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    No one knows I talk to my dead grandmother. Its not the sort of thing you say to people. She always said that shed keep an eye on me and I prefer that to the way Mum says shes watching me. Even when Mums reading a book, she says she can still see what Im doing.


    Grandads not dead and, although Id told him that we were going on holiday, I wanted Grandma to know too. I thought if they both knew, that would be double the protection. A sort of extra insurance.


    I guess Grandma was keeping an eye on us because the holiday started off OK. Mum got the car on the ferry, she didnt get us lost or join the wrong queue or any of those things that can go wrong but I just knew the holiday would be rubbish. For a start we looked different, other cars had roof-racks, they had bikes on proper carriers on the backs of their cars; we had nothing like that, we didnt even have a GB sticker. We didnt have the right camping gear either although Mum had scrounged a Camping Gaz stove and some tatty old saucepans from a neighbour. She had bought new tents, though. Theyd been marked down in price because the man said they were last years stock.


    Even a child could put these up, the salesman told her. He wasnt looking at me when he said it, he was looking at Mum. She didnt notice, she just stood there twiddling with her hair, sucking at the ends of it.


    My brother, hes only a baby, was in his pushchair. He didnt know why we were in that camping showroom listening to the rain thundering down on the corrugated roof. I did, I knew. I knew why we were buying two out-of-season tents. My mother, her names Nina, she was taking us to France. Taking me and my brother. She was going there to find herself. Thats what she said; she kept on saying it too.


    I need to find myself, Im lost in all this somehow.


    I didnt think she was lost, I could always find her, but she does seem to have lost a lot. First of all my dad left, he left a long time ago when I was four, just a kid really. Im nearly twelve now. Then there was another bloke, Steven something, but he left her too. Then after him Dan came to stay with us. Daniel, he had long hair and a Volkswagen Beetle. Hes the babys father and it was his idea to call the kid Sebastian.


    Mum lost Daniel too. He came back from the pub one Saturday and told Mum he was leaving. He said that she was too bogged down with things, useless things.


    Ive no idea what he meant by that. I dont think Mum did either but we watched him pack up his boxes of CDs, a bin-liner full of shoes, two old suitcases and a pile of books. Seemed to me that for a bloke who thought things were useless he had more things than my mum. The only thing he didnt take was Sebastian: he left him in his pushchair with Mum. She cried for days after Dan left. Shed come downstairs every morning with her face all blotchy and her hair sticking up at the back of her head. Daniel left at the beginning of July and I said Id stay home from school, to help her, I said. I thought shed like that.


    No, Jonathan, thanks but you must go to school, you cant stay away. Ill be fine. Honestly. I just need to do some thinking, thats all. Dont worry about me.


    She always patted me on the head when she said that, only now Im nearly as tall as she is and I dont like being patted.


    Mum didnt mention Daniel after that but she started to act in a funny way towards Sebastian. Difficult to explain really, he is only a baby, he can crawl and he can pull himself up and stuff, but she sort of stopped looking at him, she didnt see him somehow. Shed change his nappy, she did all that, but when she put him in his high chair to feed him, shed look over his shoulder, staring at something, then the spoon would miss his mouth, it wouldnt go near him. Things like that. Poor kid, he kept turning round to see what Mum was looking at. He knew she wasnt concentrating, even at eleven months he knew. She just stared, not looking at anything really, just staring beyond Sebastians head. He got fed up, I could see that, then hed grab the spoon from her and shove it into his Weetabix or banana or whatever he was eating.


    It wasnt long after this, just a couple of weeks, when she started talking about taking a trip, the three of us. She kept on saying that too.


    Its only us now, just the three of us. Just me and my two boys, we dont need anybody else. She started laughing and then asked the baby where he wanted to go. Come on, how about France? We can go anywhere we like, we can fly away. She held him high up in her arms. He dribbled at her and then she asked me.


    Jon, where do you think we should go? France, what about France? Not just the tourist beaches and the cafs, we could go where the French go, see the real France, eat the real food.


    Dont know why she bothered asking me, shed made up her mind she wanted to go to France.


    Just the three of us, she said that all the time. Only it wouldnt just be the three of us, I told Grandma all about it too.


    Mum works from home. Before their divorce Dad had built an office in our attic. She has a computer up there and a fax and answering machine but she doesnt have her own web site. I think she should, but shes not interested in all that, she said. Mum works as a freelance editor, she reads lots of manuscripts and theres always masses of brown envelopes arriving for her. Sometimes, when she was fed up with work or it just wasnt going well, shed collect me from school. She said she needed the walk.


    I wish she wouldnt do that, wait for me. Sometimes it was OK, seeing her there, wed go off and collect Sebastian from his playgroup, that bit was all right but she looked funny. Because she works from home, at home her clothes seem normal. Sitting up in the attic, working at her desk, she wears long floaty skirts in bright colours, red or green. If it was cold shed wear an ancient pair of Dads jogging trousers, some hed left behind. Theyre enormous on her and sometimes she wears a yellow sweatshirt with them. When she wears those things at home, they were just Mums clothes, I suppose I got used to them. But, standing outside the school, she looked  I dont know, different. The other mothers sat in their cars, listening to the radio or leaning up against the cars talking; hardly anyone walked to school. All those other mums wore jackets with shiny buttons, their shoes had heels. The last time Mum walked up it was a sunny day and she had a long skirt on, so long it almost touched the pavement; she wore old rubber flip-flops and they made a slapping noise against the soles of her feet as she walked.


    Perhaps thats what she meant when she kept saying there was just the three of us now. At home it didnt seem there was any difference but, outside, watching the other mothers and listening to my mothers flip-flops going slap slap as we walked home, sometimes then I could feel the difference.


    Before we went on holiday I asked Mum if Dad knew we were going to France. Does he know, in case he phones or something? He used to ring every Friday night when I could stay up late. I could talk to him then but theyd had a row, him and Mum, over money and now he hadnt phoned for ages.


    No, I havent told him. She was reading the paper and watching Sebastian. He was sitting on the potty and eating a biscuit. Didnt seem very hygienic to me but perhaps Mum thought that, by eating on the loo, Sebastian would get the idea faster, you know, in and out in the same session.


    Dont you think we should tell him, just in case?


    Mm? Yes, OK, you tell him. She wasnt listening to me, she had her head bent over the paper. Sebastian had finished, or at least he had finished eating and he grinned at me and wiped the chocolate from his hands onto his hair. Mum sighed and grabbed him, carting him off to the kitchen to clean him up.


    This was in the last week of school, just before the holidays started. I always spent part of the school holidays with Dad and I wanted to ring him to see if he had planned anything. Just the two of us, him and me. I suppose I wanted to know if I could still see him. Before I had chance to pick up the phone, Mum came charging back into the living room, her face was bright red.


    Dont tell him about the holiday, dont say a word about going to France. For Gods sake dont mention it, not a word. Hell want to know where the money is coming from. I told him I was broke and the back door is warped and needs replacing. Sebastian was yelling so she ran back into the kitchen.


    I knew Dads number by heart. Didnt need to look it up in the green address book on the table. It was nearly 7 oclock, he would have been back from work. It rang and rang. I knew he wasnt there but I kept on holding the phone and listening. Brr  brr  brr The answer machine clicked on.


    Hello, this is Chris Jones. Sorry I cant take your call right now, if you leave your 


    I put the phone down, I didnt want to talk to the machine, I wanted to talk to Dad.


    What did he say? Mum was shouting from the kitchen. I could only just hear her above Sebastians yells, she was giving him a wash in the sink.


    Nothing, he wasnt there.


    Did you leave a message?


    What? I could hear her, I didnt want to talk to her about Dad.


    Did you leave ? Oh, Sebastian, please, I cant hear a word.


    She came back into the living room with Sebastian under one arm and her skirt soaking wet. She held him out to me. Ive had enough, put him to bed for me please. Did you leave a message for your dad?


    I took Sebastian and mumbled something, something about his machine not working and I took my baby brother upstairs with me. Hed stopped crying by the time we got to his bedroom. His pyjamas were at the foot of his cot, under a pile of dirty clothes. Mum had been wandering around collecting clothes for washing before we had tea. She must have forgotten this lot and just left it all on Sebastians cot. I put a clean nappy on him, then put his pyjamas on and tidied up his cot. Well, actually all I did was put his dirty clothes out on the landing and then I straightened up his duvet. He grabbed his favourite toy, an old one of mine, Zebedee from the Magic Roundabout and he lay on his back, watching me.


    Go to sleep, go on, go to sleep. He smiled and chewed on Zebedees ear. I left him and closed the door. Mum had turned the television on, I could hear it. She was listening to the news on Channel 4. The sound came up to the landing. I didnt want to go downstairs, I didnt know what I wanted to do. I kicked at the pile of clothes on the landing. There were only a few days left before we went on holiday and it didnt seem right to me that Dad didnt know where we were going. Wed got the passports, we all had new clothes. Good old plastic, Mum said. We had two new tents, neighbours were coming in to check the post and feed the cat and Dad didnt know where I was going.


    I picked up the pile of dirty clothes and dropped them, one by one, over the banister. They separated as they fell, T-shirts, shorts, socks, little vests, they dropped down, billowing out like parachutes dropping behind enemy lines and landed all over the stairs. I left them there and went into my bedroom.


    It was stuffy in my room so I pushed the window open and leaned out. There was no one in the street, it was very hot, everyone must have been in their back gardens. The neighbours were OK, but they were all a bit old and quiet. None of the other kids in school lived in this street; I messed about on the waste ground at the end of the road sometimes and I told Mum that some of the other boys often play with me there, but they dont.


    I could hear yelling, some kids were playing football in a back garden. Come on, whats the matter with you, go any slower and youll stop. Must be the woman over the road, shes got two grandsons. Nerds, they are.


    I started to kick the wall by the window. My trainer left a black mark on the wallpaper. I wished Dad was here, or at least at his flat.


    I looked up at the sky, a skinny cloud moved across the sun. I thought of Grandma. I knew she was watching me, she promised she would. I closed my eyes and I whispered, Grandma.


    Dont ask me how I know shes listening, I just do.


    I leant out a bit further, I thought it would make it easier for her to hear me. There was still a lot of yelling from the nerdy grandkids.


    Guess what, Grandma? Were going to France. It was Mums idea, she wants to see the real France she says. Dont know what she means by that, how can it be a pretend France?


    The skinny cloud moved away. Itll only be us, Mum, Sebastian and me. Mum says it will be an adventure. My head felt warm, I knew she heard every word.


    That parts all right, Grandma, and I know youll be watching out for me but I wanted my dad to know too.


    I didnt say anything else for a while, I waited. I tried to rub out the mark on the wallpaper but I only made it worse. The thing is, with this talking I do, I dont need to hear her, its enough for me to know that shes listening.


    Suddenly I knew, I knew what I should be doing. If I couldnt tell Dad, I could tell Grandad. Thanks, Grandma, I whispered.


    I ran downstairs and collected all the clothes lying on the stairs. Mum was still in the living room. Shed opened a bottle of wine and she held a glass up to her cheek, rolling it on her skin as if she was cooling herself. Shed changed channels and was watching  Eastenders. I put all the dirty clothes on top of the washing machine; the sink was full of soapy water, the bubbles small and grey and the water was cold.


    Jon? I thought youd gone out. Its too warm to be indoors, get some fresh air, find a friend  She sipped at her glass and held it on her cheek again.


    Can I ring Grandad? I thought he might know where Dad is, what do you think? Dad might even be with Grandad. Mum? Can I ring him, Mum?


    Oh, for Gods sake, all this fuss about a holiday. Dont you trust me? Well be staying together, Jon, the three of us. I wont go off and leave you, you wont get lost, well be together the whole time. What on earth are you worrying about?


    I couldnt tell her. I didnt know what I was worrying about. I just knew that Id feel better if someone else knew, someone like Dad or Grandad. Anyway, it had been Grandmas idea and I couldnt tell Mum that. I shrugged. I know she hates it when I do that. She didnt say anything for a while, she just watched me. I didnt look at her, I couldnt. I kept my eyes on the telly and waited.


    She let out an enormous sigh. OK, if thats what you want, if itll make you feel better, ring your grandfather. She looked at her watch, 7.45, hell be watering the geraniums or it might be the fuchsias, but hell be watering something. Go on, ring him, anything for a bit of peace and quiet.


    I used the phone in the hall. Mum was still watching the telly but she had changed her position and she wasnt holding the wine glass any more.


    Brr, brr   Frank Jones speaking.


    Grandad! Its me, Jonathan.


    Who? Jonathan? Oh, its you lad. How are you? Is everything all right? You dont normally ring in the evening. I was just watering the garden before locking up. Are you all right?


    Yes, Im fine. Im ringing to ask if you know where Dad is. I cant get hold of him and I want to tell him  Mum suddenly coughed. Well, I just want to talk to him really. I havent spoken to him for ages.


    Is that right? Now, let me see, I seem to remember that he was off on a course or something. I think Ive written it down somewhere. Hang on a moment, lad, Ill have a look 


    I could hear Grandad rustling papers; his phone was on the wall in the kitchen and he had a huge calendar above it. Mum always said he was a sad old man, What does he want a calendar for? He does the same things every day.


    Jonathan? Grandads voice was loud and I saw Mum move as she heard his voice.


    Yes, Grandad, do you know where Dad is?


    Yes, I wrote it down. Hes in York and wont be back until late Friday. You could ring him on Saturday, what about that, eh? Grandad sounded so pleased with himself.


    Great, thanks Grandad. Are you all right?


    Yes, Im fine. Right as ninepence. Have you broken up from school yet? Keeping yourself busy, are you, out of trouble?


    Yes, Im helping Mum with Sebastian, playing around a bit, usual stuff.


    Your mother, all right is she? Grandads voice was different, as if someone had tipped him upside down.


    Yeah, shes fine, do you want to talk to her?


    No. No, lad, no need to trouble her. Good to talk to you though. I expect youll be popping around soon to see me, with the holidays and all. Give me a hand in the garden, always plenty to do.


    No, Grandad, I cant. Well, not for a while. I was watching Mum, shed poured herself another glass of wine.  Eastenders was nearly finished and she was listening to the programme and not me.


    Grandad, were going to France. I didnt mean to say it, at least I dont think I did, but the words came out anyway.


    France? When? How? Who with? Is that bloke back, the one with the hair, whatsisname? Is he going with you?


    Daniel, no he left ages ago, I told you that. No, its just me and Mum and Sebastian. Mum says we all need a holiday. Weve bought tents and everything. Were going on the ferry on Saturday.


    Saturday, but thats, what, this Saturday?


    Yes, this weekend. Grandad ?


    What? Jonathan, are you all right? Tell me, son, is everything all right?


    Mum was still watching the telly, the soap was almost finished, any minute now the music would start. Yes, Im OK, but I wish my dad knew. Im glad you know, but I want my dad to know too.


    Grandad didnt say anything for a while. I kept my eyes on Mum, I could hear Grandad wheezing over the phone.


    Could you do with some extra pocket money? Would an extra couple of quid help? I could let you have some spending money, how about that? Shall I pop it over to you before you go, what do you say? Grandads voice had dropped, he was almost whispering. My voice dropped too. The music was starting,  Eastenders  was finished and Mum was looking through the paper again, checking to see what else was on.


    Yes, thanks, Grandad. Thatd be great.


    Leave it to me, lad. Well sort this out. Goodnight now, God bless 


    I put the phone down just as Mum looked up from the paper, All right, Jon? What did the old man say to you? Does he know where your dad is?


    York, he said, on a course, be back at the weekend.


    And thats when we leave. Dont look so miserable, I promise you, well have a great time.


    I wasnt miserable. I felt better, the holiday would be all right now. Grandad knew about it even if Dad didnt. Thanks Grandma.

  


  
    FRANK


    Frank was awake, hed been awake since 4 oclock. The amber numbers on the clock radio were showing 6:54. Without moving his head he could see the top of the bedside u nit where the mug with his late-night drink stood, next to his watch and a handful of change. He could hear rain attacking the bedroom window. He slowly shifted. The pain was dormant, it was sleeping although he was wide awake.


    Frank was breathing slowly, carefully. He didnt want the pain to start. He spoke softly, Stupid old man, too frightened to move  The radio blipped into life. 7:00, the newsreaders voice rose and fell, making little impression over the sounds of the rain.


    Frank gingerly moved his legs then stopped. He knew the pain was there, he saw it sometimes as a shapeless mass, hiding in a dark cave, waiting for him to walk past.


    He concentrated on his breathing, the clock radio showed 7:10. He could hear the sound of the rain gushing down the outside pipe and into the drain. The sound of the rain comforted him, it had been raining the day he showed the house to Nancy, before they got married.


    Its not what I had in mind, shed said. Its square and it looks like all the others in the road, theyre all the same.


    Thats exactly why we should have it. Frank told her. Its a solid, well-built house, its a no-nonsense sort of house.


    Trees lined the short street and, over the years, their roots had pushed up slabs on the pavements. Dusty privet hedging, like a dark green, prickly necklace, outlined every garden and was determinedly pruned by each owner.


    It had been Frank parents house; hed lived there all his life. After their deaths he initially thought of selling it, buying something new but then hed met Nancy and it seemed that the sheer solidity of the house was something he couldnt walk away from. He wanted to prove to her that they could start their lives together here; it would be a foundation for them, they would grow from this house. Fifty-four years ago.


    Nancy grew to love the house, in particular the garden, which was protected by a grey stone wall. She tried softening the walls, planting honeysuckle and wisteria; they grew tendrils over the grey stones. Frank had always loved the symmetry, the squareness, the solid feel of the house, its garden protected from neighbouring eyes. Their son, Christopher, had played in the garden, riding his bike around and around, inside the confines of the walls.


    Alone in his bedroom, Frank smiled, remembering the early days with Nancy and Christopher. They had wanted three children. Two boys and a girl, they said to each other after they got married. Christopher arrived and they were delighted but there were no more children. They didnt have tests, Frank couldnt remember talking to their doctor about it. People didnt talk about those things then. They just got on with their lives, made the best of things. They didnt have counselling or therapy. None of that malarkey. Frank grunted, no need for other people to be involved, that just led to prying and interfering. Best to make do with what youve got. Just a good marriage between two sensible people. He missed Nancy, he talked to her every day.


    He moved his legs slowly. He must get out of bed. Frank inched his way towards the edge, the bed was old and sagged in the middle. Nancy used to complain that it made her back ache. We need a new mattress, Frank.


    Nonsense, plenty of life left in this one. This is a proper mattress, not like the rubbish on the market today. Frank saw no need to get rid of the bed, Christopher had been born in it, Nancy had died in it. It would see him out too.


    So far, so good. Frank stood upright and steadied himself against the bedside table. Gingerly he moved one foot, no pain, not a twinge.


    He needed to be in control today, he had to see the lad, to see Jonathan. Another hare-brained scheme of that mother of his, going off to France. France! She couldnt find her way to the front door.


    In his bathroom, Frank turned on the tap in the wash hand basin, water gushed out and Frank hummed tunelessly as he began shaving.


    This is the eight oclock news on Friday 26th July . After turning the radio on, Frank wrote Jonathan in his calendar. The rain had stopped, steam rose from the patio slabs.


    Very little had changed in the kitchen since Nancy died. The walls were painted a pale cream and Frank re-painted them every year. Each spring he bought a large can of emulsion in Buttermilk , grumbling each time about the price increase. He applied white gloss paint to the windows and skirting boards on one day and on the next he painted the kitchen walls. Frank had moved Nancys pots of fresh herbs, leaving them outside where they withered and died. The garlic and onion sets that hung on the wall hed thrown away. But he still ate his meals in the kitchen, just as he and Nancy had done together. Each night, before he went to bed, he placed his cutlery, plates and jar of marmalade on the tray. His breakfast was always the same: two rashers of bacon, a poached egg and two slices of toast with marmalade. Nancys packets of muesli and All Bran had been thrown out.


    Frank spread his morning paper on the table and began to cut into his egg as he scanned the headlines, Bloody politicians. The newsreader ended his report as Frank took the first mouthful of a lightly poached egg.


    Frank tugged at the garage door, Needs a drop of oil. One more tug and he opened the doors. As sunlight entered the cool gloom, light bounced off the shiny surfaces of the tools that hung in orderly racks alongside the walls of the garage. Frank ran a hand along the bonnet of his Fiesta and he removed the worn blanket from the cars roof.


    He slowly backed the Fiesta out, his head swivelling from side to side as he drove it onto the road. Frank sat outside his house, running his eye over the windows, making certain that each one was closed.


    He indicated to an empty road that he was about to pull out then he drove the Fiesta towards the woman who used to be his daughter-in-law.


    Bad choice. Christopher had chosen the wrong woman. Frank had told Nancy that straight away, right after Christopher had introduced his latest girlfriend to his parents.


    This is Nina, hed said, tucking her hand under his elbow. Weve just got engaged.


    Frank had shaken the girls hand, cold, limp thing and his eyes had gone straight down to her sandalled feet where her toes, under their coat of dark red nail varnish, twinkled in the sunlight. Christopher and Nina hadnt stayed long that first time, just staying for an uncomfortable hour sitting in the back garden looking at the manicured lawn.


    Mousy thing, covered in freckles, Frank told Nancy after theyd gone. He remembered Nancy saying something about Ninas hair, A cloud of hair, all those red curls. I always believed redheads had pale faces because their hair drains all their colour.


    Waiting at traffic lights, Frank gripped the steering wheel, youd have something to say about this mess, wouldnt you Nancy?


    He parked the car a few doors away from Ninas house. He sat there for a while, looking at the paintwork on the houses, at the front gardens.


    Those roses havent been pruned. He could see Ninas car, the red Clio parked outside No. 24, wind chimes which hung from the porch roof moved gently in the warm air. Bloody stupid things. Frank looked at his watch, he hadnt mentioned a time to Jonathan, just told him that hed pop round. It was almost 3 oclock as Frank got out of his car and locked it. He walked around the Fiesta, tugging at each door. Walking to No. 24, pushing the chimes away with his hand, he rang the bell.


    Ill get it, Ill get it. He heard Jonathans voice, then the door was flung open, Grandad, Grandad, Jonathan flung his arms around his grandfather.


    Frank patted his grandson, he was bothered by the exuberance of Jonathans welcome, his hands rested on Jonathans shoulders then slowly, gently, he straightened his arms, moving Jonathan away from him.


    There, thats better, I can see you now. He narrowed his eyes, there seemed to be a suspicion of tears in the lads eyes, what was that all about?


    Frank lightly touched Jonathans hair, Youre getting taller all the time, soon be as tall as your dad and me  He kept up a stream of bland chatter, the words tumbling from him as he tried to understand the atmosphere in the house, something he could detect but not put a name to. From the back of the house a door slammed and a womans voice said clearly, Bugger it.


    Frank raised an eyebrow, Jonathan spoke quickly, Mum, shes trying to get the washing done before we go and the machines playing up again  Mum?


    He tugged at Franks arm, Frank stiffened, resisting the tug then he allowed himself to be pulled in Jonathans wake towards the back of the house where he could see her, his sons ex-wife. Her skirt was bunched up around her knees, a laundry basket in her right hand and Sebastian balanced on her left hip.


    Sod the bloody thing! Jon? Nina half turned, as if she sensed Jonathan. Jon, dont stand there, get some towels, this bloody machines leaking again, Jon!


    Nina turned, the expression on her face rapidly changing as she caught sight of Frank standing behind Jonathan. With one movement, Frank loosened Jonathans grip on his arm, then he smoothed down the front of his blazer.


    Frank, Ninas voice was flat.


    Frank inclined his head, Nina, youre looking well. She looks a right mess. Skirts not fit for dusters and shes got dirty feet. He saw Jonathan move close to his mother, his eyes fixed on Ninas face. Jonathan spoke softly, Ill clean this up, Mum, you put the kettle on.


    Frank saw the gratitude in Ninas eyes. She spoke quickly, Lets move out to the back, shall we? Im sure youd like to see the garden, Frank, and I can leave Sebastian to crawl around in the sunshine.


    Frank sat on an old garden chair, the brittle struts on the back dug uncomfortably into his spine. The seat of the chair sagged forcing Franks knees up so they appeared almost parallel to his shoulders. There were no other chairs in the garden, just a faded rug on the lawn.


    Sit here, Grandad, Jonathan had said before running back into the kitchen. Ill be out in a minute.


    Frank heard the sounds of a door opening, the crackle of paper and subdued conversation coming from the kitchen. Sebastian sat on the rug chewing on a piece of apple. The rug was partially covered by toys, plastic bowls and wooden spoons. The baby regarded Frank with an unblinking stare. That kids not natural, staring like that. Suppose thats what happens when youve got a name like Sebastian. Frank was momentarily ashamed of his harsh thoughts, Sorry Nancy. Not the kids fault, I know. He dreaded the thought of getting up from the dilapidated chair.


    Dear God, he tutted quietly, looking around the garden. Christophers efforts had been almost obliterated, there was hardly any sign that hed re-designed and re-built the entire garden not long after moving in. The rockery was overgrown with white Snow on the Mountain , tangles of the rumbustuous plant covered the granite stones hand-picked by Chris.


    Someone, presumably Nina, had made a half-hearted attempt to weed the beds. A black bin liner, overflowing with dying leaves of bindweed, nettles and dandelions, was near the edge of the lawn, a mud-encrusted trowel lay alongside. Sebastian saw the direction of Franks gaze and, dropping the piece of apple, he began to crawl towards the bin-liner.


    Frank heard raised voices coming from the kitchen, Whats he doing here? What did you tell him? Ninas voice, steely and controlled, he couldnt hear Jonathan.


    Sebastian had reached the bin-liner and his infant hands began to explore the contents. Frank shook his head, Not right, little chap might find anything in there, anything at all.


    He tried to get up and couldnt, the angle of the chair making it impossible for him to stand. Sebastian had found a worm, a pinky-brown muddy worm and he turned his head to stare again at Frank, the worm held aloft like a trophy in his plump hands.


    Christ Almighty, hes going to eat it. Frank twisted and turned, he couldnt move. Useless, bloody useless.


    Jonathan! he called out, impatience making his voice angry and sharp. Jonathan, what are you doing in there? Look at this little lad, wheres your mother?


    Nina came running out of the kitchen and, as Sebastian caught sight of his mother, he waved the worm and laughed. Nina reached him, her long skirt fluttering past Frank, and she picked up the baby.


    What have you got there, little man? She gently prised his fingers apart and the worm dropped to the ground, wriggling away back to the hidden depths of the bin liner.


    Dropping a kiss on Sebastians head, Nina put him back on the rug. She smiled briefly at Frank, No harm done, tea coming up any minute. She returned to the kitchen.


    Frank sat back, the chair savagely pinching his skin. He felt awkward and pathetic, Shouldnt have come, bad decision, he muttered crossly and he wondered how he could get out of the chair, leave money for Jonathan and find out what this trip to France was all about before Nina came back into the garden. He tried again, forcing his arms, using them as a lever. He struggled, beads of perspiration forming on his upper lip.


    He was still struggling when Jonathan appeared alongside the chair. Frank sat back, uncomfortably aware that Jonathan must have seen something of his struggle. Glancing up at his grandsons face, he saw that Jonathans face was suffused, an ugly red coloured his cheeks.


    Tea, Grandad, Jonathan said unnecessarily, giving Frank a quick smile.


    The silence in the garden was broken only by the harsh gulping sound as Frank tried to drink the scaldingly hot tea. He cleared his throat and sipped again. So, Jonathan, whats this all about then, this trip to France? When was this decided?


    Frank knew he looked ridiculous, his blazer had bunched up around his ears, his trousers had risen exposing his skinny legs and his highly polished brown shoes seemed far too formal for sitting in a garden.


    Nina, coming back into the garden, answered Franks question. It was decided last week, Frank. Id been thinking about it but thought Id left it too late. Then I made a few phone calls, found a cancellation, someone elses change of plan meant we could make new ones.


    As she moved towards the tray of tea, the fabric of her skirt brushed up against Franks exposed leg and he shifted slightly, moving away from the gauze-like touch.


    Ninas eyes were on Sebastian, who had grown tired of the apple and was busily splashing at water in a red bowl. Her face softened as she watched bubbles of water drop into the bowl. I need a break, Frank. Nothing wrong with that surely? Her tone was light, almost teasing and Jonathan looked up. He chimed in, Weve got passports, even Sebastian, and Mums got new tents for us. France, Grandad, Ive never been before, itll be dead good.


    Frank reached out to touch Jonathans arm. Want to give you some money, lad. Buy yourself something for the trip and you can  his eyes lifted to meet Ninas, he cleared his throat again, you can phone me if theres any problem.


    He watched Jonathan turn his head away from his mother, Thanks, Grandad, Id saved up some, I hadnt spent all my Christmas money Ive been washing cars and Ive saved all that  His voice trailed off.


    Nina spoke quietly, Go and keep an eye on Sebastian for me, Jon, please. The last word was like a hiss.


    Jonathan glared at his mother and Frank saw the way Ninas head jerked.


    Grabbing two biscuits Jonathan slumped his way over to the rug. Sebastian saw the biscuits and put out his dimpled arm. No, you cant. Jonathan shoved both biscuits into his mouth and bit hard on the custard creams. Sebastian began to cry, drumming his legs in temper on the rug.


    Jonathan!


    Yeah, I know, take him up to bed. He picked up the squirming baby and bundled him in his arms, carrying him past Nina and Frank.


    They sat in silence, listening to the babys angry cries coming from upstairs. Nina was sitting cross-legged on one of the patio slabs and she closed her eyes. Irritated by her silence, Frank rattled his teacup and saucer and was gratified when Nina opened her eyes, Shall I make fresh tea, Frank? You must be very hot, why dont you take off your jacket, Im sure youll feel more comfortable.


    Frank wanted to go home, away from this awful woman and her neglected children and neglected garden. He was hot, uncomfortable and worried. He recognised though that he had to see Jonathan again, just to make certain that the lad understood, understood that he must ring, let Frank know if anything was wrong.


    Yes, thank you, Id like another cup of tea. He couldnt take his coat off, just couldnt do that, hed have to sit in the stifling heat a bit longer. He didnt meet Ninas eyes, Just the one more then Ill be off. I want to mow the lawn and Im sure you must have plenty to do.


    Nina rose, gathering up the tray and she strode into the kitchen, leaving Frank on his own. He realised that Sebastians cries were growing softer, soon there was silence. Frank drummed his fingers on the arm of his plastic chair.


    Nina re-appeared with the tray and busied herself pouring tea for them both and passing a cup to Frank.


    Lets start again, shall we? Just you and me, it might make it easier to talk without the kids. Well, shall we try?


    Frank shifted, he hated having to sit like this, Yes, all right. He took a deep breath then spoke quickly, I do want Jonathan to have some money, Id like to give him a bit of extra pocket money, hes a good lad.


    Nina inclined her head, Thank you, hell be thrilled. Were all looking forward to the trip, be an adventure for the three of us. The kids have never been abroad before and I like France. Chris and I went there once for  her voice trailed off. Theyd gone to Paris for their honeymoon.


    Frank sipped at his tea, it burnt his lip, Where are you going? Got a route planned out?


    Nina pushed her hands through the heavy mass of her hair, No, I thought wed get off the ferry, aim for the nearest camp site I can find and that will be enough for the first day. See how the mood takes us after that. She smiled brightly at Frank, I dont want to be tied down, you know, having to be somewhere at some appointed time. I want us to be free spirits.


    Frank paused, his cup in mid- air, Dear God. He sipped at his tea and cleared his throat.


    Nina perched on the small wall opposite Frank, her hands cradling her cup of tea, knees slightly apart, she took a deep breath. Look, Frank, let me try to tell you how I feel about what were doing, the trip and what it means to me and, perhaps if you understand that, the need for a break, we wont be fighting each other, tripping over our words. Funny isnt it, I pride myself on being articulate, but Im struggling here trying to find the right words to explain to you how I feel.


    She straightened up, Look, Im not Chriss wife any more, Im not half of a couple, Ive never really lived on my own before, not properly. Daniel thought I was too bogged down with things,  Nina made a face, He did me a favour, really he did. He set me free, there are so many things I can do now, I really feel that. I feel positive, a bit scared perhaps, but positive.


    Frank hadnt moved, his head was down and his breathing was calm. Nina smiled and began to tell him about the idea shed had. You know, Frank, what Id really like to do is take a course in something, something like aromatherapy, a form of alternative healing perhaps. I deal with words, masses of them on sheets of paper, perhaps I should be dealing with people, I think Id like that. Frank could feel Ninas gaze, he listened as she took a deep breath before speaking, I know I can do this, Im sure I can do it part-time which means that Ill be home for the kids as usual. I can combine it with my job, nothing will change for the kids. She grinned and crossed her fingers. Frank remained silent, his breathing quickened.


    Nina kept her eyes on Frank, This would be a good time for me to try this, Im not the same person any more. I need to try something different. It would mean a wonderful opportunity for me and who knows what it could lead to? My job is OK, I like the work and it pays well but I need more, I need stretching. I could find out what Im really capable of. When Daniel left, I felt as if Id lost one identity, perhaps its time to look for another.


    Identity! Frank spat the word at her.  Identity, you have an identity, you are the mother of these children, isnt that enough? These boys need you at home, not messing about with courses and suchlike. Dear God, Chris must be worried to death about how youre looking after his son. His mother was always home for him, she had her identity all right  she was his mother!


    Nina flinched and Frank tried once more to lever himself from the chair. Call Jonathan for me, Ill need help to get out of this bloody chair. Never mind holidays, you need some decent chairs.


    Nina stood, her hair moving around her face, Frank? Cant you even try to meet me halfway, to try and see my point of view? Wont you try it, if not for my sake, then for Nancys? Shed have hated the fact that we argue all the time.


    Leave Nancy out of this, dont talk about her, I dont want you talking about her. He struggled then sank back down, Get Jonathan, I want to go home.


    In silence Nina looked at Frank then, shaking her head, she called, Jonathan? She moved towards the house, Frank kept his head turned away and they avoided looking at each other until Jonathan almost ran out of the kitchen door. Help your grandfather, Nina said softly before going inside.


    Even in his present mood, Frank disguised his discomfort, Just a bit stiff, lad, chair is almost as old as me. Give me a hand up will you? He closed his eyes, biting hard on his lip as Jonathan tugged and pulled his grandfather to a standing position. Ooh, a groan escaped from behind his clenched teeth and Jonathan looked up in alarm.


    Grandad! Whats wrong?


    Frank shook his head, he was struggling to control his breathing. Nothing, Im fine. Just walk with me to the car, theres a good lad. They moved slowly towards the cool interior of the house. Nina had disappeared and the house was silent.


    Frank rested his hand on Jonathans shoulder as they walked from the house. He saw with sad amusement the way Jonathans pace had slowed. As they reached the Fiesta, Frank patted at the pockets of his blazer He withdrew a white envelope, Jonathan written on it in bold letters, and he handed it to his grandson. He watched Jonathans fingers move over the envelope, testing the number of notes he could feel.


    Frank lowered his head, Now listen, lad, this is between you and me. No need to let your mother know how much is in there, its just between us men. He tapped at the side of his nose, winking as he did so. Jonathan jammed the envelope into the pocket of his jeans.


    Thanks, Grandad, thanks a lot.


    Once again Frank put his hand on Jonathans shoulders, One condition mind. You must ring me. France has got phones, same as us, all over the place and you must ring me. Ill want postcards too, plenty of them so I can put them on my kitchen wall. Money is there for that too, so mind that you send them.


    Yes, course I will, Ill send postcards all the time and Ill ring, Ill ring every day.


    Frank gave a soft laugh, Every day? Well, see how your money lasts but its not all for phone calls, have a good holiday, enjoy yourself and perhaps, when you come back, you can come over and help me with the garden, perhaps we could have a trip out in the car 


    Suddenly Jonathan lunged at Frank, he wrapped his arms around him, burying his face in Franks blazer, muffling his voice Thanks for the money, and everything. Frank understood and, putting one arm on the roof of the Fiesta to steady himself, he held Jonathan for a brief second.


    Come on, lad, let me go. That lawn of mine will have grown another five foot if I dont cut it soon. Unlocking the car door Frank eased himself in and put the keys in the ignition.


    Bye, Grandad, bye. Jonathan waved until Franks car had turned the corner, Franks hand waving from the drivers window.


    After driving for a few miles Frank had to stop, to park his car in a lay-by. He pulled out his handkerchief and blew his nose. He could still feel the hug that Jonathan had given him, a warm, steadying hug. He sat for a while watching other cars moving past him, their speed making the Fiesta rock in their wake. That bloody woman, sorry Nancy, I lost my temper with her. Its the lad, its not right, you wouldnt put up with that, would you?

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
A novel about living, loving and family life...

Carolyn Lewis





