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Dedication

For Leo. We miss you.

   


Epigraph



   
      	PYLADES
      	         
      	I’ll take care of you.
   

   
      	
      	               
      	
   

   
      	ORESTES
      	               
      	It’s rotten work.
   

   
      	
      	               
      	
   


   
      	PYLADES
      	               
      	Not for me. Not if it’s you.
   

   
      	
      	               
      	
   


   
      	                  
      	               
      	             Orestes, Euripides
translated by Anne Carson
   





 






But how do you choose your form?

How do you choose your name?

How do you choose your life?

How do you choose the time you must exhale and kick and rise?

 

 



   
      	                  
      	         
      	Joanna Newsom, ‘Divers’
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Monday

Everything changes when the old man dies, quietly and on his terms, as though he had always known that it would happen this way. It starts with this ending. 

Then, four young people stare at the mouth of the world, its gaping blackness. They stand beside his wet grave. The vibrant green that summer spills so recklessly everywhere mocks them in the blatant presence of death. Each of them feels something rattling within; they have become unstuck. The three boys are awkwardly draped in ill-fitting cheap suits, inexpertly folded ties, excess material bunched around downward-facing shoulders. Their suits shine in the high sun. The girl is in a black dress that’s too short; she tugs it down periodically and glances at her thighs, purplish even in the heat. Though they should be holding each other, as they once would have, they don’t. Everything happens in slow motion. The tallest boy, the thinnest with the violent cheekbones, picks up a handful of dirt and throws it on the coffin. The others don’t look up. The noise it makes is grotesquely loud. From the top of the hill, they see the town that they both love and loathe shimmering in the hot midday. In the not so far off distance, gulls. Always gulls. Somewhere much further from where they are, laughter, bold and unashamed, carried to them on the wind.




Sunday

Two weeks earlier

Brighton is preening itself, preparing for summer, slowly unfurling and coming to life, getting ready to show itself in all its dirty glory. The daylight is doing something different. It’s hard not to smile during the first days of summer in a seaside town. Winter feels crueller, somehow, more dead, the angry grey sea churning and unkind every day for months on end, the air freezing and damp. The exodus of tourists makes the streets seem flat and the stench of wet wood and salt is everywhere. Leah likes it like that. It feels as though enduring her town in its worst months shows she is truly a local. But when summer comes, everything feels sharp, lush, turned up. Leah gets a twist of excitement in her belly each time she leaves the house. 

She leaves her flat and begins to walk to work, down the long hill that leads from her estate, up on a hill, set apart from the postcard aesthetic of the town centre. Buses murmur past, quiet as smoke. Cafés are opening up, their doors propped open by crates. In the Laines, there is weather-faded bunting criss-crossing against the sky, rails of second-hand clothing outside the front of shops, tables and chairs, filthy pastel buildings crammed together like books on a shelf. A busker tunes up a battered guitar. There’s the smell of something grilling. Gulls. Dogs. Buttery sunshine, still early enough for the air to feel a little cold on her cheeks. Under the bridge by the station, there are rainbows painted on the walls. The homeless crew sit in a tangle of sleeping bags, the unwashed smell of human bodies. Leah stops to say hello.

At a set of traffic lights, Leah watches a group of cold-looking teenage girls feign annoyance at boys with too much gel in their hair and the collars of their polo shirts popped up like stag horns. They’re showing off, shoving each other into the road, bored, stomping around looking for something to do. Leah remembers the feeling of being young in the town she has grown up in; the sense that each street belongs to you and your friends alone, and nothing else matters but the small daily dramas that play out in the parks and alleyways. 

At the Pavilion Gardens, she feels a tug of fondness for this town. It’s easy to forget the parts she loves when she’s up the hill in her small flat, separate from the colours and the noise. She thinks of summers sprawled on the grass after school with holes in her tights and biro on her hands, kissing Jay and rolling new cigarettes from the butts of old ones. She pictures Nathan, shirtless, his long back like a muscular fish. She thinks of Matthew, pale and tall holding grease-soaked chip papers, Jay stealing them from his hands, of sharing headphones, Jay knocking Nathan’s hat off his head. She thinks, as she always thinks when she walks this way, of the four of them years ago, hot, slightly stoned and a bit grubby.

Outside the Prince Albert, there’s a group of people laughing with full pints. They probably haven’t been to bed yet, have stayed up all night, wired and listening to low music in some flat, sharing exaggerated stories of childhood, watching the sunrise, waiting for the pubs to start serving. Leah knows the ritual: ignoring the pangs of panic, the unsettling glare of daylight when you haven’t slept; mouths ringed red, taking the edge off with more booze before hitting the greasy spoon for soft foods, easy to digest. Beans and white bread with butter. 

Everywhere she looks, she has the feeling people are enjoying themselves more than her. They are more interesting, lead more exciting lives, lives filled with international travel, spontaneous camping trips, eccentric garden dinner parties out the back of large houses with candles in empty bottles. They are probably the type of people who make documentaries featuring grainy footage from nineties video cameras. They likely go to the art college and make their own bread. The group on the bench outside the pub take on the quality of talented, chic and spontaneous people, people so far from Leah’s reality, people who she wants to be around, as if by association with them she might like herself more. 

Leah can’t remember a time when she didn’t consider herself generic. At school she was right in the middle of things, liked by some, ignored by many, by no means the lower tier of the cruel hierarchies set by teenagers but not in the upper echelons. Some boys fancied her, most teased her, said she was too much, too loud sometimes, annoying, definitely not the right type of shape. She was smart but didn’t speak much in class. She was never confident enough in her opinions or her ability to express them well. When others spoke out loud in class, she was struck by how instinctual and articulate they were. They shared observations that had never occurred to her. She did well enough in her exams but played it down. She found it humiliating, the thought that people might think she had a high opinion of herself, that she thought herself bright. She didn’t want to be liked for being clever. She wanted to be liked because she just had that unnameable thing, that special quality that couldn’t be cultivated or mimicked, which was venerated by teenagers. Overall, she wasn’t treated badly. But she did feel distinctly average, middling, never exceptional. She tended towards doubt and always felt slightly embarrassed without knowing why.

When she is around people she sometimes changes who she is, what she likes and how she talks. This makes her feel like she’s just a neutral body gliding about. A rational part of her knows this can’t be true, that she has the fundamentals of a personality, but more often than not, she can’t get this thought out of her head and her characteristics blur, shapeless and indefinable. 

Sometimes it helps to write it down. Good friend, she wrote last week, then crossed it out because she didn’t believe herself. Good listener. She crossed that out too because sometimes she drifts when people talk to her. Likes books, she added, then put a question mark after it. She often falls asleep when reading and gets distracted by her phone or the TV, which makes her think she can’t enjoy books in the way she tells herself she does. She’s started keeping a diary but it’s hard to remember to write every day and she feels guilty when she doesn’t. Matthew tells her she’s funny, and cutting when she wants to be, not afraid of talking about tits and fannies, he said. She has opinions, lots of them. She enjoys forming them and could monologue loudly for hours to Matthew or to Nathan. But there are times when she retreats inside herself. She likes the satisfaction of eating leftovers and washing out the Tupperware, knowing there’s been no waste. She enjoys stationery shops. Sometimes, when she’s sad, she gets swept up in the idea of baking a cake but they always sink in the middle and then she gets irritable. She likes new things, even a new bottle of water makes her feel special, though she can’t afford new clothes. She likes knowing about other people’s lives, why they made certain choices. It makes her feel she might one day be more in charge of herself, that she might live a larger life. She wants someone to show her exactly how to live, to take her decisions from her hands and sort everything out for her in a matter of fact kind of way. She wonders how people fit in all their living, how their lives seem so much more varied and exciting than her own.

She’s been working seven-day weeks lately to give her mum a break from the bills. It’s led to a type of numb surrender that a strict routine allows, and in truth she’s enjoying not having to think. She’s drifting through the town when she hears her brother’s voice. 

‘Here she is!’ 

Raph is standing with several other men. He’s in a high-vis vest with nothing underneath, combat trousers and a belt of tools hanging low on his slim hips.

‘Hello you,’ she says. 

He breaks away from the group he’s standing with, inhaling cigarettes, chatting and drinking tea from flasks and takeaway coffee cups. He walks towards Leah with a bacon roll in his hand.

‘Want some?’ His mouth is full. Little patches of dusty flour stick to his facial hair.

‘Close your mouth, you dick, you just sprayed me with bread.’ 

Raph opens his mouth and flashes half-chewed breakfast.

She gives him a shove, laughs, happy to see him like this. Simply eating, talking, getting ready to work. When he’s on good form, charming and energetic like a dog, she wants to be in his presence. There’s a kind of magic to him. Around his waist, metal clips from a harness clatter together.

‘What you got today?’ 

‘Cutting down a whole fucking bunch of trees, sis.’ 

Raph smiles wide, showing his teeth, the same shape as Leah’s. 

‘My mate hooked me up last minute. Cash in hand.’ 

His arms are thin and toned; Leah can see the network of tendons and slim muscles working away under the skin. She feels a rush of love for him, a gratitude that he’s here and not sleeping off a hangover on the sofa.

‘I’m glad you’re working.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ Something shifts between them.

‘Nothing. I didn’t mean anything.’ She smiles.

She sees his eyes narrow a bit. They are like sky, changeable. Raph is mercurial. He loves her one minute and hates her the next. When they were children, he’d ignore her for days inexplicably. Then he’d stop as quickly as he started, be back to her brother, the best brother, inventing games for the two of them that would fill an entire afternoon. Nowadays, his moods darken quickly, he drinks and Leah looks after him. This is their way since their dad left. 

‘I need to go,’ Raph says. He’s cold. It’s clear she’s gone wrong in their exchange. 

‘See you at home?’ Leah says.

‘Maybe.’ 

Someone shouts something in their direction and he turns and leaves her standing alone.




Sunday

The morning air is full of salt. Nathan is sitting on the balcony outside the flat he shares with his parents on the fourth floor of his block. He licks his upper lip, tastes the sweat left dried from that morning’s run along the seafront. He is twenty-three and there’s still not much hair on his top lip. His mum still kisses his head, tells him not to worry. Some boys just don’t ever grow much.

His dad is sitting on the ledge of the balcony rolling a cigarette. The sun haloes his grey-tinged afro. His eyes are deep and wise but he is somehow ageless. His silver rings look heavy on his hands as he strikes the match and his gums seem to resist his large teeth, which are white except for the glints of gold in the back corridors of his mouth. One fat piece of crystal quartz is set into the thick silver of the ring he wears on his middle finger. 

From the kitchen, Nathan’s mum Elena shouts, ‘Fuck.’ The heat of the small flat dulls her voice into a soft thud and the men laugh. Elena comes out onto the balcony, her heavy fringe flattened to her face with the heat. She wipes her hands on her apron, takes a pull of Benny’s cigarette.

Everything in their flat is sensuous. The smell of cooking is constant and so is the music.

‘No garlic,’ she explains, passing the cigarette back to her husband. With her other hand, she pulls Nathan close to her. His head rests on top of her head. 

‘I’ll make coffee,’ Benny says. He passes Elena. He puts his large hands on her shoulders and squeezes them briefly. The family move around each other as easy as water. Their bodies know the choreography of navigating their small surroundings. They touch each other whenever they pass.

Benny comes back with three blue mugs. He passes one to his son and puts his arm around Elena. Most mornings start like this, the three of them on the balcony talking about the day ahead.

Benny is a musician who spends most of his time teaching kids how to play guitar. Sometimes he plays with his blues band in the back rooms of pubs on the weekends and Nathan and Elena go down to watch him, drinking rum until they’re singing along and Elena’s crying with love for him. Elena looks after community gardens with young lads fresh out of prison who love her long silver hair and her red lips and how she brings them different lunches in Tupperware. She’s tired most days, her hands are always filthy with soil but she’s got all the time in the world for anyone who needs to talk.

‘I need to bounce. I’m opening up today,’ Nathan says, drinking the last of his coffee.

‘Don’t you dare go anywhere without a kiss from your one and only mother,’ says Elena. ‘The woman whose body you once made a home of, who gave you life!’ She gesticulates with her cigarette, her bangles crash together on her arms. Benny’s laugh is deep and resounding. Nathan leans his face towards his mother, who holds it in her hands and kisses his cheeks several times.

‘Mum, I’m going to be late,’ Nathan says. 

‘All right, baby, all right.’ Elena holds her hands up in surrender and positions herself back under Benny’s arm.

Nathan smiles at the sight of his parents, his mum tiny by Benny’s side, still in her red pyjamas. 

‘Make the day your masterpiece,’ Elena says. Nathan turns towards the stairwell. She and Benny begin ballroom dancing gently in time to the record playing inside their flat. Her slippers shuffle a tune on the concrete.

‘Turn the fucking music down,’ a voice shouts from the balcony below.

‘It’s a classic!’ Benny shouts back.

‘I love you,’ Nathan shouts to his mother, who’s leaning over the balcony arguing with the downstairs neighbour. Benny holds a fist of her pyjamas in one hand to stop her from toppling over, and waves at Nathan with the other. Nathan passes his best friend Jay’s flat on the way out of the building. Jay is standing in the doorway in just his boxers, broad-shouldered, with a stance too wide for the narrow frame, chewing a piece of white toast. Nathan greets him with a touch of his hand as he passes.

He makes it to the ground floor, running quickly down the concrete steps with ease acquired only by treading the same stairs for years and years. He glances over at Leah’s flat. He hovers for a second then moves, pulls his jeans up, lights the half a fag nestled in his palm, chipped from earlier, and makes his way down the hill to the pub. 




Sunday

From his balcony, Jay watches Nathan’s figure disappear down the hill. He surveys his small kingdom. Everything is familiar. The whole town is at the mercy of the sea winds: the peeling white paint of the block, the sparkling tarmac of the basketball court, the things kept on balconies, old bikes and geraniums, the washing and a couple of rainbow flags, the recycling bins in the car park. The insides of flats spill out, people shout out of windows, towels blow in the wind. The best thing is the view of the sea winking at Jay in the sun, and the wind turbines in the distance like strange trees. Jay can already see curls of smoke rising up from the pebble beach, keen Sunday sun-worshippers getting started on barbecues. Jay likes the summer, he likes bounding around shirtless and heady and audacious, the small thrill of seeking out trouble on a hot day in a town full of tourists.

From where he is stood, Jay sees Ron walking his slow and heavy steps past the basketball court and towards his flat, a paper tucked under his arm and a pint of milk dangling from his finger. Jay watches Ron making his way to the shops most mornings. Things repeat like clockwork on this block. You can tell time in this way. Jay likes the routine of it. Ron is always the same, up early, in sand-coloured trousers and a raincoat, cutting a beige figure, big square glasses that reflect the sun. Ron stops, looks up and nods, one tight little nod in Jay’s direction. Jay smiles, waves. There’s something warm in his chest and he can’t quite grasp the cause. It’s something about being acknowledged by Ron. He wants to walk with Ron to his flat, put his milk away in the fridge for him. Ron has interesting things to say, little phrases that calm Jay down. Ron likes Jay but does not look up to him in the way Jay is used to. He tells Jay he’s got a lot to learn, but this doesn’t bother Jay like it might if someone else said it. It feels natural, like some order is being followed.

Jay shrugs off his feelings. Today is important. He pulls on his tracksuit bottoms, grabs his car keys, and makes his way to Mickey’s.

Jay has heard the rumours about Mickey. There weren’t many people from his school who hadn’t heard them. Some people said that the reason he’d disappeared for years was that he was serving time for possession. Other people say it was because he’d been caught selling counterfeit washing powder. There was the rumour that his girlfriend, a young-looking pale blonde girl from Peacehaven, was actually his cousin. Jay had joked that everyone married their cousins up that way anyway, a joke he was proud of and often repeated. Then there was the rumour, in year eleven, that Mickey was gay, which led to him having his head kicked in. Beyond the rumours, everyone knew it was him who drove a stolen Ford Focus into a shopfront in the early hours of the morning with four passengers, one of whom died, and that’s why Mickey’s left arm doesn’t work well anymore. 

Jay sits in his car, breathes in and out through his nose. He’s nervous and unused to the feeling. His head feels tight, as though his skull is too small. He’d like to speak to Leah. She could calm him down. But he doesn’t. He puts the key in the ignition and turns. 

Mickey lives in a basement flat in a townhouse in Kemptown that probably used to be nice. It was likely once a cheerful yellow colour, but the brightness has faded now and the wood around the windows is rotten. Leading down to the flat, below street level, is a black iron railing, flaking its paint off in sharp-looking curls. The window is dusty, and the metal blind is hanging at a strange angle. Jay slams his car door shut, itches his nose until it hurts a bit. He walks down the steps and knocks three times on the door. A dog barks inside. Then other noises, an internal door opening, the shuffle of feet, someone calming the dog quietly.

Mickey opens the door. Jay recognises him from school but he looks older and more tired. He’s wearing a towelling dressing-gown but patches of it are worn to thin cotton. When he opens his mouth to yawn, his breath smells stale. Jay tries to keep his face neutral.

‘All right Jay,’ Mickey says. His voice is grainy like it’s the first time he’s spoken today.

‘All right Mickey.’ 

‘Is it eleven already?’ 

‘Yeah,’ Jay says, apologetic for being prompt. He hates being on the back foot.

The dog that Jay heard earlier nuzzles at the back of Mickey’s knees and makes him jolt towards Jay.

‘Fuck’s sake, Rocco.’ Mickey reaches down to scratch his head. 

Rocco looks at Jay with cool blue eyes.

‘Come in, mate. Sorry, I’m not with it this morning. I’ve just woken up.’

The corridor into Mickey’s flat is narrow and dark. There are coats and hoodies hung off a row of hooks which Jay squeezes past. Mickey leads him to a living room with wooden floors and beige walls. There’s a window where the smallest bit of light is coming through, the bit that can make it in from up on the street. The living room doesn’t have much charm about it. There’s a chocolate brown sofa with a fake fur throw tossed over it. Jay notices curls of tobacco are stuck to the artificial fibres. There’s a low glass coffee table with squat leather legs and on the table is more tobacco, an old cereal bowl and some wet cigarette papers. There’s an enormous plasma TV mounted on the wall and a tangle of games console wires and controllers underneath it. There’s a practically empty bookcase with a couple of DVDs leaning against each other and a tiny cactus on the middle shelf. The room creaks. Jay hears a refrigerator humming somewhere and footsteps in the flat above him.

Jay stands in the middle of the room. Mickey doesn’t invite him to sit down.

‘So, how’ve you been?’ Jay says.

Mickey smiles limply. His skin is a dusty texture, coppery stubble sprouts from his face. His hair still holds the shape of some sort of cut or style, but it has grown out a lot. Jay notices a faded-looking tattoo on Mickey’s neck. He reckons it’s a shakily drawn pair of dice.

‘I’ve been all right,’ Mickey says. 

Jay has no idea what to say in order to proceed and is glad when Mickey speaks.

‘What was it you’re after again, mate?’ 

‘Three hundred, I think,’ Jay says, deepening his voice, trying to look Mickey in the eyes.




Sunday

Matthew hears the front door close and opens his eyes. Through the crack in his bedroom door, he can see Ron making his way down the corridor in a bottle-green raincoat.

He sits up and looks out of his window. The sun is behind a thin summer cloud, a slight mist is hovering over the sea. He’s always been a bad sleeper, too nervous and full of thoughts to drop off easily. Night time seemed to be when all his excruciating or mortifying memories chose to visit him. He’d only managed to get a few hours last night. He presses his soles against the carpet. The room is small, only a strip of floor space between him and the door, which doesn’t shut properly. He sits in silence for a few minutes, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the day, lifts his thin arms above his head to stretch. In the creases of his elbows, there are dark patches of eczema, purple in some places, strange shapes like a faded map. 

In the kitchen, he flicks on the light and stands by the kettle, yellowed with cooking stains, waiting for it to boil. He takes a mug from the cabinet, the one that is apparently the perfect size for coffee, puts it on the Formica table and spoons one teaspoon of Nescafé instant into it, fills it up halfway and drops in two sugar lumps. His body is bare and almost translucent in the strip light. Thin, silvery stretch marks on his upper arms reflect the glow of the kitchen. He walks to the bedroom next door to his, as he does every morning at the same time.

‘Grandad, coffee,’ he says.

Ron doesn’t look up. The feeling in the room is odd, inscrutable and tense. Ron gestures to the pint of milk sitting on the bedside table. Matthew undoes the lid and splashes in a small amount. He puts the cup on Ron’s bedside table, stacked high with newspapers. He waits for a response. The air is big with something strange.

Ron sits on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands. He’s still wearing his mac, the day’s post in his lap, some of it opened, the jagged lips of envelopes resting on his corduroy legs. He’s a man of few words. He moves quietly, peacefully around their flat and is sometimes peculiar in the way he goes for long walks alone at night. He collects facts, weather forecasts, gardening tips and measurements for the things he is building in small A5 notebooks. He sleeps in his armchair often, eats little, can go days without saying much. But this morning is different. He seems disturbed, ragged and unusual. It is unlike him to not be getting on with something. Most mornings he rises before the sun, always without complaint, and keeps busy for hours. There is always something to fix. A watch perhaps that he has found at the market. The week before he took apart an old broken three-bar heater and mended it because he liked the colour of the metal. Often, he’s in his allotment, even in the depths of winter.

Matthew notices he hasn’t got any socks on with his shoes. His face is unshaven, salty stubble. His eyebrows are iron grey and thick and his hair is pure white, sparse and unbrushed. Ron looks up. His eyes a deep peat, little creases running on the skin around them in all directions, magnified by his glasses. He blinks, slow. Matthew can feel his eyes on him, very aware of his naked torso.

‘Why do you do that to yourself?’ Ron says and moves his eyes down to the marks on Matthew’s chest. It’s a plane of DIY tattoos that he’d done with old friends in the Railway Lands, a part of town where steam trains used to pass through, now a place for daytime drinking and bunking off school, a dappled green clearing home to wide oaks and old condoms trodden into the dirt, names of lovers carved into the bark. Matthew glances down, a myriad of shaky lines, names of people he hasn’t seen in years. Most of it seems foreign to him now, a different Matthew who drank with older men who made it OK to get wasted on a Tuesday afternoon.

‘Put some clothes on, Matthew? It’s Sunday.’

‘OK,’ Matthew is grateful his grandad has said something. He is holding the doorframe gently. He crosses the room and pulls the curtains open.

‘Leave them, will you?’ 

Matthew feels massive in the small room, inappropriate.

‘Sure. Do you want the shower first? A shave?’ The sound of cigarette paper rubbing against itself. Then the striking of a match. Ron inhales deeply.

Recently, Ron has been spending more time alone in his room. Shaving less, his white hair frequently uncombed. Matthew has tried to put it down to age. Asking about it seems too difficult, humiliating somehow, a concrete mass between him and his grandad. Matthew has always been tentative. He can’t think of a way to approach. 

‘Are you OK, Grandad?’ Even this is hard to ask. Matthew picks at a piece of peeling gloss on the doorframe.

‘I’m fine.’ Ron squashes the cigarette into an ashtray by his bed and rubs both palms down his heavy trousers. He crosses and uncrosses his legs. Matthew notices his calves are shiny and hairless. Old smoke rises in the silent air between them. 

‘I guess you don’t want to talk about it.’ Matthew can feel the atmosphere becoming more awkward. He doesn’t feel in control of the exchange, like he lacks the authority to be imposing.

‘I guess not.’ Ron’s mouth is one thin line. 

‘Well your coffee’s there,’ Matthew tries to sound light, happy, to contribute to some shift in the atmosphere. ‘I’ll grab the first shower.’ 

He turns on the shower in the avocado bathroom. He makes it so hot that when he gets in, his hands hurt, his nails feel the pressure of the heat. He goes over what was said, evaluating his weakness. He presses his forehead against the wet tiles.

Matthew has never told his grandad he is gay. He has convinced himself it would be impossible. The language needed to explain it to Ron won’t form in his head. The only people he has ever told are his best friends Leah and Nathan. The thought of any official coming out, of sitting across from someone and saying it, waiting for their response, has always felt too excruciating. His mum, who has lived in Spain for years, told him once she’s known since she was a baby and it made no difference to her. His dad, Ron’s only son, was happiest marooned on oil rigs for months on end and Matthew never found the right moment to tell him. Sometimes he wonders if he’d be a different person if he’d had a dad like Benny, someone deliberate and obvious with his love, who seemed to unravel people from themselves without even trying. 

Matthew learned young to hate what he was. Boys at school taught him that, and the television at home taught him some more ways to feel shame. Red newspaper headlines and scandals involving celebrities painted gay men as perverse and disgraceful.

At school, Matthew kept his head down, trying to avoid being discovered, but earned himself the worst label there was: weird. He struggled to make friends with other boys. There were so many things he worked hard to keep to himself: how his favourite colour was purple, how he loved Enya, how he wanted to read Leah’s Bliss magazines and how when they were children, he preferred sitting with Leah on her bedroom floor as they acted out soap opera narratives with her Barbies rather than be outside on the green kicking footballs into goals made of piled-up jumpers.

Mostly he avoided getting his head kicked in because of Jay. Jay and Matthew weren’t exactly friends, but Jay was Leah’s boyfriend and so they spent time together as a three, or as a four when Nathan joined. They all lived in the same block, which gave Matthew a certain amount of protection. Mouthy Jay, with his meaty fists, with his territory and cheekbones and smile as wide and long as the Lewes Road, could defend anyone he chose to, and no one would dispute it. Beautiful, bold Jay, the first boy Matthew had a crush on until Caleb came along, though that would remain a secret he would take to his grave. 

In truth, Matthew wasn’t ever really concerned with being liked. He kept his head down. He was shy and wanted to remain as invisible as possible, unlike Leah, who enjoyed attention when she could get it. The less people knew him, the more realistic his goal was of remaining a peripheral character. Attention made him cringe. Talk of himself he found uncomfortable. He preferred to just get on with it, to enjoy the things he wanted to privately without having to expose his opinions through definitive likes and dislikes. He was much more interested in others than he was in himself. Leah always had to push for him to discuss his feelings. He liked photographs and taking pictures, that was a thing he was certain of. His grandad listened quietly with his hands clasped in his lap the first time Matthew approached this. He’d come home from school after his art teacher had shown him a film camera and a book of photography. Ron gave him his old Pentax. They fixed it together, taking it apart and reassembling it in the dim light of their flat. Matthew took it to the beach the next day. It was Ron who encouraged Matthew to apply to work at the camera shop in town, developing film and servicing cameras. He was good at it.

Matthew met Caleb when he was fifteen. It was the first time his feelings for boys had ever felt right. When he lost Caleb, it felt as though he had been drained of light, his body was weak. He tried to forget Caleb in the Railway Lands and when he was older he would go down to the seafront, meet older men, get into the backs of their cars to try and find what he had lost.

Now, he sees love as something not made for him, some abstract thing like the shape of something at the top of a faraway hill, lovely but never to be fully grasped. He works, he takes photographs, he drinks with Leah, he watches films, he walks on Sundays with his grandad. He would never meet a man for a date, wouldn’t want to be seen walking hand in hand back up to his flat with anyone. He has ruled it out. He gets the feeling his life is somehow on pause, the same every day, but he doesn’t know how to move and it’s easier to keep it this way.

After he turns off the shower, his skin glows with heat. The flat is full of steam; it hangs in the air. He tries to find an inch of space to hang his wet towel. He sits on the end of his bed and the silence is too much, he flicks the radio on, closes his eyes and listens to the voices.




Sunday

Mickey sits with his legs apart on the sofa, his dog’s head resting on one of his knees. He scratches Rocco with his right hand and reaches underneath the coffee table with the other, lifting a stack of VHS tapes. He has to bend his arm at an awkward angle, seeing as he’s got his other hand on the dog, and Jay thinks he sees a flash of pain cross his face. Mickey puts the tape on the glass-topped coffee table and then massages his forearm vigorously with his right hand. 

Everything about his face looks a bit crooked. He seems to have too many teeth for his mouth, but he is sort of beautiful, grey eyes and a soft, rounded brow. A police car drives by fast and Mickey’s face is illuminated briefly with blue light. He reaches into the pocket of his dressing-gown with his good hand and pulls out a thin screwdriver. Jay catches his eye and immediately wishes he hadn’t. Micky laughs at Jay’s discomfort or rather shoots a quick burst of air from his nostrils. His mouth doesn’t move. He unscrews the back of the VHS tape, lifts it off and pulls out a sandwich bag stuffed with smaller bags of various pills. Jay notices some are peach-coloured and cut into the shape of clouds. Mickey holds the bag in his open palm. 

‘You’ve never done this for me before,’ Mickey says. Jay feels like he’s on stage while Mickey sits there, legs spread apart, holding the bag in his hand, weighing it slightly like a portion of meat.

‘So I’ll explain a couple of things.’ Jay gets the sense Mickey is playing with him a bit and this annoys him.

‘It’s pretty simple really.’ He chucks the bag at Jay’s chest. Jay catches it and is glad he does. The little pills feel lumpy beneath his fingers.

‘Start with these. You pay me back two grand in two weeks and you keep the rest. Get creative. Do any deals you like. Three for twenty-five, stuff like that. Don’t use your own number, obviously. And they didn’t come from me.’

‘How many in here?’ 

‘Three hundred.’ Mickey screws the back on the VHS. He leans back against the sofa and sighs.

‘When you come back, we’ll sort out the money then.’ Mickey gets his phone out of his dressing-gown pocket and appears to be typing something.

‘What’s the date today?’ 

‘Sixth.’ 

Mickey nods and types it into his phone.

‘So how long you been doing this for?’ Jay says. He wants Mickey to say something that would indicate that he likes him. He is still holding the bag to his chest.

‘What?’ Mickey is distracted; his phone is ringing. He reaches for a half-smoked spliff in the ashtray in front of him and puts it to his lips. It’s conical and burnt ragged at the end. He excuses himself by waving a hand to Jay and walks into the other room. Jay turns the bag over in his hands. It is packed to the top. From the other room, he hears Mickey’s voice dispensing a warning. The dog looks at him. For a second, Jay wants to drop the bag on the floor and run out the front door. 

Mickey comes back in and stubs out his joint. 

‘Sorry, what were you saying?’ He’s standing right in front of Jay now. They are the same height. 

‘Doesn’t matter. Listen, Mickey, thanks so much for this. Honestly.’

Mickey spends a long time looking at Jay’s face. Jay wants to look away. Mickey puts his hand on Jay’s chest and leaves it there for a while, a gesture Jay finds unsettling but one he doesn’t feel he should disturb.

‘No problem, Jay.’ He pulls his hand away abruptly and walks back over to the sofa. Mickey flicks on the TV and picks up a game controller. 

‘Nice one. Yeah,’ Jay says. Rocco lets out one quick bark as a huge animation of a man with a gun appears on the TV.

‘See you mate.’




Sunday

Leah walks towards London Road. Women in hats and colourful clothes are gathered outside the church by the Old Steine. They talk enthusiastically, holding each other’s hands to emphasise a point, laughing. 

She sees her mum then, part of a pastel crowd. Jenny is wearing pink linen. Leah walks towards her across the grass. Jenny spots her and raises a hand to wave. Leah smiles. Her smile shows perfect teeth, something she can confidently say she likes about herself. She knows she has straight teeth, that she is lucky in that way. She knows she is tall. She likes to assert these things in her head because they are things she knows, concrete and tangible. 

Leah greets her mum with a hug. Her soft body smells of lavender soap.

‘Hey Mum.’

‘Hi darling.’

Leah wants to shrink back down to the size of a baby and never have to speak again. 

‘Have you come for the service?’ Jenny says, looking hopeful. She runs her fingers through her short grey hair and looks Leah up and down.

‘People don’t tend to wear jeans really though, love,’ she adds, tapering off the sentence with a nervous laugh. She reaches out a hand and pinches the waistband of her Levis. Her thumb brushes against Leah’s stomach and is warm. Leah looks down at her mum’s broad hands. Short nails and a couple of sunspots. The skin looks a little dry, sore perhaps, from too much washing up.

‘You can do anything as long as you’re wearing washing-up gloves,’ Jenny said to Leah, cleaning out Leah’s dad’s bedside cabinet after he left.

‘Sorry Mum, I’m on my way to work.’ 

‘Oh, that’s right.’ Leah thinks she looks disappointed. She blinks several times. She is wearing the blue mascara she only wears on Sundays.

‘Well maybe next week.’ 

‘Maybe.’ 

‘I know you think that it’s silly.’

‘I don’t think it’s silly, Ma. I’m just busy.’

She looks over her mum’s shoulder at the bodies filing through the large wooden doors. It makes her irritable, everyone following each other down the path. 

‘Come, just once, why don’t you. Next week.’

‘I’m working next week too,’ Leah says, a bit too quick, a bit too loud.

Jenny looks down and adjusts her watch strap. The sun makes her cheeks look powdery, a ripe peach. Leah swallows. She hates seeing her mum wounded. There are days when she wishes she believed. It would make everything easier.

The priest comes over then in a cassock that hangs in folds.

‘Leah! To what do we owe this pleasure? Will you be joining us today?’ He tilts his head.

‘Not today, I’m afraid.’ Leah smiles, aware of her mum still fussing with her watch strap.

‘That is a pity.’ The priest’s voice is a soft coo. ‘I haven’t seen you since you were – oh, I don’t know, about this high.’ The priest holds his hand somewhere around Leah’s waist. ‘What are you doing now?’ A rivulet of milky sweat travels down his forehead.

‘I’m a receptionist’, Leah says, ‘at a clinic, up Elm Grove way.’

‘Oh, fantastic! Saving up for something? Uni?’ 

Leah’s mum looks pained.

‘Not sure yet. I want to. At some point. Things didn’t quite work out at the time.’

The three of them stand in silence for a moment.

‘Right,’ the priest says. ‘It’s just us then, Jenny.’ His voice is loud and bright above the noise from the road. 

‘Bye, love,’ Jenny says. ‘See you at home for tea.’

‘Bye, Ma.’

The priest puts his hand on Jenny’s lower back and guides her into the church. Jenny beams up at the priest and, for a moment, Leah hates her. She pictures her in the church with her eyes closed and her palms facing up, singing.

It was after Leah’s dad left that Jenny started going to church every Sunday and hosting a bible group twice a week. Leah can’t remember much about her dad from when he was around, but some things stuck with her. He always seemed to have a different car with something wrong with it. He called himself a businessman. He ate sardines on toast on the weekend sitting at the kitchen table in his dressing-gown with his chest hair showing. Some days, he loved Jenny openly. He was endlessly charming. He’d pick her up in the kitchen and dance with her to the radio. He’d take her out to restaurants. Jenny was happy. She’d ring up Leah’s nan and tell her how lucky she was to have a man like that. She told her children all the time how wonderful their father was.

It was normal, though, for him to leave for work and be missing for days. It was normal for him to leave just before the end of the month, when the bills needed to be paid but the bank accounts were almost empty. His trips became more frequent as Leah got older. Jenny distracted her and Raph while their dad was away, took them for walks on the hills on weekends and hid sweets in bushes, on fence posts and in tall grass. She took them to the open market, to the park and occasionally to the cinema. She’d pull out thirty pounds from the cash machine on a Friday and show it to them. 

‘This has got to last us the whole weekend,’ she’d say. She made it fun. She’d give them a fifty-pence budget in the cheap supermarket. She’d divert questions about their dad. When they’d get home to find that Leah’s dad still wasn’t back, Leah would get under the duvet with Raph on the sofa and Jenny would go to bed.

Leah doesn’t remember many details about when her dad officially left apart from the view of him waving up from the car park as she stood on the balcony in velvet leggings, watching. She remembers how he was waving and smiling with a box of his belongings under one arm and his car boot open, like he was off on holiday. She felt, as she grew up, that she had something to do with his leaving, that her entrance into the world was the beginning of him becoming tired of them all. It made her so aware of herself, concerned that she was irritating, needy, fundamentally a bad and intolerable person. Raph took it badly, worse than Leah did. He threw his dad’s remaining things off the balcony and shut himself in his room for three days.

After that, there were more women in the house, women from the church who Jenny would call ‘real rocks’. Aunts and friends in the kitchen, cooking, diligently helping with piles of ironing, talking in hushed voices very close to each other over cups of tea, stopping and smiling whenever Leah came in. Elena came round a lot. She’d bring clothes for Leah that she’d found in charity shops. She’d bring wine. There was crying in the dark. But in the morning, Jenny got on with things, packing lunches for Leah and Raph with messages of love written on bananas in biro, sitting through Leah’s ballet classes, bleaching the kitchen in her pink marigold gloves, making sure they had what they needed in























































































OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Contents


		Monday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Sunday


		Monday


		Monday


		Tuesday


		Wednesday


		Thursday


		Monday


		Tuesday


		Wednesday


		Wednesday


		Wednesday


		Wednesday


		Wednesday


		Thursday


		Friday


		Friday


		Saturday


		Saturday


		Saturday


		Monday


		Tuesday


		Two weeks later


		Six months later


		Acknowledgements


		About the Author


		Curated by Cecilia Knapp


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








		iii


		iv


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344








OPS/images/cover.png
‘I LOVE HER’ |
KAE TEMPEST

‘A BEAUTIFUL,
GIFTED WRITER’

SALENA GODDEN

CECILIA KNAPP





OPS/images/logo.jpg
e R s B





