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			Joe

			1987

			You were born a bluish scrap, too small and too early. 

			You were placed in a plastic box, with holes in the side for adult arms to reach through. There you lay, unfinished, beside other babies, ventilators inflating rows of tiny lungs, names given in the hope of a chance to use them. A puppy, born tiny and lifeless, can be put into the oven on a low heat, where it will lie on the shelf like a chicken breast. Just sometimes it will come to life. 

			It was March. The corridors were briefly blasted with light. Fathers and mothers – men and women who had recently painted rooms in gentle colours and assembled new furniture – came and went with spring rain on the shoulders of their coats, while their babies bathed in the regulated, seasonless warmth of the incubators. They were sometimes allowed to sit and carefully slide gloved hands through the incubator holes, and sometimes put out into hallways to stand, staring at nothing, crushing plastic cups between their palms.

			In the single photograph from this time, our parents, Ruth and Mark, look grave, despite the camera prompting the reflex to smile. They sit together on plastic chairs by your Perspex shell. A family portrait taken hastily in case you did not survive.

			It is a cliché to call it a miracle, but that must be how it felt when it came. The bright room, the tubes that had punctured your fine, translucent skin, the educated, efficient people who stood at your side and wrote things down, the bag of a stranger’s blood and the screen that relayed your fast, fragile heartbeat – these things had delivered you. After four days, you were moved to a different cot, one without a lid, one that you could easily be scooped out of and held, breathing for yourself, light but solid. And after a week, you were taken home in a blanket. 

			I think our parents almost forgot that it might have been different. Forgot the even tinier babies, red like skinned animals, their eyes fused shut. When those children were finally held, were their families glad it had been that way – their sons and daughters born and not miscarried – because there would be proof they had existed, birth certificates and graves?

			At home, Mum took out the blue-handled scissors, cut the plastic bracelet from your wrist and put it away in a shoebox, so that she could take it out sometimes, read the name – Joseph – which had not been wasted, and marvel that any limb could have been so small.

		

	
		
			Edward

			1952

			A hand reached through a gap in the hedge. Bitten fingernails and a scar in the centre of the palm. A boy slipped his body into the space: the stretch of scrub between a shoe factory and a wood. A hidden place broken by a stream. Nettles rose up the banks and water licked around glass and reeds, the occasional half-made shoe. The boy was seventeen and taller than he’d like to be. High bones in his face, his hair almost black. A stripe of light crossed him. His name was Edward Blood. 

			He had discovered the place by accident, two months before, while searching for shelter from a rainstorm, and since then had gone there most days, pausing on his cycle home from school to walk down to the end of the skinny path or crouch on a log, reading in undisrupted solitude. But today, for the first time, he was not alone. He had hesitated to share the place, and now, as his friend followed him through the hedge, Edward tried to adopt a casual stance, scoring a crack in the earth with the edge of his toe. Jack was shorter and clumsier than Edward. The sun touching a few strands of his hair, he grabbed the leaves in handfuls and struggled to pull his bike through. 

			Once, when Edward was a little boy, his sister, Agnes, had caught a frog and told him to hold it, passing it into his palms and clamping her hands round his so he couldn’t release them. The creature had pulsed in the cage of their fingers. Edward suddenly regretted bringing his friend here. What if Jack thought secret places were for children? 

			But Jack looked around like he had entered a cathedral, casting his eyes up to where branches broke the light. His gaze travelled over the treeline and the water, his mouth slightly open. What straight teeth he had. It was rare for Jack to be quiet. He laid his bicycle on the ground beside Edward’s then straightened up, smiling. Jack had recently started to shave and there was a cut on his face and a tiny patch of stubble beneath his jawline. Edward brought his fingernails to his mouth, then remembered he was trying to stop the habit. 

			‘I’ll give you the guided tour,’ he said, and turned, beginning down the path. 

			The narrowness forced them into single file, and behind him, Jack immediately began a rush of speech. Edward smiled and stopped listening. The roots that contoured the path felt pleasant through his shoes. He was in front, leading for once. He wondered what his back looked like.

			‘Right through his hand,’ Jack was saying, ‘blood everywhere.’ 

			It was a story he had told before – the man in the factory who had punctured a lace hole in his palm. 

			Turning, Edward said, ‘It can’t have gone straight through.’ 

			‘It did. My dad was there when it happened.’

			Edward batted a fly away from his face with an upward gesture and Jack switched topic: ‘You look like Mr Howard.’

			Edward grinned, repeated the motion, adding a swipe downward and across – up, down, right, left – as if conducting. Mr Howard had recently arrived and taken over their school choir. His voice filled the room. His predecessor, Mr Jones, was a short, ancient man with tight, contained gestures and a shake in his voice. When he sang examples, he hurried through them or got one of the boys to do it. The first time Mr Howard opened his mouth to sing, Jack kept his eyes forward but pressed his elbow into Edward’s side.

			‘No,’ Jack said now, ‘more like this!’ He closed his fists emphatically, moved them through the air, then dramatically flared his fingers. 

			They were used to hearing, A little more control, boys, but Mr Howard told them all to stop holding back their voices. You have to do both, he said, control it and let it out. He told them to breathe into their ribs, not their throats, and made them place their palms between their waists and armpits to understand the difference. It made Edward think of the wide, curving ribs of cows. 

			Edward glanced down and spotted the white threads of Jack’s shoelaces lying in the dirt. 

			‘Your laces, Jack.’

			Jack didn’t move, so Edward crouched before him and picked up the threads, a crust of mud on one of the nibs. Memory of his mother saying, Ears of the rabbit, round the tree, into the rabbit hole. He had never tied another person’s laces. He finished and looked at the shape of Jack’s feet on the ground. A worn part in his white plimsolls at the knuckle of the big toe. The foot straining to get out. What if I never get up? 

			When he stood, their faces were close. There was a little sour note in Jack’s breath. Wind through the leaves. Jack smiled at him. A corner-of-the-mouth smile. A mole interrupting his lip.

			‘How long,’ Jack said, ‘can you hold your breath?’

			Edward hesitated. ‘I don’t know.’

			Jack stepped forward and said, ‘Let’s see.’

			‘Like a game?’ 

			Jack laughed. ‘If you like.’ 

			He placed his fingertips on Edward’s shoulders. 

			Memory of a bomb. Not a real one, but pieces of an old motorbike Edward had found with his sister near their farm, the scattered parts rusting into the ground. Agnes had made it into a game, and they had circled it, sweat in her fringe, her eyes intense. Careful, Edward! He was seven then and games could still suddenly shift and feel real. She said, Let’s touch it, and they crept up slowly. Fear ran hot through him as she held his fingers to a curve of metal arching out of the grass. 

			‘First, we have to synchronise,’ Jack said, ‘then we’ll take a big breath together and see who can hold it longer.’

			They made their breaths audible until the in and the out were in time. Edward kept forgetting that he was allowed to blink. Then Jack took his fingers from Edward’s shoulders and touched them to Edward’s throat. He told him to do the same.

			‘So we’ll know exactly who lets go first.’ 

			If someone had stumbled upon them, they might have thought the two boys were engaged in a strange fight, slow and silent, both with a hand at the other’s neck. 

			‘Ready?’ Jack asked.

			Snake through time and find Edward somewhere else. Two months from this moment, his mother will sit beside him on his bed. He will think what thin eyelids she has, what a thin, small mouth. She will ask him to leave and he will leave. This place will splinter in his mind. A shoe in water. Fingers of light through the leaves. Edward will remember Jack in his vanishing points. His ankles, his wrists, his neck. The stretch of skin where his shirt came up if he bent at the hip, the shallow depressions above the belt on either side of the spine. Pale places that mosquitoes like. 

			Snake through time further and find Edward the father in a family. His wife in the living room with the children, the television on, removing lice from their hair, crumpling a tissue over their white pearl eggs and sliding them off the comb. He comes in with his coat on, and she folds her body round him, all care and bones, the children round their ankles like dogs. 

			Further in the future, find him old. A grandfather. Place a baby in the crook of his arm and a word in his mouth – Joseph. 

			Edward breathed in. 
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