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Max

An author came into school at the end of last term and he said everyone was a writer. ‘E-ve-ry-one of you,’ he said, with his finger pointing at us in turn as we sat in a semicircle on the mat around him. Mrs Winters didn’t look convinced. She’s been trying to get Johnny Parsons to write a full sentence for most of Year Six. The man was wearing a red neckerchief with black whirls on it, and a jacket the colour of rust. I’m telling you that because he said writers are noticers, and that was what I noticed; the whirls, like busy tadpoles, the bright red of the neckerchief, and the brown of his jacket. I’d clocked them before he said the noticing part, so it felt like a sign that what he was saying about being a writer might actually be true, if not for Johnny Parsons then for me.

The fly in the ointment is that I’m left-handed. Also not such a good speller, although I always give it my best shot. Most of the time I can hardly see what I’m writing. ‘That’s one long spidery trail of smudginess,’ is what Mrs Winters said about my topic on Martin Luther King. I think she might have a dream in which she has a class of completely different children.

My final primary school report said I am not a confident speller. But I am a confident speaker. My school report didn’t say that, but it’s true. My mum says I’m a Chatty Cathy. I pointed out to her that I am a boy, so should be Chatty Charlie, but she said that Charlie’s not my name either so one thing wrong is as good as another. I think there’s quite a big difference, but if I said so my mum would just wave her hand, her polished nails all shiny like ice cubes, and my words would bounce right off them. Anyway, it’s down to my mum that I’m writing this – although I’m not actually writing it. Here’s the bang – I’m speaking it, into the little Dictaphone machine she used to keep in the Powder Room.

The Powder Room is next to the kitchen in our house where just the two of us live. It is her place of work (that’s what she calls it) where people come and have treatments. Facials, waxing, manicures, pedicures, makeovers, fake tans. All kinds of stuff goes on in that room. She painted the walls lilac, which is fresh. Fresh is one of her favourite words, and also cute. And when she likes clothes she says ‘oh that’s such an easy piece’. I’m not sure whether a difficult piece is one that’s hard to wear or hard to look at. She also says ‘whaddyaknow’ a lot, usually when I tell her something I’ve done at school. It doesn’t actually make sense when she says it, because obviously what I know is what I’ve just told her.

She had the Dictaphone because she found it handy to help her keep a list of what she needed to get from the wholesalers. When she said I could have it, I played it back and there were long bits of silence and then her voice sounding a bit annoyed saying wax strips, then shellac remover, and eyelash tint; brown. She also said smoky eyes palette, but then, a few seconds later no bother, found it.

I know most of the words for the stuff she uses. That’s because sometimes, when she has a client, the room gets a bit hot (even though it’s meant to be fresh because of the lilac) and so she opens the door just a crack and calls me. (‘Coo-eee,’ she says, which apparently doesn’t bother someone lying with cotton pads on their eyes waiting for an eyelash tint to take). I come in with the steps and very quietly flip them out, scoot up them and push the Velux open. ‘Here’s my little helper’ is what she always says if the woman’s eyes are open, like if they’re having their nails done and are popping them under the UV light. Sometimes they smile at me, sometimes they just nod. Most of the time they’re just looking at themselves in the magnifying mirror on the desk, and tugging at their wrinkles or smoothing their lips. 

Mum said I could have the Dictaphone a little while ago. I hadn’t thought of a use for it until now, the first week of the summer holidays. I don’t actually have anything to order which isn’t delivered with the Tesco shop on a Wednesday night, but then today I was thinking about the author telling us we were all writers, and I thought hey presto, I get to do all my noticing with none of the spelling or my left hand smudging everything. I’m just going to speak it as I see it. Even Mrs Winters couldn’t find fault with that. And I might look like a bit of a secret agent as well. Maybe even an on-the-spot-reporter. That’s cooler than being a regular writer.

Mum’s calling me now – it’s time for my supper. I just flicked the Dictaphone off for a moment and when I turned it back on it was her voice saying emery boards. I’m not sure what I should say when I come to the end of a chapter. I’m going to call it a chapter even if it’s not written down. For our history topic on the First World War, Mrs Winters took us to a museum which had an exhibition of people’s stuff from that time. Jam pots they’d opened the day war was declared, things you’d never think were history. There was a tape recorder with old people’s wobbly voices telling their memories. ‘These are oral histories,’ the guide said, ‘and just as important as anything written down.’ Cheers to that. So this is my oral history, spoken into my mum’s Dictaphone which she doesn’t want anymore because now she does her ordering on an app on her iPhone.

Maybe when I finish a chapter I should say Roger, or Over and Out? Or perhaps you don’t say that if you’re just talking to yourself.
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‘Bring all your intelligence to bear on your beginning.’ The author said that, and then he said, ‘That means using all your smarts at the start.’ I think he knows what he’s talking about. Mrs Winters had lined nine of his books up along the library table. That’s a lot of beginnings.

My beginning is a bit misty; I think that’s probably the best word for it. My mum went with some friends on a holiday to Kavos in Greece and she came back with me; not straight away but nine months later, obviously. She doesn’t really talk about it; but once, when I was doing a topic on Greek Gods in Year Five, she said, ‘Beware of Greeks bearing gifts.’ I wasn’t sure what she meant. ‘Gifts’ sound like a good thing, but not so much if you remember ‘beware’. I only properly understood it when my teacher explained about the wooden horse and the siege of Troy. Then, when I thought about it some more, I wondered whether it was me or my dad who jumped out and gave her a shock. Maybe she was a little bit beware of us both. Either way, she’s never said anything else about it so I’ve no idea whether my dad is actually a surprising Greek or whether she met another English person in Kavos. My only clue is that my grandad, who’s dead now, referred to him once as ‘bloody Zorba’, but he always had a roundabout way of talking so I shouldn’t bank on that. When he was dying he took my hand, his face all purply-blue, and said, ‘I am a busted flush.’ I found out on Google that that’s actually a term from playing poker, so you can see why I’m not properly going with Zorba. After he died, my grandma moved to Florida and met a different man at a golf club. Mum says she’s become addicted to plastic surgery. When she Skypes, her face hardly moves at all, and her top lip looks as if it reaches right back to her ears. When she leans forward and says ‘Say hi to Grandma’, it’s quite spooky and I feel a little bit sick. Mum says that that’s not really beauty, and she should know, what with spending her entire working life on it: She’d have been better with some serum, and some tinted moisturiser applied with a brush. Setting powder to finish.

I have very pale skin, and my hair is what Mum calls dishwater blonde. She says I might have to address that one day. Dishwater blonde’s not very Greek is it? If he was Greek I think I might be a little darker. Sometimes, when there’s an unexpected knock on the door, I think I’m going to open it and he’ll be standing there, all tanned and dark-haired like the man who fries and scoops the chips in the Mediterranean Fish Bar and he’ll say yassou – which I also Googled and is hello in Greek – and boom, I’ll know who my dad is. So far there’s no yassou in sight.

I don’t think she’s completely given up on the man front, although she’s going through a quiet period now. She says a glass of Pinot Grigio and watching Downton Abbey is a better bet. A while ago she did something called speed dating. She said the best thing about it was that she wasn’t out for long so the babysitting was cheap. Also, apparently it’s cheaper if you go to the sitter’s house rather than have them come to yours. So she used to walk me round the corner to Mrs Philips’ house which was also by the bus stop making it a win–win. Mrs Philips’ husband died of a stroke suddenly and she says she’ll be non-stop grieving now. I don’t think she’s planning on a new man and some plastic surgery. When I used to go round, she mostly sat in her armchair with the TV turned off and said ‘dearie me’ and sighed over and over and it felt like all the dearie mes were flumping onto the carpet like soft, wet tissues. The only thing that made her happy was buttered brazils. She’d crunch them between her teeth, little splinters of caramel spraying out, and she’d rustle the box at me – which was lined with red tissue paper – and say ‘help yourself chum, help yourself’, but I never did. I think it was also because of the budgie. She had a budgie, Horace, whose cage was next to her armchair, and while she was eating buttered brazils he’d be nibbling away like crazy on a bit of cuttlefish or some seeds and the whole room contained so much crunching I felt one of us should be sitting with a perfectly still mouth. When my mum came back – not necessarily as speedily as she might have thought – Mrs Philips would say ‘hasn’t the time flown?’ and it would have been rude to say ‘not particularly’. The smell of buttered brazils and cuttlefish in your nose takes a surprisingly long time to go. On the upside, I’ll be twelve in November so I won’t need to go to her house anymore. If Mum starts speed dating again, I can sit here in my room and report my story.

I think I’ll describe what’s around me a little bit, just to give the picture. Drawing’s not my strong suit either (that’s another word from card games which I learned after I looked up busted flush) so it’s easier for me to speak what I can see. Mum and I live on an estate and in the middle of it is a massive, very old house. Not long after the Second World War, the man who owned the house sold all the land around it and they built houses so people would have new places to live. The big old house sits like an island in the middle of them all. Two old ladies live in it; I think they must be sisters. One goes out and does the shopping and the other one doesn’t. She stands or sits by the big front window and looks out quietly. Her window is opposite my window. If we wanted to do signals to each other we could; like the flags sailors wave on the decks of ships. We’ve not done any signals yet. I’ve lived here for two years, but maybe we might start one day soon.

Their house looks crumbly, that’s my best word for it. When I pull back my curtains in the morning I always do a quick check and see if anything has fallen off in the night, like a bit of windowsill or some of the swirls which run along the top. You can see the wood where the paint used to be. It has a grand old gate which is very tall. One of the hinges is broken and so it dangles rather than swings. I saw the one who goes shopping looking at it once. She poked it with her stick, shook her head and then got going.

We have other neighbours as well. There’s a woman called Martine who has a sofa outside her house and she sits on it sometimes with her daughter and they chat to everyone who goes past. Apparently she could make more of herself, beginning with an eyebrow shape and a full leg wax. There’s a man who does his garden a lot. Once he was carrying a huge armful of flowers. They were a really dark purply colour. I said, ‘Excuse me mister, but what flowers are they?’ And he said, ‘Dahlia,’ which sounded a bit like Delilah, which was kind of funny because his head is all bald like an egg and we’d just been doing Samson and Delilah in RE. His arms were a bit trembly because he’s quite old, and he was wearing the kind of sandals that I used to have when I was about six which have a buckle and gaps cut out so your feet don’t get hot. It made me think of Samson, all weak after Delilah had cut off his hair. ‘Perhaps you’d like a couple for your mum,’ he said, all proud, and he reached over and gave me three. The colour still looked brilliant, and the petals were really shiny, but they smelt terrible. It reminded me of when a cat ran in through the open front door and weed in the corner. ‘I can’t abide the smell of cat pee,’ Mum had said. We sprayed no end of stuff to get rid of it. Then she left bowls of bicarbonate of soda and cut-up onions next to the skirting board because she said they would absorb the smell. It took longer than you’d think.

I didn’t think she’d like the dahlias because of that but it would have been rude to say no, what with him looking so pleased. So I said thank you, gave him a little bow which I think was a bit of a surprise to both of us, scooted upstairs to my room and stuffed them under my bed so that neither of them would be put out. It worked. Putting things under the bed always does. I hid under it myself once, when she was whirling round the house like one of those dust tornados. She blew right past me.
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Old people worry me. Just thinking about Samson and his dahlias again has made me feel sad. When you look at an old person’s face, there’s something so pale and rimmy about their eyes, and you can mostly see their scalp even if they still have hair. The corners of their mouths tremble like a diving board when you’ve just jumped off it. Not Grandma’s, her mouth hardly moves at all. She’s started wearing a white sun visor, so her scalp’s a bit of a mystery too.

Little children upset me as well. I hate it when they cry and it sounds as if they are dragging all their tears up from the bottom of their stomachs not their eyes, and they can’t get their words out for big sobby breaths. At the bus stop on the way home from school a man was shouting at his little girl. ‘Just be silent,’ he said, ‘SILENT!’ and when she took a step over to her mum he said, ‘And you will not hold Mummy’s hand.’ That seemed pretty mean to me. Had Zorba rocked up, I’m hoping he’d never have said anything like that. One of the good things about him not being here is that at least I can make him kind in my mind.

People are very quick to judge. I read that somewhere. Case proved by the question of school bags too, which was a surprise to me. I’m going to secondary school in September. There’s a boy called Jay who lives round the corner who’s two years older than me. My new school chose him as my meet-and-greet buddy. That meant on Induction day I got to sit with him for fifteen minutes while he gave me his top tips on how to be happy at Wellbrook. This is what he said: ‘Mate, I have two pieces of advice. One, don’t be a wanker. Two, don’t get one of those rucksacks which have wheels. Only tossers and nerds have those.’

I didn’t really know where to start with that. After he said it he got up and went, even though we were only three minutes into our session. I’d been going to ask him about library access after school and whether you needed a passport photo for your card. His comments on rucksacks with wheels were a blow. Firstly because I’d seen a nice one in Mr Kipling in Bicester Village Outlet Mall when we went one Sunday because Mum wanted a pair of ballet flats to work in, and also because how can a bag tell you anything really important about anyone? Who decides that?

The old lady across the road – the one who goes and does the shopping – has a trolley that’s on wheels. It’s patterned in red and black squares. Laid flat, you could use it for a board game, not that she looks like she’d be up for that. She has a very stern face. She looks straight ahead of her, although she steers the trolley very carefully where the pavement is uneven. The one who watches from the window stretches her neck to catch sight of her as she comes back around the corner. She doesn’t wave or anything; she just watches.

The shopping lady has a stick. She tap tap taps the tip of it as she goes along the kerb. I don’t think she’s blind or anything. I think she just likes to tap it as she walks, like some kind of Morse code. Maybe it’s to tell the ground ahead that she’s coming. Maybe she doesn’t like being a surprise.

Mum’s not like that. She likes to make people look at her. She went through a phase last summer of dying her hair what she called iced blonde. She said that with a tan she’d look like a Starbucks frappe. I thought her hair looked like a big stick of candy floss. Each time I looked at her it was a shock.

That’s another thing I’ve learned – along with the part about people being quick to judge. Sometimes, when someone asks you what you think, like she did when she came out of the bathroom with her new hair, and you think that your answer is not what the person wants to hear, it’s better to do something which doesn’t give the game away. A good old thumbs up is often the answer. That way nobody gets upset.


4

Minnie

Clara will be rounding the corner soon. I could set my wristwatch by her. Tap tap tap goes her stick on the pavement, but I can’t actually hear it so I am embellishing that part. The shopping trolley looks particularly full. Likely she will have bought curly kale, swedes, turnips; floor wax, too. Tomorrow I will polish the hall floor. The colour of the wax is Bishop’s Cardinal Red.

Clara’s posture is impressive. ‘Did you ever ballet dance, m’dear?’ a market stallholder asked her once. She told me she shook her head and said, ‘No, never.’ She is not stand-offish, but she can be mistaken for being so. I am less likely to be misunderstood, mostly because I hardly go out and I speak as little as possible. It has crossed my mind that all my unsaid words might be stacked up somewhere, waiting, like a wick, to be set alight. If it ever happens, I wonder if I will find myself torched by a hot flame of words.

The marmalade cat which belongs to a house down the road is looping itself around the gatepost. It lifts its tail like an ensign. Clara will shoo it away with her stick. She can’t abide cats, their scratching and scraping. Sometimes, I think it would be companionable; a soft tabby in the parlour, mewing when it is hungry. Instead, there is mostly silence, always order, myself and Clara moving around Rosemount.

There are rooms I have not been in for years: small attics, the billiards room where the green baize table gathers dust. Clara steps purposefully in there sometimes, the ostrich-feather duster held upright in her hands. I’m not sure it does much good. Dust re-gathers, re-groups, re-falls anyway; rooms become softly shrouded in greyness.

However one tries to avoid it, matter settles and ossifies.

Clara is getting closer. A boy cycles past her, and it looks like he is singing or shouting. She doesn’t flinch. The woman in the post office asked her if she considered herself a target, what with her fixed routines. ‘I’d be worried,’ the woman said. Clara replied that she didn’t see why anyone would target her. She’s probably right. There is something in the way she wields her stick, some kind of peculiar authority and untouchability, which means it would take no small measure of courage to mug Clara.

A mug used to be something one might drink from; now it also means a kind of assault. There is no denying it; words scamper forth and make new meanings for themselves. You can look out of a window for the best part of fifty years, and the whole world can label itself differently.

My label changed. I began as Hermione, my baptismal name. It was rapidly truncated to Minnie; sometimes Min, my father’s pet name for me. Hermione, Minnie, Min. Smaller and smaller, as if I were shrinking.

Clara always insists on unpacking the groceries herself. She says I am undisciplined about what goes where in the refrigerator, which is not entirely fair. Also that I do not always replace the newspaper which lines the vegetable basket before laying out the fresh potatoes and onions. It is not worth a squabble. I am usually relegated to watching as Clara takes out carrots, cauliflower and a small block of cheddar. Perhaps she will have treated us to a custard slice each. Or it might be a jam tart, red and smooth as wax.

As I sit now by the bay window again the late afternoon sun casts long, angular shadows and the gate is picked out by the light. Rosemount Park, written on slate, retains its purchase on the ornate ironwork. The lowest hinge is broken. Clara has noted it in the Repairs book, which is no longer necessarily a step to it being repaired.

Our house stood, previously, in a hundred acres of its own parkland. There was a tennis court, a croquet lawn, a walled garden fragrant with pleached fruit trees and soft, blowsy roses. There is an ancient photo of myself and Clara, dressed in white sprigged muslin dresses, obediently holding hands in front of the neat vegetable garden. The butcher delivered meat tied in waxed-paper parcels, and the fishmonger, on Fridays, a fillet of cod or haddock laid out on granules of ice. I remember the gardeners, their tools, barrows, clippers; a man who pruned the trees, harnessing himself to the branches, and who with particular skill trimmed the wisteria, encouraging it to thread its way along the length of the glasshouse. The apples from the orchard were stacked in trays in an outhouse. ‘Apples from the garden,’ our mother used to say, ‘right through until February.’ It was Father who, after the war, in the mid-1950s, sold off all the land to the council to build a new estate. The houses now lap practically to the front door. The child who lives opposite is physically closer to me than Clara making tea in the kitchen. ‘People need homes,’ my father had said firmly, ‘the time for all this is gone.’ When I close my eyes, I can still see the lake, the parkland, the feathery asparagus beds, the row of delicate aspen trees. The planners tried to commemorate the original context. Lake Street. The Long Walk. Wisteria Avenue. It’s all a nod to Rosemount’s vanished space.

The money gained is perhaps now almost gone. Clara has not said – the accounts are her business – but last November she burned our stack of accumulated Yellow Pages in the woodstove, cutting them up with her old pinking shears. The flames danced green.

What plays out now in front of me are other people’s lives with all their business and colour. I watch the hurry and scurry of their routines; women on their way to nurseries with pushchairs, stooping to pick up things their toddlers hurl; schoolchildren bumping up the kerb on their bikes and wheeling with no hands on the handlebars down the middle of the road; teenagers smoking and laughing by the row of garages; grocery deliveries arriving in supermarket vans; young women in high heels teetering out on Friday night; a man in a yellow sou’wester walking his dachshund at precisely the same time, twice daily. I can measure my day by it all.

I am not alone in watching, in taking it all in. The child opposite does so too. I would guess him to be ten, possibly eleven if he is small and slight for his age. He sits on the low brick wall which runs in front of his house, and watches the comings and goings. He swings his legs as he sits there. He waves to other children as they go by, and sometimes he walks to the park but is not gone long. I think that he does not have a father; there is no sign of a man. He has the air of a child who has been brought up by women and the elderly. I don’t know why I am so sure of that, but I am. He is considered in his movements, and there is about him a gentleness which is the opposite of the boisterousness I see in some of the other children of his age. When he first moved in, an old couple used to visit, and he would walk very slowly around the block with an elderly man who wheeled an oxygen tank. I imagine it was his grandfather. I would watch him talking intently to him, and there was a sweetness about him which I found heart-warming.

The boy looks across at me sometimes. We catch each other’s eye and hold our gaze for a second. Sometimes he stands by the window ledge of his sitting room, or at his bedroom window, scanning the length of the street. In the last day or so I think he has a new project. He seems to be talking to himself, his lips moving quickly, animatedly. He is holding something constantly in his hand. It is a machine of sorts; perhaps a phone, or maybe a tape recorder of some kind. Perhaps he is telling himself a story.

Would I be telling myself a story? Perhaps. I have a sudden, overwhelming desire to write what happened. It is different from a story. In doing so, I wonder if at last I will be able to let it go. As I look up at his window, the boy is talking into his machine again. We would be twinned in our endeavour. This is how I will think of it.

The paving slabs, the parked cars, the differing perspectives make it difficult to remember for certain where things once were. The thing I would most like to know is exactly where the indigo hydrangea bush stood. It troubles me whether it was closest to where the third or fourth lamp post stands now. The diggers, the heaps of rubble, the twisted tree roots made it so difficult, at the time, to be sure. The not knowing nags at me.

Tomorrow I must polish the quarry tiles. My nails will carry a small blood-red crescent of wax. Looking at my hands has never ceased to bother me. They remain culpable. Sometimes, when I sit at my dressing table, I look at myself, and try to locate the vestiges of my younger self, wondering if she is tucked somewhere beneath the soft, faded, slackness of my skin. I am tempted to tap on my cheek, to ask Are you there? It is hard to believe so. The face which looks back at me is frequently a study in disquietude.

My mother used to say ‘There is not enough stillness in your expression’. She would find enough stillness now. When I pinch the apple of my cheek the bones feel all too imminent beneath.

Clara and I have spent the evening in the parlour as is our habit. Clara worked on her needlepoint and I looked at an old book of Father’s on maritime history. Our television no longer works. Apparently the world has digitally switched over, it no longer speaks the same language as the transmission mast. There were leaflets pushed through the door which Clara had disposed of. ‘It will save us the licence fee,’ she said. ‘Most of what’s on is rubbish; we’re better off without it.’

I did not disagree. I miss, however, the wildlife programmes: lions brazenly stalking the Serengeti, and, more mundanely, Autumn and Spring Watch – robins on a bird feeder, badgers at play. A crow, once, clever enough to extract a key from a puzzle box.

We have not removed the set. It watches us, from the corner of the parlour, with a dispassionate eye. I like to imagine the lions and the robins digitally happening elsewhere.

In their absence I have transferred my attention to the child. He has drawn his curtains; his light is off. Perhaps he is lying in bed and talking to his machine. I think it is not unusual for children to talk to themselves; I think it is probably a particular comfort, a telling either of how it is, or how we’d like it to be.

They are rarely the same thing.
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My father’s fountain pen is newly in my hand. My fingers are sensitive to the unfamiliar weight of it. Who am I writing for? Absolutely only myself. Why am I writing? That is harder to answer. A feeling descends; the desire to see it all in sequence. A life less lived. My life less lived.

Before I retired, I sat beside many people as they contemplated the span of their years. I think it is my turn to do so now, but not pale-lipped, motionless, frail beneath a counterpane; instead in reasonably good health, and concentrating on mostly the first part, written down here in this diary, in royal blue ink.

I will begin with my beginnings; with what I see as where it all began.

How old was I – fourteen, fifteen – when I used to go with my mother to visit people who lived in the village? She took linctus for sick infants, old sweaters for impoverished farmhands. It was plain to see, even then, that she was not a compassionate angel of mercy. There was something about the visits which carried an unspoken reprimand; they should have rather provided for themselves whatever it was she bestowed.

There was a small farmhouse on the green, with wooden shutters and a pear tree adjacent to the gate. It was lived in by a stockman, who died suddenly, messily (gored by a bull – was that it?). There were whispers, lowered voices. His wife went to live with her sister on the other side of the village and did not set foot in the house for three years. It was said the thought was unbearable to her. I watched the pear tree repeatedly bloom, fruit, and weep leaves whilst the shutters remain closed. One day, walking past, my mother pulled up short, and said enough was enough.

Another woman, Mary, let us in. We stood by the fireplace in the kitchen, the stockman’s armchair as it had been on the day that he died, his winter coat still on the peg, and a pack of cards, well-thumbed, on the table. I stood with my hands on the back of the chair, touching a dark, oiled patch which was the trace of his living head. I rubbed my fingertips together and wondered if they now carried motes of him, the knowledge, dawning upon me for the first time, that absence could be as strong, as physical, as presence.

‘Something must be done,’ my mother said, a tureen of soup held under her arm, intended for another, but which now implied that a mouthful, cradled in a wide-bowled spoon, might bring the widow to her senses and set in motion a flurry of scrubbing and wiping which would bring the house swiftly to order. Behind her, yellow wallpaper curled in loops from the plaster.

Mary nodded impassively, before saying, ‘That’s an enormous spider in the sink,’ her arm outstretched as if she might suddenly lace it between her fingers. She hobbled off down the hallway. I looked up and saw the widow standing on the village green, staring at us through the open door, the pear tree shimmering beside her. I took my hand from the chair, feeling as if touching it was rude. It was as if the house was disintegrating with its own sorrows.

Rosemount is falling softly down around us. It is an unspoken understanding we have. We try and disguise the fact. I buff the quarry tiles in long smooth arcs. Clara bleaches the Belfast sink in the laundry. We take it in turns to polish the range, small huffs of our breath misting the steel lids.

Clara has written a list of who is responsible for what. It is propped on the kitchen table beneath a brass weight shaped like a bell. It is a manifesto of resistance, achieved by our knees, elbows, arms, knuckles and fingertips. Neither of us acknowledges the futility to the other. Someone likely will come, one day soon, and tear out frayed wires, old lead pipes, the wheezing boiler. Someone will make new, but until then we will continue to move around Rosemount, measured and disciplined, trying to keep dissolution at bay.

The boy is sitting on his wall opposite, looking to the left and right, holding whatever it is in his hand, and talking rapidly into it. I cannot hear him but I can see it is a tumble of words. The front length of his hair is long, and it swings as he moves his head.

Clara and I do not speak in a tumble of words. We use them frugally, parsimoniously; each sentence landing on the Persian rug between us like an object we might consider, carefully, protractedly, at length.

Shall you start to peel the vegetables in a little while? 

The candlesticks need polishing; I will begin them tomorrow. 

There is a piece of guttering worked loose above the scullery window. 

And, woven through our sentences and the pauses, the delicate clinking of our bone china cups on their saucers, and the sound of Clara, neatly, precisely, eating a lemon shortbread biscuit. What would it be like to suddenly throw out a whoop; to watch it rocket across the room and land in the hearth? It is inconceivable.

It is twilight now. He is not yet at his bedroom window. A couple have walked past on the street, holding hands, the man reaching across to kiss the woman swiftly, decisively. A courting couple. They are not called that anymore.

If I had a machine like the boy’s, what would I tell it, where would I begin? Would it be easier than trying to write it all down? I was wrong-footed so long ago it is difficult to unpick my way back to it all; to when I stood in that old farmhouse, my mother clutching soup, and realised that everything came at a cost.

The sound of the wireless is trickling through from the parlour. Clara will be listening intently, a shawl pulled around her shoulders. After the Shipping Forecast she will go to bed. Each night she listens to it gravely as if she might be called upon to muster a lifeboat, even though we live far inland. I think she is soothed by the voice threading its way fastidiously around the shoreline. I think that it reassures her that someone will continue to be on watch while she sleeps. My sister is vigilant. Responsible. This is also probably my fault.

In the beginning – see how I can write the words – In my beginning. As the darkness steeps around me, my mind opens wide like a jawbone, and there is a memory – intact, freshly lit, luminous.

I am crouched in a flower bed, a velvet-soft, emerald green caterpillar curled in the palm of my hand, its body thrumming against the curve of my skin. My mother’s voice, imperious, comes from an open window. ‘Hermione, get up. You are muddying your knees and spoiling your frock.’ I look up, the house pale in comparison to the vivid green of the caterpillar, and Mother closes the window and pulls the blind half down to preserve the bedroom furniture from the sun. She then appears, briefly, hazily, again, carrying a large bowl of wilted roses from another sill. Beyond me, Clara stands as if to attention by an easel, a bee buzzing fatly around her so that she shoos it away with her brush. She pauses to consider what she has painted, her head on one side.

I know if I put the caterpillar back on the Lady’s Mantle where I found it, and sidle up to the easel to see what Clara is water-colouring, I will find a stiff little image painted on the creamy-smooth expanse of the paper, most likely the lichened urn that stands before her, but shorn of its wild shock of scarlet geraniums. She will have made it neat and tame. And so instead, I tilt myself back in the sunshine, lifting my knees clean from the soil to pay lip service to my mother’s scolding, and look up through my lashes, up through the trembling leaves of the hornbeam, and the world seems to shimmer with latent warmth, and a feeling, unexpected, suddenly showers me, the sensation fountaining through my lips. I am alive. I am so very alive. 
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Max

The day started well. She’s on a health kick, and she’s bought a blender. She made a smoothie and topped it with chia seeds, which I think looked like little curled-up grubs but which she says are fabulous for you. At least they are not compulsory. As it’s the summer holidays she ordered Frosties from Tesco as well, so I was allowed to have a bowl of those while she drank the chia seed topped smoothie. That’s a win–win.

After that I wasn’t sure what to do. We don’t go away in the school summer holidays and I am mostly responsible for amusing myself (her words). This is because these six weeks are PEAK BUSINESS time in the beauty world. Mum says there is a four hundred per cent increase in the number of clients who want their toenails painted. Also an upsurge in waxing, and interest in a particular makeover she offers which is called Summer Glow and involves bronzer swept in figures of three along the brow, cheekbone and chin. This is called contouring and needs a steady hand. She says that she tells me these things so that if she ever fell down in a faint I could technically step right up and carry on. Practice doesn’t seem to come into it.

So, in the summer holidays she’s in the Powder Room all hours – some clients come at night after work or when their toddlers are in bed. She says she truly doesn’t know how half the area would cope with their beauty requirements if she wasn’t prepared to work very long days to make everybody their best self.

She does her own face first thing, at the dressing table in her bedroom, not in the Powder Room. It’s very important that she gets her look right, both seasonally and on-trend, to set a good example. You can’t be in the beauty business and go around looking a little bit frayed at the edges. Those are her words for someone who is not making the best of themselves. Therefore, she always looks whatever the opposite of a bit frayed is. Her make-up is spot-on.

There’s a little blue suede pouffe to the right of the dressing table and I sit there and talk to her while she applies it. She bought the pouffe when I was a toddler, and she says she used to plonk me on it, right in the middle like someone in a life raft, and that way she knew where I was while she put her face on. It’s my favourite place to sit. There’s a loop on the side of it which I have almost worn through with thumbing.

I always watch her very carefully. I know all of the different things she does; the way she uses wax to give the arch of her eyebrow a little curve that stays in place through the day, and the way she holds her wrist – the exact angle – to put on her kohl. She switches lipstick colours through the seasons. I know it’s May when the coral comes out, and a frosty November morning gets matched with a carefully outlined bright red. She likes a charcoal grey polo neck to go with that look. When she puts away her brushes, she blows herself a kiss in the mirror and says, ‘My, am I looking fly.’

I would say that we chat while she’s doing it, but in truth it’s mainly me doing the talking. She says hmmm as she tilts her chin to the left to get the base colour on her eye sockets even, or she says uh-huh while she’s blending her foundation into her neckline. Apparently not blending is the most common mistake she sees. A line round the jaw as if drawn with a compass. Rookie error. Apparently, you can never over-blend.

I still sit there, each morning, on the pouffe, even though it’s a bit small for me. We start the day like that, even on school mornings. In the winter, I make myself porridge in a cup and eat it with a teaspoon. I am not allowed Coco Pops in case they spill and stain her pale carpet. Whatever I eat, if the day starts like that it means that even if she’s busy all day we’ve still had our dressing-table time.

Today she was







OPS/images/cover.jpg
LLangdale






