.

I know I should say it was the blossom. That I recall the season because of scattered blossom left over from spring. But whom do I kid. It’s the dress and her body in the dress.

Fuck Keats. Every man is the same. We don’t remember blossom.




Late Eighties

They say you begin to forget.

An event occurs and your brain records the details, then over the years, the picture fades until you only retain an outline. With Mum, it was the opposite. At first, when she disappeared, she went from my mind too. I guess I blocked the memories out for obvious reasons – self-preservation, perhaps – but as I grew up, there were times when they’d come flooding back. It was as if they had been locked away for safekeeping, until I was old enough to handle the pain.

Some were linked directly to my senses. I’d hear a song or walk down a certain street, and a switch would flick as it came back to me. I’d go very still and tease the memory out, and hope imagination would take care of the rest.

Mainly it’s a feeling or a sound.

Let me explain.

I remember the skin on her fingers, how it was rough to the touch like a bandage. Her hands were dry from the water and soap of the endless washing-up we gave her, and there were little tufts of bitten flesh around her nails. Sometimes she would cup my face with her hands, and the sound of her skin on mine was like scratching.

Sal told me once that his strongest memory was playing with her hair.

She would sit in the pale green armchair that was covered with birds and flowers – the one she and Dad had bought from Harrods with their wedding money – and then she’d let down her golden hair. Sal and I pretended to be hairdressers, taking turns to brush and fill her curls with slides. ‘Fix me up, boys,’ she’d say as she settled into the chair. ‘Make me look pretty tonight.’ Her hair was thick and warm, and with every stroke of the brush, strands would fall to the ground. I wish I’d cut a lock and put it in an envelope, the way some parents do when they first cut a child’s hair. For the future act of remembering.

And sound.

One time, she sat on a bench and watched as we played on a climbing frame in the town centre. The concrete slabs shone from the morning rain. I was doing the monkey bars, and they must have been wet because I slipped and fell and twisted my ankle. As I lay clutching my foot, she came running towards me. It’s hard to describe, that particular sound of her leather shoes on the damp ground, but it was like a wet, polished knock. About five years later, I was walking out of school and a girl ran past me. She must have been wearing the same kind of shoes and it must have been raining, because her feet made the exact same sound as she ran.

I remember putting my fist to my mouth and the cold taste of blood on my tongue.

And Dad.

Dad would pile us into the car every Christmas and drive around the neighbourhood for a look at the decorations. Mum would make a flask of hot chocolate and we’d cruise slowly down the streets, enamel mug in hand, each turning to gaze and coo through our windows. There wasn’t much spare money then, and Dad couldn’t see the point of taking a Saturday off from golf or watching a game to untangle miles of fairy lights. ‘You see them best from the street anyway,’ he said once. ‘What’s the point in wasting time and money on a view for the neighbours, when we can tour all of theirs for free?’ I guess it did make sense.

Council estates were always first class at cheese. They went over and above. ‘Don’t know where they get the money,’ Dad would sniff, before shouting, ‘Look, sons!’ at a giant inflatable Santa.

We always saved the cul-de-sac until last. It was at the back of a sixties close, a long and straight run with boxy detached houses either side. At the end was a large bungalow that could be seen from the moment you turned into the street. Every year, it was the best in show. Legend was that a childless elderly couple lived there, and every December they decorated their house so kids would make a pilgrimage. They wanted to be remembered, even if only in the minds of other people’s children.

‘Are you ready, Sal?’ Dad would call as he signalled to turn. Sal was always beside himself with joy. I don’t know whether it was because we were approaching the house or because Dad had singled him out.

An enormous fir tree stretched up to the top of the telegraph poles, wrapped in fairy lights that flickered. There was the usual stable scene in the middle of the lawn, and scattered around was an audience of green and red elves wearing curled shoes. Above the garage was a giant Father Christmas aboard his sleigh, with bells and presents and a rushing Rudolph. Candy canes lined the path, a snowman stood guard by the door, and in every window were lights of all different shapes and colours. White lights were stapled along the outline of the building, around windows and doors, and if you stared long enough and shut your eyes, an imprint of the house remained. Whenever Sal or I drew a house on paper, it always took the form of the bungalow at the end of the cul-de-sac, the one with all the lights. I wonder if he ever forgot it, like I never did.

I have a memory of Mum sitting up close to Dad with his arm slung around her, the other holding the wheel. They sit on a leather bench seat, the type in fifties cars, and she rests her head on his shoulder. His collar is turned up, and he nods his head along to the sound of Christmas songs from the radio. Their skin is young.

But we never had a vintage car, and when I asked him years later, Dad said he’d never had a bench seat. Perhaps it came from an album cover, this memory, or an old movie, or a dream I once had. Still, I remember this scene in my head and could swear on a holy book that it happened, just as I can still recall the crunch of tyres on snow and the smell that would waft out when I’d open a tin of Quality Street on Christmas Day morning.

I’ll always hope it happened as I remember it did.




2003

Anna had a boyfriend when I met her. Or she did at first. Apparently he’d taken off for the summer to Australia, but the details were hazy and I never actually asked. A few of the girls talked once in the staffroom about how they’d never actually seen her with him. One said she doubted his existence. Her friend Lisa had shut them down. ‘They’re on a break,’ she said and refused to divulge the reason. ‘But he does exist.’

She wasn’t someone who’d care what they thought. I noticed that straight away. I also noticed how she introduced herself to me on my first shift. Even in the unflattering cut of the cinema uniform, she was not someone your eye would pass over. Some of the girls described her looks as crooked, and there was a certain strangeness to her face, a boldness and strength in the way the bones formed behind her alabaster skin. There was nothing petite in how her features knitted together. I’d never seen another face like hers and the subject of her attractiveness would provoke great debate in the staffroom whenever she left it. I never got involved. She looked just fine to me.

We were propping open the double doors to a sold-out showing. I forget which film. As the end credits began, we each stood against a door, waiting for the audience to file out between us. ‘Hi, I’m Anna,’ she said, putting a hand out for me to shake. ‘You’re new, aren’t you?’

I think I mumbled as I took her hand. Not many nineteen-year-olds were in the habit of handshakes or introductions, but like I say, she was different. I don’t recall how I got her number, but life is made of small victories you forget.

The next shift, we were on a break in the staffroom together. I walked into the windowless room to find her at the table, drinking water and reading a book. She gave a brief smile and returned to the pages. A lad named Dave walked in and began describing a girl he’d just served and all the things he would do to her. When Anna didn’t look up, he changed tack, declaring books a waste of time in the age of the internet. Still, Anna ignored him. What do you like in a bird? he said to me, then proceeded to list the attributes he found appealing: big tits, redheads, dirty but not slaggish. I shrugged and said I didn’t really have a type, but I liked girls with a brain. Ah yeah, that sexy-librarian thing, said Dave, leaning back in his chair. Do her so hard over a pile of books that her glasses fall off. He sniggered. Yeah, not so much that, I said. More the reading of the books themselves. Anna had looked at me then.

You know she won’t shag you, right? they said. We’ve all tried. Total virgin territory.

Anna belonged to one of those religions that look down on anything normal. Christmas, birthdays, getting drunk, sex before marriage – all off limits. Her boyfriend belonged to this club too. I suppose some might call it a cult, but I don’t want to go that far. Each to their own and all that. Sometimes they put leaflets through my door. Last week, I picked one up from the doormat and looked at it hard for a moment, then crushed it into a ball. I squeezed all the air out of it and made it as small as I could before dropping it into the bin.

We didn’t talk much at first. We’d be assigned to work Floor together and go into a screen at the end of a film to clear away the popcorn bags and cups. The credits would still be rolling as we cleaned up in the dark. On busy showings, there would be a few of us, sweeping away the remnants of people before others took their place. A couple of the lads would sing along to the credits or play baseball with their broom and an empty cup. They usually did this when there was a girl around. Anna didn’t engage much with their efforts apart from the giving of an occasional smile. She kept herself to herself.

On the first hot weekend at the start of that summer, though, everything changed.

A few were going to spend the afternoon at the ruined church in Eastwell, hanging out and swimming in the lake. Anna would be there with Lisa, Dave said. Maybe a couple of the other girls would come too. He asked if I wanted to join them and I said I’d see what I could do.

Eastwell wasn’t far, so at mid-afternoon on the Sunday, I took out the cold beers I’d bought after my previous shift and put them in a bag, then walked across the fields towards the church. The journey usually took fifteen minutes, thereabouts, but that day had a sticky heat that clung to the scalp. I took it slow. A car passed by on the way, elbows leaning from every window, a chart topper blasting through the speakers. I recognised it as Lisa’s car and wondered if any of the elbows had been Anna’s.

The church was a fifteenth-century ruin, abandoned and surrounded by gravestones whose inscriptions were too crumbled to read. People said it was haunted. I’d come here once as a kid. Sal and I had jumped from grave to grave, making out details of the dead.

I heard them all before I saw them.

Two cars were parked under the trees and they were all sprawled out on the grass by the lake, half naked, shrieking at some joke. The sun was high in a cloudless sky and the water shone like glass.

One of them saw me and waved, and they all turned to look. I rubbed my head and gave a sort of nod in reply. She wasn’t there.

Lisa was shouting at Dave. She had an open tube of suncream in her hands and white streaks along her arms where she had yet to rub it in. He’d thrown a handful of grass over her and the blades were sticking to her skin. She was telling him off and he was drinking a Red Bull and laughing. The rest of them were laughing too. She wasn’t there.

I took a can from the plastic bag and offered it around. One of the girls reached out to take it and smiled as her fingers brushed mine. She pushed out her chest and crossed and uncrossed her legs. I took my own can and went down towards the water.

I tried not to think about why she hadn’t come.

It was a large lake surrounded by trees and a little bridge. The water further out looked dark and thick with weeds. Closer to the edges it was a softer blue, although it was impossible to know the depth without stepping in. There were gentle ripples on the surface of the water and the wobbling line of my own reflection.

‘Jump,’ said a voice.

I turned and saw Anna in the water, out of view of the grass against a pile of rocks. The bottom half of her body was obscured beneath the lake.

I smiled and raised my can. ‘I would, but …’

‘I can wait,’ she said. ‘Although, I am thirsty.’

She launched herself from the rocks and floated towards me, and I bent down and passed her the can. I watched her take a long sip and saw how black her hair looked when wet.

‘Thanks,’ she said, handing it back. ‘Now drink up.’

I nodded at the water. ‘Is it deep?’

She gave a smile and a quick lift of the eyebrows. ‘Jump in and find out,’ she said, pushing her feet against the bank so that she drifted away.

I stood and watched the lake for a while. I tried to ignore her as she floated on her back, keeping my gaze fixed somewhere in the distance, but the sun kept catching her skin. She wore a red-and-white striped bikini. Her eyes were closed.

When I’d finished my beer, I dropped it on the bank and pulled off my T-shirt and shoes. Anna watched as I put one foot in the water, then the other.

‘Funny way of jumping,’ she called from further out.

My smile contorted as the cold water edged up my body. I buried my instinct to scream by sinking under the surface so that I went completely under. It wasn’t deep, four feet perhaps, but through the cloudy water, a jungle of weeds choked the ground.

I swam until I was close to her, then it felt right to show my face. She was treading water, her chin bobbing on the surface, a strange smile on her lips.

‘Do you know what happened to the church? Why it looks like that,’ she said, nodding at the broken stone walls rising up through the trees in the distance.

I turned to see, despite already knowing how it looked. I willed myself to stop burning. ‘There was a fire,’ I said finally.

I brushed the water from my face and smoothed my shaved head with my palm. Anna was just outside of touching distance.

‘You don’t talk much,’ she said, looking at me.

A piercing human shriek spread out across the lake and sent a trio of geese flapping from the bank. They flew across the water over our heads. We watched them disappear above the trees on the other side.

I raised my eyebrows. ‘Why speak unless you can improve the silence?’

‘I never said I didn’t like it,’ she said, turning to float on her back.

‘A-nn-a!’ The long holler of a male voice carried across the lake.

She waved at the bank.

‘You’re needed,’ shouted the voice, and she gave a thumbs-up in reply.

‘Wait for me. I’ll come back,’ she said and swam past, brushing her foot against my leg in the invisible world beneath.

The next Monday, we all went into town after work to the local club. Everyone went out almost every night back then. Friday, Saturday, and Monday when drinks were cheap and the air reeked of karaoke. I don’t know how we had the energy, how we’d work all day and go out all night, but there’s no looking back at that age. All of life is ahead.

We sat on the white vinyl banquette seating, her leaning back, me leaning forward, everyone else dancing. I remember the music – some hideous garage mash-up – and the flashing lights on the dance floor, and in the darkness I took her hand. For three minutes, we looked at each other, and by the time the song had ended, we were walking up the hill towards town.

When we reached the deserted car park behind Blockbuster’s, she stopped and said, I’m not going any further until you do. Once, in later years, we argued as to who made the first move. You kissed me, she insisted. I remember it perfectly.

We remember how we want to remember.




Early Nineties

After she’d gone, they packed up Mum’s things. One day it was all there, and the next it wasn’t. Just like her.

When we were small, Sal and I would play hide and seek around the house. I’d stand at the bottom of the stairs, cover my face with my hands and count to twenty. The house we lived in was a big old place, Victorian, with tall ceilings and dusty corners. It had been a rectory, once upon a time, then left to descend into a slow rot. Dad worked for the owner, doing odds and sods around the estate, and we lived there on a reduced rent. It felt like a mansion to us.

I’d count with long pauses to give Sal time to hide, and then I’d climb the stairs. He always went to the same place, but I’d make a big show of wondering where he’d gone, lifting the heavy flocked curtains that hung at the windows and opening every cupboard. I’d search the whole upstairs until finally I reached Mum and Dad’s door. I’d push it open and bide my time circling the room, checking the surfaces to see what had moved since yesterday. A little stack of sewing on her desk, a new book open on the bedside table, a forgotten cup of water. I was fascinated by the glass pots on her dressing table, how the sun would strike through the curtains and light them up like a shrine.

After I’d finished looking, I’d walk to the heavy brown wardrobe and heave open the door. There, behind the folds of skirts and dresses, Sal would be curled into a ball, trying to disappear. I’d climb in beside him and close the door, and we’d lie at the bottom of the wardrobe, Sal running his hands through fabric while I inhaled the scent.

A few weeks after she’d gone, I suggested to Sal that we play hide and seek. I was too old for it by then, but the days were beginning to take forever and we had to do something to pass the time.

I counted and climbed, but when I opened the door, Sal was standing in front of the wardrobe with his arms fixed by his sides. I went over and looked in. The lengths of silk and polyester had been replaced with a dark and empty space. It was then I saw there was nothing. The pots, the books, the sewing. Gone.

We crawled into the wardrobe and shut the door behind us.




2003

Anna and I spent virtually every day together that July. I remember it being hot – so hot – and we’d keep the engine running in her stopped car just to keep cool. We burned through tank-loads of fuel, not to mention a layer of skin on our lips.

You know he comes back in a month, she said once. He said he’d come back in a month.

I’d nodded and kissed her again.

After that, we fell into place. We’d meet up before work, or when one finished a shift, the other took a break and we’d head out to the wall behind the bins. I remember the mix of the scent of her perfume – jasmine, the bottle said – with the stale whiff of rotting chips. Looking back, I wonder why we didn’t change location, but we were horny, hungry, young. The bins were close – we’d have wasted time travelling further – and they were private. We just wanted to get on with wanting each other.

Laura and I never kiss like that. Maybe we did in the early days, but not any more. I don’t expect it, though. There’s a hunger in youth for every experience. Kissing is a new activity and it’s free. You couldn’t keep up with that hunger, not with twinges in your back and joints that click. I don’t expect it now.

There was a heatwave across Europe that summer. One of the warmest for up to five hundred years, they said. The water level of the Danube fell so low that Second World War bombs and tanks were revealed on the riverbed. They’d been there all the time, buried deep under the surface, unexploded, deadly, just waiting to be discovered. Closer to home, parts of the motorway melted away.

The heat always reminds me.

In the beginning, we found every excuse to touch each other. Anna would reach across and open the glove box in her car, leaning on my knee as she searched for a CD. I’d brush an invisible strand of hair from her cheek. Or we’d lie in the park and she’d put an earphone to my ear and press play on her iPod.

We spent two nights together. I knew she had a curfew, so it must have been something she’d arranged in advance, probably said she was staying with a friend. I suppose we were just friends. I’ve spent years working it out.

We were on my bed. An episode of Fawlty Towers played on the black-and-white TV across the room, the picture fuzzy from the Sellotaped aerial. She could recite every line, and I leant my head against the pillow and watched her as she laughed.

This moment I remember. She must have realised I was looking, because she smoothed her hair and crawled across the bed and kissed me.

‘What do you want from your life?’ she said.

I brushed the hair from her face. ‘Nobody’s ever asked me that.’

‘You’re kidding.’

‘My mum probably did.’ I paused. ‘I wrote stories as a kid. She liked me to read them out loud, and after I finished she’d always clap and say I had a gift. Mums are biased, though.’

Anna smiled. ‘I bet you’d make a wonderful writer.’

This expression of faith was surprising. I had never told anyone about my writing, especially not Daz and the lads who would file it away for future taking-the-piss. ‘How about you?’ I said. ‘What do you want?’

She leant her head on my chest. ‘I love to paint,’ she said. ‘And I’d love to go back to New York one day. I spent three months there last year on a school exchange thing and it’s such an incredible place. Let’s live in the East Village and be a couple of creative bums together.’ She kissed my skin.

I ran downstairs to smoke out front. Are you really going to leave me alone in your room? she’d said, with a conspiratorial widening of her eyes. I did. I left her there, lying on my bed, despite knowing the nicotine kick would do little to quell the buzz. I liked the idea of her being in a space that was solely mine. When I glanced up mid-smoke, she was at the window, looking down. From the way she was leaning, her hand under her chin and her elbows out wide, I could tell her bare knees were on my pillow, and something about this gave me a strange sort of thrill. I smiled and she waved, then drew back. As I stood there and finished, I imagined her looking at my things, taking me in. When I opened the door, she was right where I’d left her.

The first night she spent there, in my room, in my bed, we did nothing. We kissed and spoke and slept. When darkness came, we spent it folded together in my bed for one, her body dressed in my favourite T-shirt.

‘How many girls have slept in this bed?’ she asked when the sun appeared at an ungodly hour.

I shrugged. ‘Does it matter?’

I went on to tell her of a time at uni the previous summer, when a girl had knocked on the door looking for my roommate. He was out but due back later, so I invited her in to wait. Ten minutes later, she was in my bed. The lads had laughed so hard when I’d recounted it in the pub, and they’d slapped my back and bought my next round.

When I finished, she shook her head and turned over to face the wall.

I should not have told her that story.

The second night is much more lucid. I have remembered it many times.

‘Where’s your dad?’ Anna asked as we walked upstairs. ‘I’ve not met him yet.’

‘Out,’ I said. ‘He’s always out.’

We lay on my bed, the duvet thrown off. The window was open, but there was nothing in the air but thick July.

‘I think I want to cut my hair,’ she said.

‘Why?’

‘And go blonde. Like a Hitchcock heroine.’

‘You’re crazy,’ I said, stroking her leg, pale against my olive skin.

‘Would you not want me any more?’

‘You have beautiful hair. Why would you do a thing like that to your beautiful hair?’

She placed her palm against mine. ‘It grows back. Hair’s dead anyway.’

I don’t remember peeling off her clothes, but I remember how she looked and how she wasn’t shy. She wasn’t bare like most girls, and this fascinated me. Even now, I can close my eyes and see her there. Memory is a dangerous game.

At times, there was her and there was me and there was nothing in between.

As we neared the final act, I looked at her and said, ‘Are you sure?’

She closed her eyes and nodded, but I knew and stopped.

‘You know it’s not black?’ she said afterwards, draped across my stomach. ‘My hair, I mean.’

It must have been about 2 a.m. What had felt like half an hour of touching had actually been three hours. Even now, we couldn’t let each other go. I stroked her back with the tips of my fingers, tracing circles on the surface of her skin.

‘It looks black,’ I said. In the darkness, her hair blended with the shadows.

‘Look at it up close in sunshine and you’ll see it’s dark brown.’

I pulled her up the bed so I could put my arms around her. ‘I love it, whatever you want to call it.’

‘Have you always shaved yours?’ she said, resting on my chest. I imagined the raging beat of my heart against her ear.

I ran a hand across my head. ‘I get it cut whenever I’m nervous. It makes me feel better, somehow. Cutting my hair.’

I felt her hands on the backs of my shoulders, her fingers clinging to my skin, and she tensed her grip in reply.

I kissed her hot, wet mouth.

For what felt like months afterwards, I found strands of her long, black hair in my bed.

There’s a town like Ashford in every county, I’m sure. Roundabouts leading to roundabouts. The concrete jungle of a town centre, with its high street that eventually curves down a hill towards traffic, some incarnation of a pound shop in the space where Woolworth’s used to be, an indoor parade of shops with a glass roof that was touted as ‘the face of the future’ when its ribbon was cut in the late eighties.

On paper, it’s a hot ticket. Grammar schools, a John Lewis, two cinemas, a brewery, the designer outlet, and outskirt villages like Wye where house prices are kept steep by legions of 4x4s and yoga on the green. There’s even an international station to take you to Europe. Get on a train and your next stop is Paris.

In reality, I think some people move here and scratch their heads. With its three McDonald’s and Champneys spa, it could be called a town still figuring itself out. The new parts thrive while the sixties blocks slump, desperate for interest, even for the wrecking ball of the town planner. The designer outlet draws a crowd, but at the expense of the high street lying half a mile away, choked by a four-lane ring road.

On this ring road is a tiny graveyard, a sliver of land wedged between a square patch of grass and a car park. It’s not really a graveyard, though. A few years back, I read that the jam-packed headstones were taken from the adjacent Town Centre Burial Ground when it was redeveloped into an area for relaxation. The council put down a few benches and flower beds and moved the headstones a few feet away into the corner. So now they sit tight up together, out of the way, facing the nineties façade of a bowling alley across lines of traffic while empty benches sit six feet above the anonymous bodies. I sat on a bench once, smoking, listening to the hum of cars and watching the collective smog of exhaust fumes. Everything felt disjointed.

Speaking of graveyards, Anna once took me to Bybrook cemetery to hunt for the grave of a dead philosopher called Simone Weil. It took our whole lunch hour to find a simple square slab of granite on the ground, a name and dates etched into the stone. We stood in front of it, silent, the multiplex where we worked rising a few metres away on the other side of the fence. ‘She didn’t know whether to believe in God,’ Anna said, staring at the grave, ‘because she said nothing could be known either way.’ I just nodded. I didn’t reply that I only recognised her name because it was the same as the four-lane A-road that led to Sainsbury’s.

As kids, we lived in a village on the edge of town. It was quiet and rural with trees lining the roads and a village green where they played cricket at weekends. But nobody from out of town ever knew the name of the village, so whenever people asked where I was from, I always just said Ashford.

I moved away once to university, up north, where I made tea wrong and got labelled a southern softie. There’s no ‘r’ in bath, y’know. They were right, I suppose. I do make shit tea.

I toyed with the idea of not returning. Manchester was cheap and there seemed to be an acceptance of the different ways that people chose to live, and I thought about getting a lackey job at a paper and working my way up. But there was Sal, back in Ashford, and even after three years, I never knew where I was. The rain got to me, too.

That’s the thing about Ashford. People moan about it and some do leave and begin anew, but for those that stay, there’s a comfort in knowing the street names and short cuts and the faces in the pub.

Some of us aren’t made to start again.

It all had a fairly unremarkable beginning.

I say ‘it’ like our family was an object. Deliberately made. To be handled with kid gloves. But families aren’t really like that, are they? They grow, one at a time, and not always on purpose. Someone settles, a condom splits, and life jerks off down a new path. Or maybe it fixes a thread around the torso and drags you, and you kick and fight, but few have the strength to change their stars.

But families should be handled with care. Because, as I know, they have a tendency to break. Perhaps if we mummified ourselves with that postal tape they wrap round cardboard boxes, transparent with FRAGILE writ red in screaming letters, perhaps then people would have no excuse to say You take things to heart too much or I didn’t know how you felt. They’d have no excuse because it would, quite literally, be written all over your face.

Stop talking in riddles, says Dad in my head. Start making sense.




Late Eighties

Every fortnight, when Arsenal were at home, Dad would drive us up to London in whatever rusty car he’d got his hands on. Sal and I sat in the back with our Walkman headphones fixed to our ears, constantly adjusting our music volume so it couldn’t be heard above the sports commentary on the radio. You know the bass of your music gives your father a headache, Mum would say before Dad got in the car. Keep it down low and we’ll all have a peaceful trip. Musical bass and the opening of car windows always set him off. The vibrations!

Nana and Grandpa lived in a council house in Stoke Newington. It was a sixties box, wedged between other sixties boxes with concrete front gardens and bars on the windows. Grandpa had been mugged countless times on his way back from the casino – he never put up a fight, and if anything would try to engage them in a chat. Somehow he never learned to wear a more modest watch or keep the wearing of jewellery to a minimum. It was there to be enjoyed, he’d say with a raucous laugh. Let them have fun with it.

The pattern of those Saturdays always stayed the same. We arrived late morning to the smell of Nana cooking a roast. Mum would grab an apron and start stirring a pot while Dad kissed Nana and decamped to the lounge with the paper. Sal and I sat at the kitchen table and looked through the Argos catalogue, making mental lists of what we’d like for our next five birthdays. Sal pined for a Scalextric set; he would stare at the picture of the boy playing with the deluxe edition that did figures of eight across the floor. At times, I wondered whether he was looking at the cars and track or if it was the face of the boy that had caught his gaze. What it would be like to be the kid who wanted something and got it.

Sometimes, when no one was looking, we’d sneak a peek at the bra pages.

At midday, Grandpa arrived home in a plume of cigar smoke after a round of cards at the club. Even before he’d shaken off his sheepskin coat and fedora hat, he’d swoop down and envelop Sal and me in an almighty hug, bestowing wet kisses on our hungry cheeks. His scratchy white moustache always left red marks on our skin, and I’d miss the soreness when they faded.

Seed of McCoy, he’d say with a triumphant air. I took this to mean that he was proud of his grandsons.

Stella and Bill often came by on these afternoons. Our uncle was a quiet man with small half-moon glasses permanently fixed to the end of his nose. He said very little and had this strange habit of walking backwards out of the room, slightly bowing, like a butler. He was an odd match for our glamorous Aunty Stel, who whooshed through in her leopard coat with her dyed red hair piled high on her head. It sounds awful, but when Bill died of cancer a few years later, we hardly noticed he’d gone.

After dinner, the men would head off to Highbury. They stood in the kitchen and piled on their layers, Grandpa dominating the scene in his enormous sheepskin and feathered winter hat, and a cigar to his mouth, ready. Dad would be there in his flat cap and leather jacket, the only nod to Arsenal coming from his red-and-white striped scarf. Uncle Bill, though, always went for it. He wore the long-sleeved top from the double winning kit of ’71, the red beanie, a candy-cane scarf, and a red padded coat with the club’s shield proudly sewn on the pocket. He even had the bumbag. On the rare occasion Dad took me to a game, I’d stand mesmerised each time Arsenal were fouled by the opposition, and my timid uncle would transform into a madman who’d rage at the ref and spend ninety minutes curling his hands into fists.

While the men were at the game, Mum, Nana and Stella sat round the kitchen table, preparing the evening’s tea. They sipped gold-label Coke, and Mum and Stella took turns to sit on the counter and lean out the window for a cigarette. Whenever I think of those women together, they always exist in a kitchen. All these years on, I can close my eyes and there they are, peeling spuds and laughing at a filthy joke.

‘How’s tricks, Sal?’ Stella called from the kitchen one time.

‘Fine thanks, Aunty Stel,’ he replied from where we were outstretched on the sofa watching Indiana Jones. One of our favourite things about Nana and Grandpa was their satellite dish.

‘I’ve told you, less of the aunty. I’m too young for that. Stella’s my name and it’s the same to you boys.’

‘Paul won’t have it, Stel,’ said Mum.

‘You tell my brother I don’t give—’

‘Stella,’ said Nana sharply.

I peeled myself off the sofa and went into the kitchen for a drink.

‘Fine,’ said Stella, perched on the counter. She was scratching her leg and inspecting a ladder in her tights from her ankle to her knee. ‘As always, I’ll defer to my elder brother. But honestly, Mum, I think I should be able to choose my own bloody name.’ She jammed the end of her cigarette into the ashtray and jumped down. ‘And how about you, Nicko? Got a girl pregnant yet?’

‘Stella!’ Mum this time.

I smiled as my face burned. ‘No,’ I whispered.

She laughed. ‘There’s a guilty look if ever I saw one. Mark my words, Lou, this one’s going to be keeping secrets. He’ll have all the girls running.’

‘Yeah,’ called Sal from the lounge, ‘’cept they’ll be going the other way.’

‘All right, all right,’ said Mum. ‘Let’s leave it there before it starts something.’

‘I’m only nearly ten, Aunty Stel,’ I said. ‘Girls don’t know I exist anyway.’

‘Just wait,’ she said with a confiding wink. ‘A few years from now, you’ll fall in love and it’ll be hell on earth. Best ones always are.’

‘Isn’t love meant to be a good thing?’ I said.

‘Sometimes. But when it gets under your skin, that’s when you know it’s real. When it makes you dizzy and hungry and you can’t eat a thing.’

Mum snorted. ‘Bill’s clearly not having that effect on you.’

‘Who said I was talking about Bill?’ They screamed with laughter, then Stella turned back. ‘Like your mum and dad. I introduced them – did you know that? Your mum and I went to a disco down the precinct. We got dolled up at her house – remember, Lou? That silver flamenco dress you saved a whole month’s wage to get?’

Mum’s face shone. ‘I loved that dress. And I did my hair like Farrah Fawcett that night.’ She slipped an arm around Sal, who’d appeared at the door, and hugged him tight.

‘And there were no blokes at the disco. Well, none worth having. A few Mariannes, maybe, but they were hardly going to be interested in us.’

‘Mariannes?’ I said.

‘Never you mind,’ said Nana.

‘Mariannes, y’know, gays,’ said Stella. ‘They were fun to dance with, knew all the moves, but they’re hardly going to know how to grope for trout in a peculiar river.’

Mum covered her face with her hands. ‘Stick to the story, Stella.’

‘I knew your mum would be right up your dad’s street, so we checked out early and popped into The Red Lion on the way home. I called him over, your ma fluttered her blue eyelids at him, and I knew right away they were meant to be. He didn’t even care that she asked him for a Cinzano and lemonade. A right goner, was your dad. Happy for the barman to think him a prat.’

I loved these stories. Stella had the knack of making each time sound like the first time she’d told it, and although we’d heard this one before, Sal and I listened in silent hope for a new detail. Something we could turn over in our minds on the long journey home.

‘Tell them about that time with Paul and the jukebox,’ said Mum, resting her chin on her hand. I could see she loved listening too.

Sal and I leant in.

‘You mean New Year’s?’ said Stella, lighting another smoke. ‘Oh, God almighty. Remember—’

Then came the sound of a key in a lock. The men came in, the women got up, and that was the end of that.

I was in Stoke Newington recently and took a walk down Arundel Grove. The boxy houses still cluster together with TV aerials waving from flat roofs, billowing net curtains, rubbish bins out front. But the bars at the doors have been taken down, and as I walked to the bus stop, I passed café after café with trendy tables out front. A bloke sat with a tiny coffee and laptop, hammering away at keys with no fear of a mugger taking a shine.

Nana and Grandpa and that life are long gone. But the memories never stop playing.




July 2003

‘My God, look.’

I was already halfway up the path, key at the ready, hoping Dad was still at work or had stopped off at the pub. When she’d suggested mine as a destination, I assumed Anna was joking, but my nervous laugh was stared down. Now she paused at the gate, realising she’d made a mistake in coming.

‘You can head, off, if you like,’ I said, looking down at the key in my hand.

‘Eh?’

‘Have you got somewhere to be? It’s fine, if so.’

Her face was creased in my direction, and I sensed the impatience that would flare whenever she didn’t get my meaning.

‘What are you on about?’ she said. ‘Where am I meant to be going?’

‘I just thought …’

‘I was talking about those.’ She pointed to the three sunflowers at the edge of the driveway. They waved gently in the breeze, all five feet of them, knowing they were being admired.

I nodded as if I’d understood all along. ‘Yeah, they’re part of the furniture now.’

She waited.

‘My Aunty Stella planted them the first summer after Mum went.’ My voice caught on the final word. I rushed on. ‘She said we needed something to greet us when we arrived home from school, something bright. It was either flowers or painting the front door bright yellow, and I don’t think our dad would have taken to that.’

‘They’re beautiful,’ said Anna, looking from me to them and back again. ‘Do they work?’

‘Work?’

‘Do you smile when you see them?’

I stared at the backs of the flowers. They were strong this year. Already fully blooming, their stalks staunch and proud, their leaves almost touched each other. It was the first time this summer I’d noticed them.

‘I guess. Stella replants them each year. It’s a tradition she always keeps.’ I moved next to Anna and touched the dark centre of one. ‘See the middle? When the plant dies at the end of the season, these all dry out and turn to seed. Stella saves a few to go into the ground in spring.’

‘So these growing now are descended from the first she ever planted.’

I thought about this. ‘There must be good light in this spot.’

‘I’ve never been sure about sunflowers,’ said Anna, reaching out to stroke the petals. ‘I’ve only seen them in a vase, or a supermarket, surrounded by plastic. There was something freakish about them. But they look different here. They look right.’

‘Only three tend to grow, somehow.’

‘Only three?’

‘She always plants four, but one never makes it. We used to take bets on which it would be.’

I sensed Anna glance up at me.

‘I like the sound of your Aunty Stella,’ she said, and pushed me gently towards the house.

‘How about you?’ I said. ‘How many have been in your bed?’

It was after the first night. I woke mid-morning when the outside world was heading to desks and climbed over her sleeping body to go down and make a bacon sandwich. When I returned with a plate and a cup of tea, I opened the door and saw her lying there, a bare leg entwined around my duvet. She was awake, her black hair splayed out across my pillow, her eyes studying my room. All these years later, I remember the feel of that bedroom so clearly, and it’s because of this picture of her in my head.

Anna didn’t answer straight away, but handed me the empty plate and took a sip of murky tea. I sat on the edge of the bed and watched her propped up on an elbow, still wrapped in my sheets.

‘You know there’s never been any in my actual bed,’ she said, licking a spot of ketchup from her wrist. ‘You know my situation.’

I nodded. I pretended I knew it all.

‘And I don’t want to talk about the broken hearts.’ She picked at the hem of my Tupac top. She’d casually slipped it on before we finally went to sleep, as I watched the outline of her shadow on my bedroom wall. ‘Can we focus on the now?’

‘Let me ask you a question.’

She raised an eyebrow.

‘What would happen if you were caught in my bed?’

She looked at her hands. ‘It wouldn’t be an option.’

‘Even though nothing happened?’

Anna sat
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