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[t wasn’t mine.

I didn’t drop it, but the boy in the queue said I did.

It was a negative of a photograph, one on its own, all
scratched and beaten up. I couldn’t even see what it was
a negative of because his finger and thumb were
blotting out most of it. He was holding it out to me like
nothing else was going to happen until I took it, like he
had nothing else to do but wait.

I didn’t want to take it. I said that. I said I didn’t own
a camera even, but the boy just stood there with this
I-know-I’'m-right look on his face.

He had a good face. Friendly eyes, wide mouth, all
that. One of his top teeth was chipped; there was a bit



missing. Still, a good face doesn’t equal a good person.
If you catch yourself thinking that, you need to stop.

All my friends were cracking up behind me. The girl
at the counter was trying to give me my change and
everybody in the queue was just staring. I couldn’t think
why he was doing this to me. 1 wondered if
embarrassing strangers was one of the ways he got
through his day. Maybe he walked around with a pile of
random stuff in his pockets — not just negatives, but
thimbles and condoms and glasses and handcuffs.
I might be getting off lightly.

I didn’t know what else to do, so I said thank you,
who knows for what, and I went red like always, and 1
pulled a face at my friends like I was in on the joke.
Then I shoved the negative in my bag with the oranges
and milk and eggs, and he smiled.

All the way home I got, “What is it, Rowan?” and
“Let’s see” and “Nice smile” - a flock of seagulls in
school uniform, shrieking and pointing and jumping
around me. And I did my usual thing of taking
something that’s just happened apart in my head, until
it’s in little pieces all over the place and I can’t fit it back

together again. I wanted to know why he'd picked me



out of everyone in the shop, and whether I should be
glad about that or not. I thought about what he said
(you dropped this ... no really ... I'm sure) and what I did
(act like a rabbit in headlights, argue, give in). I was
laughing about it on the outside, feeling like an idiot on
the quiet. I had no idea something important might

have happened.

My name is Rowan Clark and I’'m not the same person
as [ was in that shop, not any more. The rowan is a tree
that’s meant to protect you from bad things. People
made crosses out of it to keep away witches in the days
before they knew any better. Maybe my mum and dad
named me it on purpose, maybe not, but it didn’t do
much good. Bad things and my family acted like
magnets back then, coming together whatever was in
the way.

When I got home with the shopping, I forgot about
the negative because there was too much to do. Mum
was asleep on the sofa while Stroma watched Fairly Odd
Parents with the sound off. Stroma’s my little sister. She

was named after an island off Caithness where nobody



lives any more. There used to be people there until 1961
and one of them was someone way back in my dad’s
family. Then there was just one man in a lighthouse,
until they made the lighthouse work without the man
and he left too. That’s what Stroma and her namesake
have in common, getting gradually abandoned.

I made scrambled eggs on toast with cut up oranges
and a glass of milk. While we were eating, I asked her
how her day was, and she said it was great because she
got Star of the Week for writing five sentences with full
stops and everything. Being Star of the Week means you
get a badge made from cardboard and a cushion to sit
on at story time, which is a big deal, apparently, when
you're nearly six.

I asked her what her five sentences were, and she said
they were about what she did at the weekend. I said,
“What did we do?” and she reeled them off, counting
them on her fingers.

“I went to the zoo. With my mum and dad. We saw
tigers. I had popcorn. It was fun.”

Five lies, but I let it slide, and after a minute she met
my eye and started talking about something else I

couldn’t quite make out because her mouth was full of
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orange. Stroma and I had whole conversations with our
mouths full. It was one of the benefits of parentless
meals. That and eating with your fingers and having
your pudding first if you felt like it.

After supper she did a drawing of a torture chamber
while I washed up.

“It’s us going swimming,” she said, pointing at the
rivers of blood and the people hanging from walls.

I said, “We can go on Saturday if you want,” which
she did and I already knew it.

She asked me to draw a unicorn, and even though
it looked more like a rhinoceros and should have gone
in the bin, she coloured it pink out of loyalty and called

it Sparkle.

When she was all clean and in her pyjamas, we'd read a
book and she was feeling sleepy, Stroma asked for Mum.
Just like a kid from Victorian times who gets to see a
parent in order to bid them goodnight, but the rest of
the time has to make do with the staff. I said Mum
would be ten minutes because I'd have to wake her up

first. I put this lullaby tape on that Stroma listened to
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every night since forever and I knew she'd probably be
asleep before anyone made it up there.

Mum hated being woken up. A cup of tea didn’t even
scratch the surface of her hatred for it. You could see the
world enter her eyes and become fact and pull her back
under with the weight of itself. As soon as she was
awake she just wanted to go back to sleep again. I knew
that we had to be patient, and I do understand that
sleep was where she got to pretend her life wasn’t crap,
but I also think that two live daughters might have been
something to stay awake for.

I rubbed her back for a bit and then I said Stroma
was waiting.

She brushed me off and got to her feet and said,
“What does she want now?” like it'd been her feeding and
bathing and entertaining Stroma all evening, not me.

I said, “She just wants a kiss goodnight,” and Mum
rolled her eyes and moved towards the stairs like her
whole body was glued down, like it was the last thing on
earth she felt like doing.

I watched her and I thought what I always thought -
that the old Mum was trapped inside this new one’s

body, helpless like a princess in a tower, like a patient on
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the operating table whose anaesthetic’s failed so she
can’t move or call out or let anyone know. She just had
to watch with the rest of us while everything went
horribly wrong.

With everybody out of the room and all my jobs
done and a moment to think, I remembered the boy in
the shop and the negative that wasn’t mine. I got it out
to have a look. I'd never really seen one before. It was
folded over on itself and covered in the dust that lives at
the bottom of my bag. It seemed so out of date, shinier
on one side than the other, its edges dotted with holes,
a clumsy way to carry a picture. [ held it up to a lamp.

It’s hard to adjust your eyes to something that’s dark
where it should be light. It was like looking at a sea
creature or a mushroom, until I saw it was an open
mouth and I was holding it upside-down. The mouth
was pale where it should be darkest, towards the back of
the throat. That’s about all I could see, an open mouth
filled with light and two eyes like eyes on fire, the pupils
white, the iris shot with sparks against the black eyeballs.

It was a face pushing out light from within, beaming
it through the eyes, the open mouth and nostrils, like

somebody exhaling a light bulb.
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I haven't mentioned my brother Jack yet, which is odd
because he’s the thing most people knew about me then.
Wherever I went, being Jack’s sister was my ticket in. It
was easy. Everyone loved Jack. I didn’t have to do anything
to make them love me too. It was all taken care of.

How would I describe my big brother to someone
who doesn’t know him? I could start with nice to look
at (my dad’s height, my mum’s skin). Or clever, because
learning new stuff just never seemed hard for him.
Maybe funny. When you'd been with Jack for a while, I
guarantee your stomach muscles would start to ache.
And generous, because he'd give anything to his friends

if they needed it.

14



But I dont want to put anyone off. All of those
things are Jack, but not in a smug or annoying way, not
so you mind someone else having all the luck. If you ask
me, he’s one of those people who make a room more
interesting when they’re in it, who make everyone else
wilt just a little when they leave.

There’s two years between us and then nearly ten
until Stroma, so we were like the first round of kids, the
planned ones I suppose.

If I was going to tell someone just one of my Jack
stories, it would be his ‘Map of the Universe’. I think it
came free with National Geographic. Hed had it for
years, stuck on the inside of his wardrobe door, but no
one else had ever really looked at it.

One day Mum was ranting about the mess
everywhere and how she couldn’t think straight because
of everybody’s crap around the house. You could hear
her coming up the stairs talking to herself about it. She
came into Jack’s room with a pile of clean laundry. He
had most of her coffee cups in there, all in various stages
of penicillin. His sheets were balled up on the floor and
his mattress was propped against the chest of drawers

because he'd just been teaching me how to jump-slide
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down it. The bin was overflowing (and it stank) and the
floor was so littered with books and bits of paper and
caseless CDs that it was hard to know where to tread.

“Why,” said Mum, “do I bloody bother?” and she
looked around, and then down at the ironed clothes she
was fool enough to be carrying.

I could feel her slave speech coming on so I tried to
blend into the wall.

Jack put his arm around her and said, “Come and look
at this, Mum.” He stood her in front of the wardrobe,
stood behind her with his hands on her shoulders. He
was already way taller than her then. When he opened
the doors, everything tumbled out like clothing lava.
[ think there was fruit peel and crisp packets in there too.

Mum sort of bellowed and made fists and screwed
her eyes tight shut, and there was this quiet pause where
I thought she was going to properly start. But Jack said,
“No! No, that wasn’t it, that’s not what I wanted to
show you, honest,” and he was laughing and refusing to
let her get angry around him. I was so close to that place
where laughing is bad and it’s impossible not to. I
couldn’t look at him.

He pointed to the map and said, “This is the
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KNOWN UNIVERSE,” in a rumbling, half-serious
voice like that man who does all the movie trailers.

Mum was still holding the laundry. She rolled her eyes
and started to speak, but Jack stopped her. He had the
broken aerial of his radio in his hand and he was using it
to point at the map like a teacher, like a weather man.

“This tiny dot,” he said, “is PLANET EARTH. And that
lives in this cylinder here, which is our SOLAR SYSTEM.
That’s the sun and all the planets, right? You knew that.”

Mum’s foot was tapping, double-time, like, “Let’s get
this over with”.

“Now this cylinder, our solar system, with the sun and
the planets and everything, is #h#s tiny dot in this cylinder
which is the NEIGHBOUR GROUPR.” He paused for
effect, like he was looking at a class of scientists.

“And the neighbour group is now zhis tiny dot in this
next cylinder which is a SUPER CLUSTER. Are you
getting this?”

There were five or six cylinders altogether and the
last one was the KNOWN UNIVERSE.

“The KNOWN UNIVERSE’ he said to her over and
over again. “THE KNOWN.”

Mum said, “What does this have to do with anything?”
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“Well,” Jack said with his hands outstretched and
this “love me” look on his face. “How important is a
tidy room now, in the scheme of things? Where does it
register on the map?”

Mum laughed then and so could we. Jack gave her
this big bear hug and she said he was far too smart for
his own good. She threw his clean clothes on top of
everything else on the floor.

And she said, “You still have to tidy up.”

Like I said. One of those people who make a room

more interesting when they’re in it.

I'm not saying Jack’s perfect. I'm not pretending he
hasn't wound me up or kicked me too hard or made me
eat mud and stuff like that, because of course he has.
Maybe all brothers do. It’s just that he also looked after
me and made me laugh and told me I was cool and
taught me things nobody else but your big brother can.

So I miss him.

We all miss him.

We've been missing him for more than two years

now. And it’s never going to end.



