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            â€˜I'll have to go, Chris. See you tomorrow?'

â€˜We've got a trip to Rotherham.'

â€˜Rotherham! Our school's going to Geneva at Easter.'

â€˜We're going to see
Much Ado
at the Civic.'

â€˜Helen!'

â€˜Okay, Mum. See you, Chris.'

I stood listening to the buzz of the dead phone, imagining her going back up those mossy green stairs of theirs to her room, pulling the curtains closed, stopping perhaps to look out at the sleet against the streetlamps.

â€˜You're sweet. You're so lovely,' I murmured as I put the receiver down.

â€˜Thanks,' my dad said, coming down the stairs behind me. â€˜I didn't think you'd noticed. How about doing the washing-up, Chris?'

I joined my brother in the kitchen. Guy had filled up the sink with bubbles, and as soon as I went in he started flicking them at me. He always does it.

â€˜Give over,' I said, flicking back. I scooped up a handful of froth and eased it on to Guy's head when he turned away to get a tea-towel.

â€˜You can do the pans,' Guy said. â€˜They're all burnt, and it serves you right for gassing on the phone for hours.'

He kept walking round the kitchen with that lacy pyramid on his head, his glasses still flashing earnest intelligence. I don't know how he does it.

â€˜Dad,' I shouted. â€˜Did you know the snow's corning into the kitchen!'

â€˜Very pretty,' said Dad, glancing in on his way past. â€˜Love the head-dress, Guy.'

Guy walked past him, the tea-towel flung across his shoulder, and caught sight of his reflection in the mirror. He made a ball of the tea-towel with his fist and hurled it at me and I charged at him with another handful of froth and stuffed it down his neck. We were yelling our heads off. He's all knees
and elbows and chins. It's like fighting with a sackful of coat-hangers. The cat dived for the cat-flap, backed in again when it saw the sleet, and darted upstairs.

â€˜Will you two stop it!' Dad shouted. â€˜I'd rather have a pair of two-year-olds in the house any day.'

Guy cupped another handful of froth against my chin, where it dangled like a threadbare beard.

â€˜Very funny, Guy.' I kept it there, letting it wobble as I talked. We were both gasping for breath. I love fighting with Guy. â€˜But I'm above such childishness.'

â€˜Since when?' asked Guy.

I tapped the side of my nose. â€˜That's my business,' I said. I wish I could wink. I have to close both eyes. Guy winked for me, understanding nothing, and I leapt on him again.

â€˜Pans,' shouted Dad from the front room. â€˜Homework!'

I let Guy go and he hopped upstairs to do his essay. I gave the pans a good beating, too. I could hear Guy's cassettes thumping away upstairs. He has terrible taste in music. I'll have to educate him. I finished off the pans, leaving the worst one to soak even though it had been soaking for three days already since my disastrous bean curry had turned into carcinogen. Helen would be sitting in her room doing her maths project by now, her books spread round her, her chin propped in her hand.

I sat with Dad for a bit, watching the nine o'clock news. The room smelt slightly of manure because Jill and I had had to carry the bags through to the yard. All through tea I'd wanted to talk to Dad about something, and now that we were alone together at last I didn't know where to start.

â€˜It's all politics these days,' I said.

â€˜You want to take it in,' Dad said. He had a way of pouting out his lower lip and stroking it with his fingertips when the news was on. Guy said that was why he could never bear to watch the news. â€˜It's bound to come up on your General paper, you know. This is history.'

I groaned.

â€˜And it's happening now. That's what history is, Chris.'

â€˜Give over, Dad. We're getting it all the time at school, too.'

â€˜I should hope so. It's the only thing that matters, you know, what happens to people. You can keep your pop shows.'

â€˜I'm going up,' I said.

â€˜At this time?'

â€˜I'm shattered.' I hadn't asked him, and I was disappointed in myself. It's hard to say the things that matter, but I don't know why.

â€˜I'll have to get you a dishwasher,' Dad murmured.

I wrote a song for Helen. I worked out some chords for it on my guitar, then tried it all again in a minor key. I wrote another verse and practised singing it, standing with one foot on the bed so I could balance my guitar on my knee. The last verse was so good that I sang it again, much louder this time. Guy threw a book against the joining wall, and the cat fled downstairs again and headbutted the cat-flap. I wrote the chords down so I wouldn't forget them and then put a blank cassette into my radio-recorder and sang it all through, strumming softly, picking out a few bass runs with my thumb. I thought I might re-record it the next day so I could do it all finger-style, but I needed to get a new plectrum. The one I was using was the plastic tie-tag from a sliced loaf and it had split. I tried it in another key. Helen had taught me all the chords I knew on the guitar. One day I wanted to just wake up and be able to play like Jimi Hendrix. I decided I would post the cassette as it was through Helen's letter-box on my way to school next day.

It was nearly midnight by then. I went back downstairs. Dad was sitting with his feet up on the settee watching a late film.

â€˜You shouldn't be watching this,' I told him. â€˜It's rude.'

â€˜I close my eyes when the naughty bits come on.'

â€˜Dad,' I said. â€˜What happened to you and Mum?' I'd had no idea I was going to say that just then.

The woman on the television screen smiled knowingly and murmured to me. I thought Dad hadn't heard me at first, the way I'd blurted it out. If he'd asked me to repeat it I wouldn't have been able to.

â€˜You know what happened.' He seemed to be waiting for the woman to speak again. â€˜She walked out.'

â€˜I mean, why?'

Dad looked at me sharply as if he was going to tell me to mind my own business. I wouldn't have blamed him. Then he pulled a face. He swivelled himself round on the settee into a sitting position as if it was all a great effort, as if he was an old man stiff with lumbago these days.

â€˜She met a feller, didn't she, and he was younger than me with a bit more hair on top and he wore natty jumpers and he read a lot of books. And she decided she liked him better than me and off she went.'

We watched the screen for a bit. The woman had a thin face like a snake. She flickered her tongue when she laughed.

â€˜She just went, just like that,' Dad went on quietly. â€˜Went off. I came home one night and I'd done a shift, I was dead tired, you know, and there she was standing in the hall with her coat on and this feller was with her.' He bent down and put one of his shoes on. â€˜Tying his shoe laces or something, hiding his face, that's what he was doing. And she told me she was leaving.'

â€˜Did you know him?'

Dad blew out his lips. â€˜As a matter of fact, I did. Not well, of course. But he'd been round a couple of times.'

We both stared at the television. I didn't dare look at my dad. It was as if, now he'd started, he couldn't stop. It was as if he was talking to himself almost. Out of the corner of my eye I could see him stroking his lip. I daren't move. The television voices murmured on.

â€˜Didn't suspect a thing. That's what your mother hated most about me, of course. She said I'd got no imagination.' He laughed briefly, a sharp bark of a laugh. The couple in the play were rowing now. A close-up of the woman showed that she was crying.

â€˜Are those tears real?' Dad said. â€˜I bet they use some kind of oil or something. Her make-up's not running, and she'd have to be wearing some with all those lights.'

â€˜She's not wearing much else.' I could feel my voice breaking into a nervous giggle.

â€˜Funny,' Dad said. â€˜I didn't know how much I loved your mother till she told me she was leaving me. You'd think I would have hated her. I did later. No one likes to be rejected, you know. I hated her because she didn't want me. And I hated her because she was splitting up a family. I didn't want that to happen, and I was powerless to stop it. How old were you then?'

â€˜Ten. Guy was six.'

â€˜You see. Guy cried for his mum every night. How could I explain to the kid? And youâ€¦ “where's Mum, where's Mum”â€¦ every five minutes. How could I explain to you that she wasn't coming back? So it helped, being able to hate her. But I'll tell you something else, Chris, and this'll shock you a bit. I used to wish that she was dead.'

The drama on the screen was suddenly interrupted by noisy adverts. A smiling troupe of mushrooms danced its way across a table and dive-bombed into a bowl of soup.

My dad leaned forward in his chair, intent on the mushrooms. He was fiddling about with his watchstrap as if it was suddenly too tight for him, twisting it and twisting it on his wrist, tugging hairs with it. â€˜If she'd died, you see, I could have got it over with. There's ways of dealing with death. There's funerals and flowers and crying. It would have been terrible, but I would have known absolutely certainly that she wasn't going to come back and that I was never, never going to see her again and somehow I'd have got on with my life and with you kids. But whilever someone's alive there's always a chance that they'll come back again, so you never quite let go. I wanted her back, however much I hated her for going.'

I felt my throat tightening. I wished Dad would stop now. I wished he'd stop talking. I wished I could switch off the television but I daren't. I was afraid of the silence and of having to look at him again and talk normally. I sat with my head back and my eyes closed tight. Even then I could see the dance of light from the flickering screen: flash, and flash, and flash. Dad's voice was a dull monotone.

â€˜I used to think of her enjoying herself with this natty bloke with all his books. And I knew that she couldn't be happy. Not really. I knew she'd be going through hell. Don't tell me
any woman can walk away from her own kids and carry on as if nothing had happened. I think she went through hell.'

There was some fancy guitar music on the screen. The man and woman were walking hand in hand along a beach. I thought it might be Brighton.

â€˜You think you're the only one in the world it's happened to till you go down the pub and talk about it. Makes you wonder. What's it all about? Love? I don't know what love is. It's a con trick to keep the human race going, that's all it is.'

â€˜Why didn't you get married again or something?'

â€˜Ouch!' Dad shook his hand as if his fingers had been burnt. He switched off the television abruptly as the snaky woman pouted out her lips for another kiss, and went into the kitchen. I could hear him filling the kettle.

â€˜Ovaltine, Chris?'

I sauntered into the kitchen. I leaned on the door jamb casually, my hands deep in my pockets.

â€˜I just wondered, Dad. You don't happen to have Mum's address, do you?'

Dad lifted two mugs from the cupboard. He'd made them himself, down in the cellar. One day he planned to give up work and make a living â€˜pottering about' as he called it. As he spooned Ovaltine powder into them he spilled some and carefully wiped it up, and wiped the whole surface and the kettle before he answered me. â€˜I should have. Somewhere.'

I passed him a bottle of milk from the fridge. The cat strolled over to him and eyed him patiently.

â€˜Why?' Dad asked. He eased the cat out of the way with his foot and returned the milk to the fridge.

â€˜I was thinking I might go and see her some time.' I kept my voice light and casual. â€˜ 'Night, Dad.' I took my cup and went upstairs slowly, sipping at it while I walked. I couldn't even begin to explain why I wanted to see my mother after all those years, except that maybe it was something to do with Helen. I would have liked my mother to meet her, I suppose.

I listened to the tape again. My head was full of Helen now; brimming with her. I lay in bed and couldn't sleep for thinking of her. A new verse for the song started buzzing in
my head, and I decided to go downstairs and have some toast and marmalade and write it down.

And there was Dad, still sitting in the front room with a cup of cold Ovaltine in his hands, just staring at the way the sleet pattered and slid against the window panes.

February
I don't think I would have dared to ask those questions about my mother if it hadn't been for what had happened between Helen and me. I felt as if I was peering through a door into another room in my life. I wanted to know now what kind of a person my mother was; even if it hurt, I wanted to know. Once upon a time she and my father had loved each other, when he was a young man and she was a girl. I knew that this house that we lived in was the house he had been born in, and that he had looked after his parents here till they died. What must it have been like for my mother, coming here as a new wife? I knew she was younger than him. Had the house been full of ghosts for her? Old furniture, faded carpets, brown photographs; Grandad's carver chair; Grandma's teaset; the polished wooden cutlery canteen; the chiming clock. I never knew my grandparents, but their presence is here, all right. But when I tried to imagine my mother here, it was as if I was holding up a candle inside a darkened room and noticing things for the first time because they looked so different now. There were no ghosts of my mother in the house. None at all.

It had taken me days to write the letter to her. Helen had helped me, and then we had started it again and rewritten it several times.

â€˜Are you sure you're doing the right thing?' Helen asked me. â€˜You won't bring her back, you know. Not after all this time.'

But I didn't want to bring her back. I wanted to meet her again, that was all. I think I just wanted to believe in her, if you know what I mean. The mother in my memories was someone who read stories to me at night and held my hand to cross the road. She didn't fit in anywhere now. It was as if she
wasn't real any more.
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