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For unheard people in unseen towns





 ‘I have love in me the likes of which you can scarcely imagine and rage the likes of which you would not believe’

Mary Shelley

 

 

‘How did I escape? With difficulty. How did I plan this moment? With pleasure’

Alexandre Dumas
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21 years before

Andrew Jenkins, aged 15

East Midlands, 1973

 

When I was younger, I would burn butterflies.

Holding Dad’s magnifying glass at arm’s length on a hot summer’s day. The scent of cut grass and wild mint in the warm, unmoving air. It was important to catch the sunbeam just right.

My parents should have known.

 

It took me several minutes to rinse out the peanut butter jar. I wanted it clean.

I hid the jar under their bed this morning. I placed their room key inside the jar. Maybe they will find it in time?

These past months Dad has treated me like a fungus growing inside the walls of his house. One punishment after another. Ma hasn’t put a stop to it. If anything, she’s encouraged him.

Not my fault, see.

I can hear him snoring in their bedroom. It is a familiar sound. Ma never complains. I open their door as quietly as I can. Striped sheets. Matching curtains. Dad’s jeans and thick leather belt draped over the chair in the corner. I am all too familiar with that belt.

Ma stirs.

I watch her.

They had their chance.

I stare at their bodies in the bed. The sheets rising and falling. Their breathing seems synchronised. As if they are one.

They can still save themselves.

The key’s right there. It wouldn’t take much.

I don’t say goodbye or anything like that. Dad would think that soft. I close the door gently and leave them to their slumber.

It is done.

I use the spare key to lock their bedroom.

Click.

The petrol can is green. Dark green. Dad keeps it in the garage with the mower and his saws and hammers.

More snoring from their room. I work carefully. Don’t want to wake them. I splash the carpet, the curtains, the walls. The smell is pleasing. Sweet, and electric. I breathe in the fumes and then I soak the upholstered chair – a sibling to the one his jeans and belt hang on in their bedroom – and wedge the chair under their door handle because Dad has taught me you can never be too careful.

Retreating down the passage, I remove my wellies and raincoat and place them on the saturated carpet.

Almost ready.

I hesitate, lifting my chin, breathing it all in, taking note.

I can’t fail now. This is my one chance to alter my fate, or at least to nudge it in the right direction. There are certain decisions in life that determine which route you’ll take at a crossroads. This is one of them.

The Slazenger tennis ball is one from a tube of four I found in the garage with his tools. I push it into the wet fibres of the carpet, careful not to dampen my pyjamas, and then I walk down a few stairs and turn to face their door. I can only see the top half, and it is as if the chair isn’t there under the handle. I set fire to the tennis ball with dad’s lighter and then I throw it, gently, towards the door.

I turn around slowly.

Heat at my back.

Light.

Relief, and a sense of overwhelming calm. Revisiting summers past. The magnifying glass and the butterflies. Peace, descending like a heavy blanket. I wait downstairs, their voices muffled, their bangs short-lived. I had planned to go back to bed for a while, I’m not sure why. I had imagined it, I suppose: the scene, the poetry of that action, but there is too much smoke.

I take my duffle coat from the hook.

And then I walk outside to watch it burn.





Part I

Robertson’s Marina

East Midlands, 1994





1 – Peggy

My name is Peggy Augusta Jenkins.

As of last month, I live with my husband and son on a forty-year-old narrowboat. I do not possess a birth certificate. My bed is damp from condensation and my husband is sat with his back to our log-burning stove at the far end of the vessel, naked, save for his socks, writing his novel.

This is our last chance.

A train passes in the distance. Fortunate souls leaving this town to venture north or south. Others, misguided, arriving.

My son sleeps on the converted dinette sofa at the centre of the boat and I worry every day that he may not make it to adulthood. Mothers profess how they would kill for their offspring, but I know I would go further still.

I would not hesitate.

Moonlight splinters through swaying alder branches. The boat sways gently in the water, almost imperceptibly, as the moorhens and plovers outside our walls ready themselves for their nests.

The creak of wood over steel hull. Is he coming?

Another creak.

My breath clouds in front of my eyes.

The door to our cabin opens.

The man I married fifteen years ago steps inside. He shaved his head before his writing session and now his porcelain skin glistens with sweat.

‘Too much noise.’ His face is as expressionless as a pebble worn smooth in a river.

I frown.

‘Tell me why,’ he says.

I swallow. Offer a shallow, insipid smile. ‘Drew, I don’t think I made a noise, I swear. Not a sound.’

He closes the door gently, unnaturally slowly, and positions himself next to the bed, looming over me.

‘It wasn’t the boy. I just want to know why. So we can move on.’

‘What noise?’

He sniffs.

‘I’m out there trying to write something of merit, for the good of this family, sweating next to the fire for you and him, and you’re back here wrecking my concentration. Was it on purpose?’

I shrink into myself and shake my head.

‘Accident?’

I have been here before, so many times. Lost in his maze of backwards logic. There is no escape. I have tried. There is no winning with him.

I cringe.

A bulge beneath his lips. His tongue moving slowly over his teeth.

‘Night of work down the pan but you owned up to it, Peg. There’s that, at least.’

‘I don’t think I made any noise,’ I say.

‘You don’t think you made noise but I know you did. That’s the difference we’re dealing with. Plain as day. Thinking versus knowing.’

He sits down lightly, slowly, softly, on the bed.

‘Who was that fella you were yabberin’ with earlier?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Fella with a push bike. Beer gut.’

‘Oh, he has the next boat over, the blue one. I was just talking about the fridge.’

‘That right?’

‘He was a qualified electrician, Drew. Before he retired. It just came up.’

‘Just came up.’

More sweat from his pores. I can see the brackish liquid emerge, oozing from within him.

‘I thought he could fix it and save us some money.’

‘How come he can fix a fridge and I can’t?’

‘He was an electrician.’

His nostrils flare. ‘This boat’s not perfect, but if there’s things to fix it’ll be me who does it. Boy can watch, learn something useful. I won’t have every Tom, Dick and Harry waltzing in here, looking at my papers when I’m at the yard working.’

‘He never came inside, Drew.’

‘He never will.’

I am so tired.

‘What did he say, this electrician?’

‘Nothing much.’

‘That right?’

‘He said that he’ll take a look if we need him to. That he’s out of date but he can look at our wiring too, our batteries.’

The scent of soap and sweat. Engine oil.

‘And what did you say?’

‘I said . . .’

‘Word-for-word.’

‘I said I’ll talk to you.’

He grits his teeth. ‘I’ll move us back a bit tomorrow morning. Give us some privacy. We can’t afford the marina anyhow, not with the lad’s school blazer. It’s time we were off, you said so yourself, and you were right.’

‘I never said that, Drew. I like it here. And Samson’s starting to make friends.’

‘Lad doesn’t need friends here, he needs to learn how to work for a living. Do you want tea?’

I take a moment.

‘I said, do you want tea, Peg?’

‘Please.’

He stands up and wipes his face with his rough palms and walks out, his footsteps deliberate and noiseless.

The moonlight reflects off the canal surface and shimmers on the ceiling.

We would not even have this decrepit boat if it wasn’t for Mom, but he does not see it that way. She died fifteen years ago, six months before our wedding, a year before Samson arrived, and it still breaks my heart that she missed those two events. She would have walked me down the aisle proudly. She pined for her family in Utah, what was left of it – my cousins, her old friends, her childhood town – but I thought she was content. She seemed to be as besotted with Drew as I was. She had read his short stories and said encouraging things. And then on the night before my twentieth birthday she swallowed pills when we were out, and she never woke up. That’s how we came to live in her bungalow. When we could no longer afford the bills, we sold it for this and now all our money, her money, what little was left, is tied up in this floating barge.

This, here, now, is our last chance.

I am determined to make it work for Sammy’s sake.

I hear him fill the kettle and place it on the gas hob. Life isn’t too bad in the marina. Propane bottles for cooking, and mains water, and coal for the black stove at the far end of the boat by his bureau desk. Between the stove and the desk sits Mom’s pale grey rug we took from the bungalow living room. We have electric from a cable. It is easy here in Robertson’s Marina and, more importantly, there is some minimal sense of safety, of community.

The kettle begins to boil. That’s the thing with living on a boat six-feet wide and forty-feet long. You always know what’s happening. There is no privacy or distance or personal space. The godsend is how Samson manages to sleep through almost anything. He has the worst of it in many ways: right next to the kitchen on a bed that only comes into existence at night-time. And yet he sleeps the sleep of the dead.

Drew takes out milk from the well deck at the front of the boat. We have a box out there which serves as our fridge thanks to this reliable November chill. A minute later he brings through two stained mugs half-filled with beige tea.

We sit side by side listening to the silence between us.

The tea is hot.

‘I do it for you and the boy.’

I nod.

‘Not out there writing prose for myself, far from it. Doing it for the family. But a man needs the right conditions, Peg. I need this book to be . . . spot on.’

I place my hand down on his.

He flinches.

‘Bathroom,’ I say. ‘Won’t be a minute.’

I slide the dark wooden bathroom door and lock it and breathe out. A blessed moment of escape. The porthole window is cracked open against the condensation and I close my eyes and worry that the dream I have had all these years, of a real family, each of us leaning on one another, may morph into what finally sinks us. His head is inches from mine on the other side of mildewed plywood. Can he read my thoughts? Or does he seed those himself and water them till they set roots, ready for me to one day stumble over?

I wash my hands and tiptoe into the main room of the boat. In the warm glow from the stove I take in our home. Three folding camp chairs by the log-burner at the far end. His writing desk locked up. Steel boat doors, also locked. Our kitchen with its broken fridge. And then, closest to me, the dinette sofa and table converted into a bed containing the most precious and faultless thing in the whole world.

I watch him breathe.

Stardust, manifested.

I stare at him.

All the abstract love in the universe distilled into one deceivingly ordinary-looking human.

Tufts of red hair like sparks on the pillow. I bend down close to his cheek. He smells different to how he smelt as a small boy, but the base notes remain. His essence. The purest scent, an aroma so powerful it makes me want to shield him from the world.

I kiss his beautiful forehead and he does not stir.

The room is warm.

Sleep well, my boy.
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