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				About the Book

				Mild-mannered Peg has never asked too many questions about her unusual upbringing: her absent father; her deceased mother; her bed-ridden aunt. Peg can’t remember much from before the age of ten, but she’s happy to fill in the gaps with fond memories of home-cooked dinners and walks along the seaside.

				But when, all grown up, Peg discovers she had an uncle who died many years ago, the holes in her childhood memory start to trouble her. Yet as the skeletons come tumbling out of the family closet and the past begins to reveal itself, Peg starts to wonder whether her youthful lack of curiosity might not have been a good thing. A very good thing indeed . . .
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				1992: Beachcomber

				It was just about dawn, but the moon still hung, enormous, above the sea. The lowest spring tide of the year was due in an hour, and Colin Cairns had been looking forward to it like a child waiting for Christmas.

				He crunched down the shingle, over the extraordinary collection of cuttlefish bones the tide had brought in at its highest point the night before. It always made him wonder where they came from when they were thrown up like that: was there a mass cuttlefish murder event, an orgy of tentacles entwining round necks? Did cuttlefish even have necks? He stopped and made a note in the little pad he carried with him, carefully writing the question in capital letters.

				A wind blew in from the east, whipping loose tangles of kelp and net over the sand-and-mudflats like tumbleweeds in a Western. Glad both of his cagoule and the balaclava his mum had knitted for him, he pressed on, lugging his equipment down the slope towards the mud, which, today being a Proxigean Spring Tide, stretched on almost as far as he could see. Only a tiny hint of movement on the horizon suggested that there might be any water at all out there. All that mud! All that sea-bottom to explore! As he reached the end of the shingle his joy overflowed into an awkward little dance and he skipped round the straggles of seaweed and worm casts towards The Street.

				There was no better place for detecting than The Street. Even on a normal day, the ancient strand of clay and shingle took you right out, so far that you felt like you were that old King Canute, or Jesus even, walking on the water. Today it was so far that Colin reckoned he could walk out to the horizon as far as the Maunsell sea forts, whose history and facts he knew by heart.

				But that wasn’t what he was there for this morning. He pulled his big headphones up over his balaclava’d ears, switched on his battery pack and started on his long walk outwards, sweeping his detector from side to side as he went.

				From his study of tidal flow in the area, Colin had come to the conclusion that, if you wanted a good find, The Street was the place to go. Created by two currents converging, it had a tendency to catch interesting things. So far, in his hours of splashing around its edges with his detector, Colin’s most valuable discoveries included several coins he thought to be Roman, a gold ring that probably wasn’t all that old, something circular and rusted that he liked to think was a Saxon neck adornment, and part of some sort of helmet. He had a private museum in his bedroom where he displayed his prizes, each labelled with the date of discovery, his own name as the discoverer, and his estimate of the provenance of the item. He spent a good deal of time in the library, looking things up.

				His odder finds included a payphone coin box (sadly emptied), a set of dentures and the remains of a corset with metal stays. He had also found the skeleton of what he reckoned was a dolphin, as well as a leathery, beached angler-fish. Once he had come across the corpses of fifteen giant ray fish – dismembered heads, long, whippy spines, chomped fins.

				Someone must have been having a feast, was what he had thought.

				He took photographs with the Kodak Instamatic he kept in his rucksack. He always photographed what he found out here. It was important to keep a record.

				Absorbed in his task, listening intently for a change in the crackle, buzz and beep of his detector, his eyes going blurry with the effort of keeping sharp, Colin didn’t at first notice the sea fog rolling in on the wind. He had travelled out for what he reckoned was about three-quarters of a mile and things were going well. He had already stopped three times, digging up five ancient nails that he imagined might have come from a medieval boat, three pound coins in a waterlogged leather purse and a beer can of a type he didn’t already have in his collection. He had also nearly stepped in, then photographed, a wobbling jellyfish that must have been over two feet across.

				Then he realised that he could no longer clearly see the ground at his feet. He stopped and cleaned his glasses, but that wasn’t it. For an alarming second he thought he had got his timing wrong and the tide, which he had thought was going out, had in fact turned. If that was the case, he wouldn’t get back in time to cross the shore-end dip that filled in early, and he would be stranded: cut off by the incoming tide, like the sign on the promenade warned.

				But then he looked around and realised that the twinkling lights of home were now hidden, and his destination – the tip of The Street as it emerged from the still-outgoing tide – was also not to be seen.

				He lifted his headphones from his ears and listened.

				While the fog cloaked almost everything from view, it seemed to have brought the sound of the sea closer, as if it were lapping at his feet rather than the murk.

				It was off-putting – eerie, even.

				Colin thought perhaps he should return to the shore and the flask of tea he had hidden behind a beach hut.

				But the pull of The Street – the fact that he would, very soon, be stepping on ground which, because of the lowness of the tide, people touched perhaps only once every couple of years – was too strong to resist. So instead, to get his bearings, he walked sideways, to the very edge, just to confirm that the sea was indeed still going out.

				He stood and waited for five minutes as he watched the water recede from the wet mud and gravel, travelling out beyond an old metal post stuck in the ground. He wondered as he waited how old it might be. Perhaps it had been used by the Saxons to tie their boats to when they used The Street as a landing point before the harbour was built. Satisfied that the tide was still outgoing, he put his headphones on again and resumed his journey, keeping the water just to his right.

				Apart from another metal post, he didn’t find anything in the next five hundred or so yards. Visibility improved: the fog was slightly thinner out here. He stopped and cleaned his glasses again, pulling his T-shirt out from underneath all his layers to polish them. As he slid the frames back up onto his face, he caught sight of something interesting, a lumpish shape at the water’s edge, about ten feet away.

				Thinking perhaps it was a ball, possibly kicked over-enthusiastically by a sailor enjoying a little R and R on a warship somewhere out there, Colin wandered over to take a look. He turned the thing over with his wellington boot, and, not quite believing what he saw, he laid his detector on the drier ground to his left and squatted to take a closer look.

				A tiny crab scuttled in one of the black holes that once would have been eyes looking back up at him. What remained of her face told him that she had probably been quite pretty, and she had lovely blond hair. Long. It made him sad to see her there, and he knew he should do something about her.

				He took a photograph. Then, taking his rucksack off and laying it next to his detector, he drew out one of the carrier bags he kept for what he called wet specimens. Ever so carefully, using the bag as a sort of glove so that he didn’t have to touch her, he eased her inside it. She just about fitted. She was surprisingly heavy, though, for just a head. He put her into the rucksack and eased it on to his back. Finally he picked up his detector and had a look about to see if there was any more of her to be found.

				But he couldn’t see a thing. The currents went all over the place this far out. The rest of her could end up anywhere, Sheppey, Walton or perhaps even Dutch Holland, which is how he thought of it to differentiate it from Holland-on-Sea, Essex. He took one last wistful look out to where he had been heading. He supposed he wasn’t going to go out there now, not with the weight he was carrying on his back.

				The poor girl.

				He had better take her back and give her to the police so that perhaps they could work out who she was.

				Her mother, if she had one, would be worried about her.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Then

				Breathe.

				OK then.

				I’m trying to see her face.

				But all I can remember is the weight of her arm round me, and the scent of her: almondy orange, thick. And the feel of her nightie, which is pale blue, cotton, with frills on the front.

				I’ve got my eyes shut and we’re in her bed and she has a cup of tea, which, with her free hand, the one that isn’t on me, she reaches and drinks from. And, although I can’t hear the words, I can feel the rumble of her voice as my ears are pressed up against her ribcage.

				If I had a clear photograph, I could see her face.

				But I don’t have a clear photograph. There were hardly any photos of anyone, which, not knowing any different, I never really questioned. Not until recently. The only one I’ve got is of me, where I’m sitting on her lap, all chubby knees and cornrowed hair, leaning against her slim elegance.

				And in it, her face is a blur.

				I try to look forwards, but always I’m pulled back to the blank space before I was ten, and the void that has filled me since then.

				I wonder if it’s because I can’t see my mother’s face that I feel like this.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				One

				When Peg turned up for her weekly visit and was greeted with a scream, she knew things had reached the point of no return.

				‘Who the fuck are you?’ Doll said over the blare of the TV.

				It was the first time Peg had ever heard her grandmother swear.

				‘It’s me, Nan, Meggy.’

				The sticky fly tape behind Doll twisted in the fruited thermals of the lounge. Despite the fact that it was now winter, it was full and no longer doing its job. Peg noted that it needed to be changed.

				‘Never seen you before in me life.’

				Doll frowned and patted her immaculately set grey curls – the mobile hairdresser always came the day before Peg.

				Then, tilting up her head with a birdlike movement, she squinted at the large, crinkle-haired girl in her lounge. ‘Stand in the light so’s I can see you.’

				Peg moved further into the greasy sunlight filtering through the net curtains and allowed her face to be taken by her grandmother’s cold, lumpy fingers. As the old lady leaned forward she brought with her a tang of urine that flared Peg’s nostrils.

				‘Oh yes. Now you mention it, there is something familiar about you. You’re Raymond’s girl Margaret, ain’t you?’

				‘That’s me, Nan,’ Peg said, pressing her lips together, trying to appear neutral. ‘Shall I make us a nice cup of tea, then?’

				‘Nice cup of tea.’ Doll nodded and folded her hands back into her lap, on top of the blanket Peg had crocheted with her one wet Easter holiday many years ago.

				Peg went out to the tiny kitchen and hunted for the teapot, teabags and milk. Doll had taken to putting things away in peculiar places. Only last week, the milk had been in the washing machine and the teapot – full of treacly tea and with the chicken-shaped cosy on it – in the fridge. Today wasn’t such a challenge; by rooting in the saucepan cupboard, she found everything she needed.

				While the kettle boiled, Peg began her regular clean of the kitchen, the work coloured this week by a realisation that the situation was becoming untenable. But it was so difficult. It was all down to her to sort out, but what could she do to help Doll while at the same time respecting the old lady’s fierce independence? She had tried to get help in, had gone through all the means-testing that showed Doll was entitled to home care. But every time a home help, carer or shopper came to the bungalow, Doll sent them packing.

				‘They’re all idiots. That or savages,’ she explained to Peg, who knew exactly what sort of shorthand her grandmother was using. The mobile hairdresser – the only help allowed past Doll’s threshold – was an unswervingly cheerful woman in her mid-fifties. She was also English and, underneath her spray tan, lily-white.

				Even with her weekly mini-cleans, Peg could see that the battle against the chaos of stuff in the small bungalow had been all but lost. A teenager in the war, a young mother in the rationing years, Doll had never knowingly thrown out anything potentially useful in her life, and after eighty-nine years that added up to a hell of a lot of stuff, none of it as clean as it could be, most of it covered in a thick layer of greasy dust.

				So the kitchen drawers were crammed with objects that were unlikely ever to come in handy, but which had been saved just in case. There were packets of sugar from every café Doll had visited in her life; beer mats swiped, she had told Peg, from the days when she and Frank used to go for a weekly drink in the local pub; a handful of British Rail spoon, sugar and milk-powder sets she made him take from the train on his daily commute to Wapping after they first moved down; various lengths of string rolled into balls like wool, and boxes and boxes of plasters, out-of-date antiseptic wipes, scalpel blades and yellowed latex medical appliances. There was a drawer almost entirely full of rubber bands, some so ancient as to be returning to the original sap. Another sharply compost-scented drawer was stuffed solid with the thin, filmy plastic bags you put supermarket fruit and veg into.

				The grimy cupboards above the drawers held the leavings of generations of cheap, cracked and partial dinner sets, unidentifiable electrical appliances with dangerous-looking twisted and frayed cloth-covered cables and enough vases to furnish a small florist’s shop. Off-puttingly jammed in among the dinner plates were stainless steel kidney dishes, a grimy bedpan and lengths of stained rubber tubing.

				Four years earlier, shortly after coming home from boarding school after her A levels, Peg had – amid much consternation from Doll and Aunty Jean – moved out of the bungalow, away from Tankerton and up to London to start the job she still held at the library. On her weekly visits she had watched with alarm as the tide of clutter and neglect almost immediately began to roll in. It was as if Doll, who had been impeccably – even obsessively – clean and tidy when she was growing up, had been holding it all back until she was gone. It hadn’t helped that, with the almost inhuman strength of a determined old woman, she had pulled what looked like hundreds of boxes and bags of ancient stuff into the lounge from the garden shed. It had been as if she were somehow taking stock, finding a way of rooting her increasingly free-floating sense of self.

				Two years after she had moved out, after months of guiltily wondering if she should intervene, Peg had spent a whole weekend trying to organise things. She thought if she managed to clear just one cupboard or shelf in each room for the small number of items Doll actually used, then it would be possible to keep the other stuff under control. But it had been a far more difficult job than she had anticipated. Doll had perched on the kitchen stool, watching her every move with as steady an eye as she could muster, making sure that nothing Peg moved was thrown away. Then she had followed her around the house, saying ‘I might be able to use that’ each time Peg, questionable object in hand, glanced at the recycling box she was optimistically pulling behind her.

				She wondered if, when the time came, she could get the phrase put on Doll’s gravestone.

				‘And why are you nosing through my stuff anyway?’ she once asked, to which Peg had no answer that didn’t sound insulting.

				In the end, Peg threw her hands up and decided she would just stage tiny, imperceptible and secret interventions whenever she visited. So, while the situation had steadily worsened, at least it had done so more slowly than had she not lifted a finger.

				She tipped a beetle thing out of the teapot, gave it a rinse and popped in five teabags – Doll liked it ‘so strong you can stand a spoon in it’. Then she put it on the tray she had already set with cups, saucers and sugar, the blue Princess Diana milk jug and a plate of Bourbons only just past their sell-by date.

				But, as seemed increasingly to be the way, when she got back to the lounge Doll was fast asleep in front of the roaring gas fire, snoring slightly, jaws open, a string of spittle threading between the top and bottom sets of her loose dentures.

				Peg batted away the couple of flies that threatened to invade her mouth.

				On the TV, Lorraine Kelly and friends were chatting at such a volume that the hundreds of dusty glasses in the cocktail cabinet tinkled along with them. Peg put the tray on the sideboard, prised the remote from Doll’s grip and turned off the TV. She poured herself a cup of tea, picked up a Bourbon biscuit, pulled her red notebook and pen out of her bag and settled down on the settee in front of the whistling gas fire. Her brain whirring, she leaned back and gazed at the creeping damp patch on the ceiling. But she had other things to worry about than the state of the roof, which she knew nobody had the funds to repair anyway.

				She turned to her red book.

				List: what to do about Nan? she wrote, and underlined it twice.

				She stared at the blank page, but nothing came, no great insights or solutions.

				So she closed her eyes, slowed her breathing and practised the mind-clearing technique she had been learning. She tensed and relaxed each of her muscles and started to count down from a hundred, imagining she was climbing down steps, down to a room with stars on the walls . . .

				‘Meggy!’ Peg felt a hand on her knee. ‘So nice of you to come, Meggy!’ Far from coming up with any great revelations, she had simply fallen asleep in the humming, airless heat of the double-glazed bungalow.

				‘Hello, Nan.’ Peg smiled and looked at the lined face twinkling down at her. She took her grandmother’s cold hand, feeling the wedding ring that had been on that finger for sixty-six years. It had always been loose, but now it was only saved from slipping off by a lumpy, arthritic knuckle. The engagement ring, a decent-sized diamond that Frank had bought second-hand with his saved wartime earnings, was long lost. Washed away with the potato peelings, Doll always said.

				‘You’d better sit back down, Nan,’ Peg said, getting up and helping her to her chair. Then she went over to the teapot and lifted the cosy. ‘It’s still warm. Want a cup?’

				‘Probably strong enough for me now,’ Doll said, and they both laughed.

				The intercom buzzed sharply, cutting across the thick air and making them jump even though they had heard it countless times before.

				‘Mummy?’ Jean’s voice crackled from the little white box on top of the low bookcase. ‘Mummy? Is Meggy there?’

				Putting the teapot down, Peg picked her way across the room to the box and pressed the red button on the top.

				‘Hello, Aunty Jean.’

				‘Oh, thank goodness you’re there. I was getting ever so worried.’

				‘I’ve been here for a bit, Aunty Jean. It’s only eleven.’

				‘Is it only eleven, then?’

				Peg glanced over at the wrought-iron clock on the mantelpiece. ‘Yes. I’ll be over at about four-ish, as usual.’

				‘Oh.’

				The tone of her voice stirred in Peg the familiar feeling that she was doing something wrong. ‘I’ll see if I can’t come over a little bit earlier, then,’ she said.

				‘All right, darling. Thank you, darling.’

				The intercom crackled as Jean cut the connection.

				‘You know,’ Doll said as Peg finally poured the tea, ‘I don’t know where Keithy’s got to. Do you?’

				Peg turned, cup in hand, and looked at her. ‘Keithy? Who’s Keithy, Nan?’

				‘My Keithy. I miss him, you know.’

				Peg put the tea on the occasional table by Doll’s chair, cleared six copies of the Daily Mail from the grimy pouffe and sat down next to her. She took her hand and laced their fingers together.

				‘Your Keithy, Nan?’

				‘You know.’

				‘No?’

				‘You know, Keithy, my boy. My poor baby.’

				‘Your boy’s Raymond, Gran. My dad, remember. Raymond.’

				‘Oh yes. Raymond’s a lovely boy. Ever so clever.’

				Peg felt a lump in her throat.

				‘My Raymond’s done ever so well. In spite of her.’

				Peg closed her eyes. She could hardly bear it when Doll started on her mother.

				‘She broke his heart, you know,’ Doll said.

				‘She died, Nan,’ Peg said. She needed to soften her tone. ‘And Raymond’s not here any more, remember?’

				‘I miss him so much.’ Doll looked up at Peg and closed her heavy eyelids, which were so papery Peg thought she could see the irises through them.

				There was very little Peg could say to this. What do you say to a confused old lady who hasn’t seen her only son for sixteen years?

				They sat for a few minutes, holding hands, the hiss of the gas fire underlining the silence in the room. Outside, a car rolled past, bumping over the tarmac seams in the patched-up concrete road.

				Then Peg noticed that Doll had started to snatch at her breath in staccato rasps. Her tiny, concave chest shuddered under the food stains on her brown acrylic jumper.

				‘Nan?’ Peg bent towards her grandmother, a flush of panic sheening her face. ‘Nan? Are you all right?’

				Doll didn’t respond. Peg put her hands on her shoulders and gently tried to rouse her, but she seemed to be lost somewhere inside herself.

				‘Are you all right, Nan?’ Peg grabbed for the old lady’s wrists and found the pulse point. It was fast, but steady.

				She looked into her face again and, with relief, saw a fat, wet tear work its way out of the drooping corner of her grandmother’s eye.

				The old lady wasn’t dying.

				She was crying.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Then

				I’m what, seven?

				More or less.

				Every night I stayed at the bungalow, until I was twelve or thirteen, Nan cuddled me up in my bed and told me a story. She never read from a book. She preferred the stories in her head, she’d say. Each night the story would be different.

				She never repeated herself. Not once.

				Not that I remember, anyway.

				But that’s not saying very much.

				‘Story!’ I go.

				‘Tuck in then, Mrs Fubs,’ Nan says, pulling my eiderdown over me. ‘And hodge up.’

				I shuffle myself right up against the wall and Nan stretches her little legs out beside me. Even though I’m still very young, my feet are already further down towards the bed-end than hers.

				‘They stopped watering me when I could reach the postbox,’ was what she always said.

				When I was younger than I was here I really believed her, thinking what cruelty that was.

				‘Well then,’ she says, putting her arm round me. I catch her smell of lavender handcream and roast beef. ‘What’s it to be?’

				‘A story about a broken-hearted king!’ I say, snuggling right down into the wiry firmness of her brown, freckly arm.

				‘Another one?’ she says, and I nod my head up and down, up and down.

				‘All right then,’ she says.

				I settle down and let my eyes go hazy. There’s a seagull stamping around on the flat roof above my head. He’s been up there for a couple of weeks now; every night before I go to sleep, I hear him. He’s up to no good, Aunty Jean says, and if she weren’t handicapped, she’d be up a ladder with a broom to shoo him away. But I like him. I pretend he’s my pet.

				‘The story of the Very Sad King,’ Nan announces.

				‘The Very Sad King!’ I go.

				‘Here we go then,’ she says. ‘Once upon a time, in a land far, far away, there was a king and he was a very happy king.’

				‘Why was he happy?’ I ask, fiddling now with the bangle that’s wedged up on her arm above the knobble of her elbow. Put there, she says, by her owner, when she was a slave-girl. And then she ran away and got free and it was stuck.

				‘He was rich beyond compare. And he had a lovely, lovely, lovely wife. A dark beauty she was. He’d found her in a foreign land even further away than his own country, and had fallen in love with her and brought her back to be his queen.’

				‘What did she look like?’

				‘She had brown skin—’

				‘Like mine?’ I interrupt, holding up my arm. Which, to be honest, isn’t all that brown these days. Not with the sunblock Nan puts on me all the time.

				‘Even browner. And her hair was long and curly, like yours, but darker: dark, dark brown, almost black. And she was tall and slim with a tiny waist. And the king loved her with all his kind and goodly soul. The only sad part was that they couldn’t have a baby, which was the one thing they wanted that they didn’t have.

				‘Now, it so happened that there lived in the kingdom a wise old woman. Hearing about the heartbreak of the king and queen, the wise woman went to them and cast a spell, and one fine day the king couldn’t believe his luck when his queen gave birth to the most perfect tiny baby girl.’

				‘What was she called?’

				‘She was called Meg.’

				‘Like me!’

				‘Just like you! And little Meg grew and made the king and queen the happiest people in the world. She looked so like her mummy that sometimes, except for the difference in size, it would have been hard to tell them apart. But then, sadly, the queen got very, very poorly and died.’

				‘Sad.’

				‘Sad indeed. And the king was so broken-hearted that he got on his horse and rode away, far away, and was never seen again.’

				‘But what about the little girl?’

				‘He left a note for the wise woman. And this is what the note said.’ Nan puts the king’s voice on, which is very posh, not like how she talks at all. ‘“Dear wise old woman. Although I love my little daughter to bits, I cannot bear to look upon her because she reminds me so much of my beloved late queen. You are a good, wise woman. Please take her and bring her up as well as you can, as if she was your own.”’

				‘So the wise woman got the little girl.’

				‘She did. And that’s the end.’ Nan leans in and kisses me on the nose.

				‘But what happened? Was the little girl happy?’

				Nan thinks for a bit. ‘She was mostly happy,’ she says. ‘Perhaps even happier than she would have been with her mummy and daddy.’

				‘And that’s the end?’

				‘That’s the end.’

				‘But that’s not a proper ending.’

				‘That’s because it’s a real story. And real stories sometimes don’t have those neat pat endings like they do in those books you read.’

				I think about this for a while. I suppose she’s right. But I still feel a bit cheated.

				‘Can I read now?’ I ask.

				‘Well . . .’ Nan says.

				I have to read, because I want to get the story out of my head. ‘Please,’ I go.

				‘All right then, twenty minutes and no more.’

				She creeps out and shuts my door and I hear her making her way down the steep steps from my attic to the rest of the bungalow.

				I sit there with What Katy Did in front of me, but my eyes aren’t taking in the words. All I can think about is Nan’s story and how the little girl sounds like me. I’ve got the dead mummy and the broken-hearted daddy, who rode away, and I suppose Nan is a bit like the wise old woman.

				Later, Nan comes up and checks on me and gives me my sniffy blanket so I can sleep well.

				Was I happier than I would have been with my own parents?

				Who’s to say.

				I don’t remember them. I don’t even have an image for either of them.

				All I have are these vague moments from my childhood.

				Breathe, Peg.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				‘She was crying about Raymond,’ Peg said.

				‘Oh,’ Jean said. She was trying to reach for something with her grabber stick, but couldn’t quite work up the momentum to raise herself to sitting. ‘Oh bugger it. Pass me my cigs, will you, Meggy? There’s a darling.’

				Peg reached down for the Marlboros, which had worked their way across the candlewick bedspread and fallen onto the lino. ‘I’d really like to find him, so they can see each other again before it’s too late.’

				‘Not much chance of that. Thank you, lovey.’ Jean propped her oxygen mask on the top of her head, pulled a cigarette from the pack and put it between the Rimmel-red lips she referred to as her ‘trademark look’. Peg picked up the lighter and held the flame to the tip for her. Jean’s fingers were so swollen, so distended by her own flesh that she had problems with motor tasks. And it didn’t stop with her hands – she had been stuck in bed now for over ten years.

				She inhaled deeply, then let the smoke trickle slowly from her nostrils. From his position parked on her belly, her ageing cat Lexy batted lazily at the plume with his paw. That cat was a nuisance: he regularly sprayed Jean’s room. But, away from the focal points where he marked out his territory, his pungent cat musk had nothing on the fug of Jean’s cigarettes and the rankness that crept from the deep folds of her body. Having grown up with it, Peg was used to it. But the almost visible odour still always hit her like an olfactory boxing glove when she entered Jean’s extension – even after the warm-up of having spent some time in Doll’s side of the building.

				‘What do you mean, not much chance of that?’ Peg said. She had always wondered if Jean knew more about Raymond than she let on.

				‘There’s no way of finding him. That’s what I mean,’ Jean said, looking at Peg through the corners of eyes which, despite their customary slick of frosted blue shadow, could only be described as piggy. ‘Get me my Guinness, will you, Meggy?’

				It had always been like this. Jean met any mention of her missing brother with a blank wall.

				What she didn’t know, though, was how right she was about there not being much chance of finding him.

				What she didn’t know was that Peg had been making quite an effort to find Raymond and had so far turned up a nothing as big and as fat as her aunt. For all she knew he was dead. But something inside her said he was still around and, if he was, she was determined that she would find him for Doll. It must be awful to be an abandoned mother.

				What she felt as an abandoned daughter was also worth noting, but, she reminded herself, far less urgent at the moment.

				She went through the wide doorway into the kitchen to fetch Jean’s afternoon pint of Guinness. Frank had built this extension for his daughter almost entirely on his own when they moved down from London. While the rooms were no bigger than those in the adjoining bungalow, he had built the doorways and passageways wider than standard, to accommodate Jean’s bulk back in the days when she was mobile. It mattered little, now she was bed-bound, that she had probably outgrown even the generous dimensions of his handiwork.

				Popping in on Jean was the most challenging part of Peg’s visits. After she and Doll had shared their ritual fish and chip lunch – she only had chips herself, but Doll had never seemed to notice – she would settle her grandmother down in front of Countdown with a slice of her favourite Jamaica Ginger Cake while she went ‘next door’.

				Part of Frank’s design was that, for her independence, Jean would have her own back door. So visiting her involved going out of the back of the bungalow, down a slope, turning back on yourself to go up another, then into Jean’s door, which was right next to Doll’s. There was also an internal door in the partition wall between the bungalow and the extension, but it only opened from Jean’s side – another feature Doll said Frank had designed to ‘give the girl some dignity’.

				He sounded like he had been a kind man. Peg wished she could remember him, but all she had to go on were family stories and a photograph Doll kept on the mantelpiece of their wartime wedding. Other than that, her grandfather was as lost to her as her mother: a hazy figure.

				On top of the worry of what to do with Doll, Peg’s other problem was that when she tried to think of anything that happened before she was ten or so, she found nothing. She could almost feel it in her skull: a big, empty hole. Time that she must have lived through, but where either nothing had taken root, or from which everything had been erased.

				But the leavings of this forgotten past were all around her. Evidence of her grandfather’s kindness, for example, coming up against the harsher realities of the present.

				Because, despite Frank’s best-laid plans, there was very little dignity left for Jean now. And that was where Peg found the challenge in visiting her. Doll’s decline was brutal, but far easier for Peg to deal with – it was the kind of thing you might expect from an eighty-nine-year-old. Up until about a year ago, not only had she been able to cope with her own needs, but she had also single-handedly looked after her disabled daughter. This had been a matter of great pride and importance for her.

				So, with certain qualifications, Doll had seen a good innings.

				But Jean. It had been a tough life for her all round. There she was, twenty years younger than her mother, yet thanks to her forty stones of rebellious flesh horribly, horribly stuck.

				She had been handed the very shortest of life’s straws; even the thought of her beached there at the back of the bungalow brought Peg out in a rash of guilt and despair. Although she barely admitted it to herself, it was partly because of this that she had moved away from the bungalow so soon after she had finished school.

				As she slowly poured the Guinness down the side of the glass so that it didn’t froth up too much, Peg noticed that Julie – for whom Wednesday was a well-earned night off – had left out a cold supper for Jean under a shell of cling film. Julie was Jean’s care worker, contracted by the council to come in three times a day. This arrangement had been put in place after Doll slipped on the outside slope while delivering her daughter’s daily full English breakfast. Luckily, Mrs Cairns the next-door neighbour was in curtain-twitching mode at the time, so Doll was carted off to A&E for a check-up and Peg was called in and given the usual Mrs Cairns head-waggling tirade about how on earth could she leave her poor aunt and grandmother with no help after all they’d done for her.

				It wasn’t like she’d asked them to look after her, Peg thought, as the memory of the shame she had felt at that moment flushed her cheeks.

				But that was when Peg had finally won the battle to get Doll some help with Jean, and the first of a succession of carers was brought in.

				They didn’t last long. It was hard work, shifting all that unwilling flesh around a bed, and Jean, quite understandably, didn’t take to being cared for by strangers.

				But Julie, the fifth carer to come along, had been with Jean for eight months now. She had been new to the job, so hadn’t known any different, hadn’t known that other clients could be grateful and meek. She was also the most patient person Peg had ever met.

				She poured herself a small Guinness – Jean liked company when she had a drink – and carried the two glasses through to the bedroom, where she adjusted the electric bed-head to make it easier for her aunt to drink.

				‘Thank you, darling,’ Jean said, as the whirring contraption shifted her immobile bulk up to a sitting position. ‘What’s the girl left out for my tea?’

				She always referred to Julie – who was at least forty – as ‘the girl’. Not once in Peg’s experience had she called her by her real name.

				‘It looks like ham salad,’ Peg said, helping Jean to light another cigarette.

				‘Oh no,’ Jean said, poking out her lower lip. She didn’t really consider salad to be proper food. ‘Did you have fish and chips again with Mummy?’

				‘As soon as it’s less icy, we’ll come over and eat with you again,’ Peg said. ‘But Nan can’t go out in this.’

				‘Is it still icy, is it?’ Jean said. Her drink had given her a tan moustache. Peg pulled a tissue out of the box on the bedside table and wiped it off, taking care not to disturb her lipstick. ‘Pass us the ashtray, there’s a dear.’

				The pelican-shaped ashtray was well within Jean’s reach, since she had only just put out her last cigarette, but Peg moved it closer without comment.

				‘Nan mentioned something about a Keithy,’ Peg said, when Jean had everything she needed.

				‘Did she now?’ Jean said, raising her eyebrows, which she kept immaculately plucked in high arches above those elaborately made-up eyes. She drew her face back into the flesh of her neck, giving herself a couple of extra chins. ‘Well, that’s a turn-up for the books.’

				‘I thought she was getting Dad’s name wrong or something.’

				‘No.’ Jean took another slug of her Guinness. ‘No, she wasn’t doing that.’

				‘So who’s Keithy then?’

				Jean looked at Peg and sighed. Eventually, she appeared to make a decision and went on. ‘I’ll tell you. Just for Mummy’s sake. So if she brings it up again you’ll know to steer her clear. Because we’ll NEVER EVER talk about it again after this, Meggy. Not in front of Mummy.’

				‘Never talk about what?’

				‘Keith – Keithy, as Mummy always called him – was our brother.’

				Peg frowned. ‘Whose brother?’

				‘Mine and his. You know, your dad’s. Not for long, though. It was a dreadful accident. He was only a baby. Not even two. He fell off the edge of the docks into the river, hit his head on a stone and was swept away.’

				Peg gasped. ‘I never knew . . .’

				‘A really and truly dreadful accident.’ Jean clocked Peg’s reaction and nodded to herself. ‘Pass us that tissue, will you, darling? Well, that’s the story we told everyone. I saw it happen, though . . .’

				‘What does that mean?’

				Jean dabbed at her eyes and took a deep breath, as if she were about to say something more. Then she checked herself and, at last, she spoke.

				‘Your father saw it too. He was there.’

				‘How horrible for you both,’ Peg said, compassion almost blanketing an initial flash of annoyance that no one had thought to tell her about this piece of family history before. Was it any wonder she couldn’t remember anything when chunks of the past had been withheld from her like that? ‘How horrible for everyone.’

				‘There’s some things it’s impossible to forget,’ Jean said, leaning back on the pillows and rubbing her forehead. ‘I know I’ll always remember it. All my days. The little baby toddling on the edge of the dock. His face as he lost his footing. And the sound as his head hit the rock. Crack.’

				Jean watched as Peg shuddered.

				‘I’ve asked myself if I could have done or said anything to stop it happening,’ Jean went on. ‘But I was too far away. I never could have got there in time to stop him.’

				‘You’re not to blame, Aunty Jean. You were only a little girl yourself.’

				‘I was eight. I know what I saw. But it nearly killed poor Mummy. She wasn’t there. She was busy somewhere else. She’d left him in our charge. So she blamed herself. She said it to me, at his poor little funeral. “I’m never looking away from my children again,” she said.’

				‘So it must be really horrible for her not to have seen Raymond for so long,’ Peg said.

				‘I suppose,’ Jean said, brushing crumbs from her bedspread. ‘But do you know what and all?’ She narrowed her eyes at Peg. ‘That was when Mummy stopped eating. She used to be a fuller-figured woman, big, a bit like me. But after Keithy died, she started starving herself.’

				‘I can’t imagine Nan big,’ Peg said. ‘I always thought she’s skinny because that’s how she is. I never knew.’

				‘Well, dear,’ Jean said, wedging the balled-up tissue between her flesh and her sleeve. ‘You can’t know everything, can you?’

				Indeed, Peg thought. So it seemed.

				She served the salad supper and, despite Jean’s protests about being forced to eat rabbit food, the entire plateful disappeared in a few bites. With it went the best part of a large loaf of the doughy white bread that formed a major part of her diet, half a bottle of salad cream and almost an entire tub of Utterly Butterly.

				‘I’m worried about Mummy,’ Jean said, wiping her mouth with a Wet One. She put another cigarette to her mouth and looked up at Peg, a depth of seriousness in her eyes.

				‘You and me both, Aunty Jean.’

				‘It’s just, if she’s talking about Keith, then, well . . .’ Jean drew on her Marlboro again and blew the smoke out up at the ceiling, adding another tiny tint of yellow to the nicotine stain blooming on the Artex.

				‘She didn’t know who I was when I turned up,’ Peg said.

				‘Oh dear.’

				‘We need to start thinking what we’re going to do with her, Aunty Jean. She won’t have any help, but she can’t go on like this.’

				‘No. I know. It’s a dreadful problem, I know.’

				Peg braced herself and finally gave voice to the thought that had been gnawing at her since she witnessed Doll’s earlier confusion. ‘It’s just I don’t know how much longer she’s going to be able to stay in the bungalow.’

				Jean shot Peg a horrified look. ‘You’re not talking about putting Mummy in a home, are you, Meggy? You can’t do that, though. It would kill her to move away, away from all her things. Away from me. Do you want to kill her?’

				‘Of course I don’t,’ Peg said, twisting her fingers into knots so tightly that they hurt.

				‘I won’t have it, you hear me? I won’t have it.’ Jean stubbed her cigarette out in the mouth of the pelican-shaped ashtray. She screwed the Wet One up into a ball and jabbed it at her eyes, which started to bulge as a coughing fit took her over. The spasms racketed through her, making her fleshy body quiver. Tears blobbed in her eyes and spilled onto her blotchy cheeks.

				Peg rushed to the kitchen to fill one of Jean’s special sipping cups with water. She held it in front of her aunt, who gulped it down between desperate wheezes for breath. Then she took the oxygen mask from where it was still perched on the top of Jean’s head and pressed it to her face.

				‘Thank you, dear,’ Jean gasped. With quivering fingers she pressed the mask tight against herself, fell back against the pillows, closed her eyes and breathed in as deeply as she could to activate the oxygen.

				Peg hovered anxiously over her while the moments passed. Then, without warning, Jean shot out a hand and squeezed Peg’s arm so tightly in her hot fat palm that she nearly yelped.

				‘And if you throw Mummy in a home, Meggy,’ she said, lifting the mask away to speak. ‘Then what about me? What’s to become of me?’

				Peg knew this was the big issue. Thinking about it made her head ache; she had no answer for it. But she couldn’t let Jean know that. She took a deep breath and looked her aunt straight in the eye. ‘Don’t worry, Aunty Jean,’ she said. ‘I’m never going to do that to either of you.’

				She made sure both Jean and Doll were comfortable for the night. Then, her brain like scrambled egg, her eyes tight like two little raisins stuck on the front of her face, she steeled herself for the chilly walk to Whitstable Station, which she decided tonight would be the longer, beachfront route. She wanted to be whipped clean by the salt-sharp wind.

				She had just fastened the front gate when she turned and nearly bumped into Mrs Cairns.

				‘Heel, Scotty,’ Mrs Cairns said to her greying Jack Russell which, as usual, greeted Peg with bared fangs. ‘How are they doing, Margaret?’ she asked, her blob of a face a picture of solemn concern.

				‘Oh, they’re fine, Mrs Cairns,’ Peg said, hitching her rucksack on her back and fixing a smile onto her face. ‘All jogging along nicely.’

				Allowances had to be made for Mrs Cairns. Her only child – a ‘hulking great slow boy’, as Jean put it – had hanged himself in a police cell about twenty years ago, and, according to both Doll and Jean, she had not been right since then.

				‘Your grandmother didn’t look all that smart yesterday. She was out the front here in her dressing gown at eleven o’clock in the morning calling for her late husband.’

				‘Really?’ Peg said, her heart sinking down somewhere near her Doc Martens.

				‘It’s a crying shame that she’s on her own here, without any help.’

				‘I know, Mrs Cairns, but Nan won’t have anyone else in the house. And at least there’s Julie now, for Aunty Jean.’

				‘And about time too.’ Mrs Cairns folded her arms across her battleship bosom and settled her chin into her neck.

				‘I’m working on it, though, Mrs Cairns. I’ll get in touch with the council tomorrow. I promise.’

				Mrs Cairns made a little harrumphing sound.

				‘If you’ll excuse me,’ Peg said, trying to stay brave, trying to hold back the tears of helplessness fizzing in the corners of her eyes, ‘I’ve got a train to catch . . .’

				‘Yes. I suppose you’ve got a life to get back to up in London,’ Mrs Cairns said, unfolding her arms and swinging a bag full of scooped poop from her hooked forefinger.

				‘I’ve got work tomorrow, if that’s what you mean.’

				‘Well, don’t let me keep you.’

				Peg set off, but before she had got more than a couple of steps, Mrs Cairns spoke again.

				‘Oh, just before you go, what are your plans for that garden, Margaret? It was a jungle out there in the summer, and it really needs a good tidy.’

				This was one of Mrs Cairns’s favourite themes.

				‘Poor Mr Thwaites made it ever so lovely,’ she told Peg for the millionth time. ‘And even after he passed away so suddenly, Mrs Thwaites looked after it, kept it neat and presentable. But after you left, she let it drop, you know. And it’s in a right old state now. And all those weeds have seeds, you know. And they blow over my way.’

				Peg nodded, itching to get away. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t tried to tidy things up. But her time was limited and, never having had a garden of her own, she had no idea where to start. Two years ago she had succeeded, during one enthusiastic bout of weeding, in pulling up a whole load of ground-cover geraniums.

				‘What Frank put in for our fiftieth anniversary,’ Doll had informed her. ‘Just before he passed away.’ Oblivious to the effect she was having on Peg – who had ended up going home and crying until she was sick – she went on to say how the purple flowers coming up every spring had lifted her heart and reminded her of him.

				‘Well what do you say, Margaret?’ Mrs Cairns said.

				‘I’ll see what I can do, Mrs Cairns.’

				After the geranium debacle she bought some new plants to put in, carrying them on the train in a soggy cardboard box that leached muddy water through to her jeans. But she planted them just before a late and devastating frost, and they all died.

				‘I’d be very grateful,’ Mrs Cairns said. ‘I don’t like to nag, but it’s a bit depressing to look at. It can’t do poor Mrs Thwaites much good either.’

				‘No,’ Peg said.

				Mrs Cairns turned towards her gate, and Peg was finally dismissed. With time now at a premium if she was going to catch the one train she could use with her cheap advance ticket, she set off on the quicker, more dreary walk to the station, past the crumbling chalets of Tankerton, whose streets stood as yet unchanged by the tide of gentrification washing in from Whitstable.

				As she reached the corner of the street, she heard a vehicle pull out in the road behind her. She needed to cross, so she glanced back. It was a white van. There were so many white vans on the roads and they all looked the same. But she had an eerie feeling that she had seen this one not only here in Tankerton, but also several times in the past couple of weeks as she made her way to or from the library. As the van passed, she caught a glimpse of the profile of the driver in the inadequate yellow streetlight.

				And, although she couldn’t place him, she thought he looked oddly familiar.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				Peg endured a tense journey back to London in an overheated train carriage with the bouquet of the bungalow lingering in her nostrils and – she knew it – on her clothes.

				Her only fellow traveller was a trashed boy who slouched in his seat, earphones blaring, and eyed her with menace.

				If she had been Loz, she would have asked him what he thought he was looking at and told him to turn his fucking shit music down. But she was Peg, so she suffered in silence and tried once more to count her breaths, to take herself away and zone him out, using the same technique she had tried before failing and falling asleep in the bungalow.

				She had found the method in a book on age regression and self-hypnosis borrowed from the self-help section of her library. The aim was to use the breathing and counting to put yourself in a state of what the book called ‘inner flow’. Then, by visualising yourself floating along a personal timeline, and seizing on glimpsed sensory details – your bedroom wallpaper, for example, or the smell of a favourite meal – you could access long-repressed memories.

				Yeah, right, she had thought when she first flicked through the book.

				The fact of her missing memory hadn’t particularly troubled Peg until recently, when it had begun to dawn on her that, apart from her year-long relationship with Loz, she had very little going for herself. With no ambition and few friends she wasn’t too clear who or what she was. Something seemed to be blocking her up. It felt to her as if there were a wall between her and most other people, Doll, Jean and Loz apart.

				It had been Loz, in fact – whose mother Naomi was a psychotherapist and who was therefore very conversant both with herself and the power of the mind to heal itself – who had made her realise this.

				‘You need to do something about it Peggo,’ she had said one evening when, coming home from the restaurant after an early shift, she found her slumped in front of really crap daytime TV. ‘Before it gets too late and you’re completely fucked.’

				It was also Loz who suggested that the reason Peg felt so blurred round the edges – for that was as close as she could get to describing how she felt – had something to do with what Loz had decided to call her ‘weird childhood’, and how she couldn’t remember anything about it.

				She had offered Naomi’s services, but Peg had felt it was too close to home. It would feel . . . incestuous. Instead, ever her grandmother’s self-improving girl, she checked out the self-help book from the library.

				Following its suggestion, she had gone out and bought a digital voice recorder with five hundred and thirty hours of recording time. A bit of a Luddite, she had taken a full day to become conversant with the workings of the thing, but now she carried it with her everywhere, ready for the moment when she might engage with her ‘inner flow’. She had also bought a new red notebook and a slightly expensive pen, for more conventional recording of what her thoughts revealed and, if she were honest with herself, she much preferred this quieter, more contemplative method. After all, she had been brought up by her grandmother to record everything in notebooks – or, as Doll called them, ‘Commonplace Books’.

				But the voice recorder had cost thirty quid, and, even if she didn’t use it all that much, she had – partly out of the hate of waste she had also learned from Doll – elevated it to a sort of totemic level. If she wasn’t going to use it, at least it might provide a sort of prop to spur her on. So she kept it constantly in her pocket, more to stroke than to use.

				Her breathing took on the rhythm of the train, then grew slower and deeper. Almost magically, the boy’s horrible music became little more than a background hum: hardly troubling at all.

				She felt the recorder’s comforting weight in her pocket. From a position of scepticism about the process, she had now moved on to holding out great hope. She even had an idea it might be starting to work. Not that she felt any more defined, but her childhood – which had been a foreign land to her – had started, albeit tentatively, to reveal itself.

				She took out her red notebook and started to write.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Then

				‘I was a nurse in the war.’

				This is another of Nan’s stories.

				I’m about eight, I suppose, and again she’s tucked up beside me in my bed.

				‘I was a nurse in the war,’ she says, her voice rumbling in my ear. I’m resting my head on her chest, and her arm is round me. It’s so comforting, this feeling. Anything could happen, but I’m safe against my nan, here in my little attic bedroom with its stars on the walls which are also ceiling.

				‘I was a nurse in the war. I was younger than I should have been when I signed up for the training. I loved it, Meggy. They saw how excellent I was as a nurse, so very soon they put me into surgical, and I was in theatre throughout all the bombings, helping with all the poor boys back from the front and the people burned in the Blitz. We mended people whose whole bodies were covered in burns, put smashed jaws back together, cut off blood-poisoned legs.’

				‘Yerk,’ I go.

				‘You see this?’

				She pulls a hair from her head and holds it up in front of me.

				‘My hair is very fine, see. And it was long back then, too – I had it pinned up most of the time under my hat. It was perfect for stitching up the delicate work on the nerves and such. They sterilised it first, of course. Keep the germs
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