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For Rachel, Simeon, Seb and Rosa, with love.


Simple, though not easy

this waiting without hunger in the near dark

for what you may be about to receive.

From Grace, by Esther Morgan


1

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.


2

Max

‘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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