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I, born of flesh and ghost, was neither
A ghost nor man, but mortal ghost.

Dylan Thomas

For further information: http://mortalghost.blogspot.com
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Chapter1
Every night Jesselies down to sleep with fire. This time, screamsand a
dark chord burning. This time, the beam falls before his hair ignites.

Jessewoke with a start, his heart thudding. It took him a moment to
remember where he was. Something in his rucksack was digging into his
cheek. Wincing, he shifted on the piece of cardboard that was his mat-
tress. The solid blocks of stone at his back, rough and lichen-crusted,
made good sentries but poor bedfellows. His neck was sore and kinked,
his muscles cramped, and he had pins-and-needles in the arm heÕdbeen
lying on. He needed to pee.

The dream again.
Fingering the handle of his knife, he looked about him. Just after

dawn, and the air smelled fresh and clean, with a dampness that hinted
at rain. His sleeping bag felt clammy, and the grass along the riverbank
glistened with dew. Water lapped close by, a sound from his past, and
he could hear the noisy riverbirds scolding his sluggishness.

There was no help for it. Wait too long and somebody would appear.
Shaking off the last whorls of sleep, he unzipped his sleeping bag and
crept out. He stretched, then made a few circles with his head, grimacing
as the vertebrae in his neck rasped like the sound of Mal crushing egg-
shells in his fistÑone of his least offensive habits. A couple of knee-
bends till JesseÕsbladder protested. He glanced round once more, for he
didnÕt like to leave his things unattended for even a momentÑon the
street, a momentÕsinattention could mean the difference between a meal
and hunger, between safety and a vicious beating/ mutilation/ rape,
between survival and annihilation.

He grabbed his rucksack, thrust his knife inside, and sidled barefoot
down the grassy riverbank until he cameto an overgrown bush. After re-
lieving himself, he knelt at the riverÕsedge and rinsed his hands, then
splashed cold water into his face.Not exactly clean, but it helped remove
the film of sleep and dross from the morning. Distastefully, he ran his
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wet fingers through his hair. He needed a good washÑfailing a long hot
punishing shower then at least a swim in the river. Later maybeÑfirst he
would have to eat. He kneaded the skin above his waistband; heÕdlost
weight again, he supposed. Hunger never quite retracted its claws: on
the rare occasionswhen he had a full belly, there was always the next
meal to worry about.

It would be another long day.
From his rucksack he removed his battered water bottle and trainers.

After slaking his thirst he capped the bottle and considered his next
move. He always tried to find a new kip each night, and if he got lucky
he might be able to locate an abandoned warehouse or garageor even an
allotment shed. The docklands looked promising, although there would
probably be others with the same idea. Still, it was a largish place. He
kept away from the squats. He wanted nothing to do with anyone else.

Jesserummaged for the currant bun heÕdkept back last night, then
shook out his sleeping bag, formed it into a compact roll, and stored it in
his rucksack, followed by the bun and his water bottle. After slipping in-
to his trainers he wedged the cardboard between one of the bridgeÕs
massive stone abutments and a clump of wild briars, just in casehe was
obliged to return tonight.

It was still barely light, and except for a boat in the distanceÑa barge,
from the long squat shapeÑand the birds and jazzing whirlybird insects
and occasional frog, Jessehad the river to himself. He made his way
along the bank in the direction of the city centre. There was a thin
opaque haze over the water which the sun would soon burn away.
Though overcast now, with a likelihood of rain, Jessecould tell that it
would be hot later on, hot and humid. Good swimming weather. Usually
the river was well trafficked, but he had yet to seeanyone elseswim. Of
course, he always chose a secluded spot.

When hunger gnawed at him, he stopped by a sandy patch of ground,
half-hidden by large boulders and a willow, to eat his rather flattened
bun. He stared at his breakfast for a few seconds,then returned it to his
rucksack. HeÕdwait. Impossible to predict how long it would be before
he could earn some money. Pity that he hadnÕtsaved that bit of sausage
instead of feeding it to yesterdayÕsstray, who probably needed it less
than him.

Jessefumbled in his pocket for the cigarette heÕdpicked up. Bent but
only a trifle dirty at the tipÑperfectly smokeable. He straightened, then
lit it with one of his last matches. Back propped against the rock, he in-
haled deeply and watched the river.
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The cigarette did little to dull his hunger. Inadvertently, he found him-
self picturing bacon crisping in a cast-iron frying pan, a loaf of his grand-
motherÕsbread, a bowl of rich yellow butter. Saliva spurted into his
mouth. He forced the memory into retreatÑnot that road.

Cigarette finished, Jesselicked his fingertips, pinched it out with his
usual meticulousness, and dropped the butt back into his pocket. Then
he took out his well-thumbed copy of TheTempest.With a few pounds,
heÕdbe able to buy some second-hand paperbacks. Unlike most other
kids on the street, he wouldnÕtnick anything, not even an apple from the
market. He only wished he had a place to store the books. If he kept go-
ing at this rate, by winter it would be a real problem to carry them
around. Of course, by winter there would be other problemsÑproblems
a little more pressing than his luggage. He smiled to himself. Nothing
was worse than taking yourself too seriously.

The dog kept its distance at first. The two-leg was mumbling under his
breath, twisting a length of hair around his finger and tugging on it. He
smelled worn and musty, like a discarded shoe.The dog edged closer. It
sniffed at a crushed tin, scratched itself. Loud staccato cough: the dog
slunk back. The street had taught it caution, even patience.

A small movement caught the corner of JesseÕseye. He whipped his
head round. Not again, he thought, shutting his book. So many of his
mistakes cameback to haunt him. The dog moved closer, licked at JesseÕs
hand.

ÔWhat do you want? IÕve got nothing to feed you.Õ
The dog stared up at him with large, sentimental eyes. A big skinny

creature, black fur dirty and matted, but otherwise in pretty good shape.
Jesse wondered how it managed so well on the street.

ÔI bet you could teach me a thing or two,Õ he said.
Jessestood, jingling the coins in his pocket. They hadnÕtearned any in-

terest overnightÑjust enough for a hot drink and a hamburger. No
doubt a sell-by loaf and some milk would be smarter, but at the burger
places they usually didnÕt notice how long you used the lavatory. He
could at least brush his teeth, maybe wash his neck and hair. Stripping
would be risky, unless he could bolt the door. Few people had seenhim
without pants, no one without his T-shirt. He didnÕt do naked.

Jesseglanced at the sky. The cloud cover resembled an old greying
sheet, thin cheap cotton to begin with, the kind they gave you in those
rundown places where, for a few quid, you could get a bed for the
nightÑheÕd slept a couple of times in one or another of them when he
had some money and was desperate for a real mattress and real roof and
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real showerÑthe kind of linen that didnÕteven rememberwhite, that you
could put your foot through, and did. Only here it was the sun that was
breaking through the crumpled and dingy fabric.

The rain would hold off for a few hours. Ample time to eat and find
shelter. It was bad enough being dirty and bedraggled, but a wet T-shirt
was uncomfortable, and wet jeans,a torment. He had only one changeof
clothes, none too clean. Filthy, actually. He knew there were certain
things he could doÑor allow to be done to himÑthat would get him a
night or two in someoneÕsflat, bathroom and washing machine priv-
ileges included. HeÕd go back to Mal before it came to that.

Jessepacked up his meagre possessions.HeÕdfollow the river south
for a while, then thread west to the nearest McDonaldÕs.Though he ig-
nored it, the dog trotted along beside him. After a few steps, Jesse
paused to glower.

ÔGo away,Õ he said. ÔLeave me alone. I canÕt take on a dog.Õ
The dog stopped, cocked his head, whined a little.
ÔImean it. Get lost,ÕJessesaid. He stamped his foot and lunged to-

wards the dog, who retreated fearfully.
Jesseresumed his walk, a bit faster now. The breeze off the river

ruffled his hair, the freshness of the air more country than city. He
waited several minutes before glancing behind him. The dog stood there,
irresolute. Jessecould tell that it wanted to follow, but didnÕtquite dare.
JessedidnÕtlike the way this made him feelÑas if he could take the an-
imalÕs trust and squeeze it between his fingers like a lump of wet clay.

He almost stumbled over the bird. It lay askew near a tree stump, but
as soon as Jesseapproached began to scrabble with its legs, bent wing
dragging and sound one flapping. A kestrel, Jessesaw straight offÑan
adult male with dove-grey tail. It flopped about, trying to escapewhen
he knelt at its side. The dog came over to investigate, thrusting its
muzzle at the bird, who reacted by raking the dog with its sharp talons.
The dog yowled more in surprise than real injury and skittered away.

ÔLeave it be,Õ Jesse snapped at the dog.
The dog understood when it was time to ignore a boy, when to obey. It

kept its distance.
Jesse looked round. There was no one in sight. With enormous

careÑhe knew just how sharp those talons could be, how strong the
beakÑhe reached for the bird, making a good if quiet imitation of a
kestrelÕscry: Ôkeekee kee.ÕIt no longer struggled to get away, watched
instead with an alert tilt of its head, its eyesclear and focused. It was not
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ready to relinquish its hunterÕsfierce proud spirit. But before long anoth-
er animal would maul it, or a passing kid drown itÑor worse.

ÔCome,Windhover,ÕJessesaid. ÔYoucan trust me. LetÕssee if we can
help you fly.Õ

Head tilted and earscocked, the dog waited with frank curiosity to see
if a meal or a miracle would be forthcoming.

Jessegrasped the kestrel in both hands, firmly pinioning its wings. He
rose, brought the bird to chest level, and closed his eyes.The birdÕsheart
fluttered beneath his fingers, and Jessewaited until the warmth of his
palms, the timbre of his thoughts calmed the frightened creature. There
is no healing through subjugation. Then Jessemoves like a line of
melody through its body, lingering longest over the broken bones in its
wing. Cells resonate as note calls out to note. The air is still: the stir of
wind has died away, leaving only the scent of pine in its wake.

The dog raised its head and sniffed. It could identify the peppery rich-
nessof new-mown grass, the hot iron bite of fresh pitch, the oily slick of
riverbird, the fruity tang of another dogÕsurineÑall the manifold but fa-
miliar odours of river and city. And then this new thing: the boy, sud-
denly different. The dog would have liked to bark but contented itself
with a low rumble in its throat, hardly a growl. Jesseopened his eyesfor
a moment and flicked a look of reproach at the dog, who hung its head.

Ten minutes, twenty, an hour; or no time at all. As always, the when-
tide ebbs till the creature begins to struggle. Then it was doneÑbones
healed, and the kestrel released to flight. Jessesmiled as it met the air
with vigorous wingstrokes, skimming the water until it reached the
middle of the river. There it hovered into the rising wind, then banked
and flew in a steep climb. The higher it flew, the bigger it seemed to
growÑthe stronger its wings. Jessefollowed its path with a hand shad-
ing his eyes,for the clouds had parted and he was staring almost directly
into the sun, which tipped the kestrel with redgold. A single wild cry
split the air: no elegyÕsminor key. Engulfed in flame, the bird passed
from sight.

Jessewatched for a while longer. The kingfishers were chasing each
other over the river. Their small, brilliantly-coloured bodies darted and
flashed, embroidering the rippling length of greygreen silk. There was a
moment in their flight, just before they dived, when they paused,
suspendedÑthe wave at cresting, the pendulum at the top of its

arcÑand then with a shiver, as if time itself had hesitated, resumed their
plunge.
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Eventually hunger intruded. Jessesighed, flipped his hair out of his
eyes, and forced himself to turn away. The river would wait. He
shouldered his rucksack and continued in the direction of the city centre.
Tired and dispirited, he trudged along the narrow footpath. The kestrel
had drained whatever energy his short, troubled night and inadequate
supper had provided. His usual craving for chocolate nagged at him.
After McDonaldÕs,he decided, heÕdspend the morning in the library,
then try to find some work, maybe in one of the posh residential neigh-
bourhoodsÑmowing, weeding, painting, window cleaning, anything.

The dog had waited before following the boy. Gradually it crept
closer, but not too close. When the boy stopped to lean on the back of a
concrete bench, the dog stopped as well, watching wistfully.

Jesse took a deep breath, lifted his head, and saw the dog.
ÔYou again,Õ Jesse said.
The dogÕspersistence irritated him. What would he do with a dog?

Most days he didnÕteven know where heÕdfind his own next meal. A
dog would make him stand out, far too noticeable. And shackled: he
didnÕt want any creatureÕsloyalty or devotion. He picked up a stone
from the ground.

ÔIÕm warning you,Õ he called. ÔGo away.Õ
The stupid dog came a few steps nearer.
ÔI donÕt want to hurt you. But I will if you donÕt leave me alone.Õ
The dog moved forward another inch.
ÔThatÕs it,Õ Jesse said.
The rock landed on the dogÕsflank. The dog yelped and jumped back,

then slunk away. At the same time a voice shrieked in rage. Before Jesse
could turn to see who had shouted, somethingÑsomeoneÑrushed at
him and knocked him flat. He covered his head with his arms as fists
pounded at his shoulders, pulled his hair, pinched his upper arms. After
a bit he realised that not much damage was actually being done. He sat
up, pushed his assailant away. Right. A girl.

ÔWhat do you think youÕre doing?Õ Jesse asked her.
She sprang to her feet and picked up another rock.
ÔIÕll throw it at you. See how you like that,Õ she spat.
JessecouldnÕt help laughing. Her brown eyes blazed at him, fierce

with indignation. Shewas about his own age,with a long mane of chest-
nut hair escaping from a thick elastic. A fraction shorter than him, and
very wiry. He had the impression that she was a ballet dan-
cerÑsomething about the way she stood, moved. She was dressed in
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shiny blue Lycra shorts and crop top, white trainersÑtypical classy jog-
ging gearÑand her face was flushed and filmed with sweat.

ÔGoon, then, throw it,ÕJessesaid from the ground. ÔHita man when
heÕs down.Õ

ÔSome man,Õ she said with a snort. She dropped the rock.
The dog in its perversity, in its doggy cunning, cameprancing up. Tail

wagging, it began jumping up on Jesse to lick his hands and face.
ÔYour dog is more faithful than you deserve,Õ she said.
ÔItÕs not my dog.Õ
ÔHe doesnÕt seem to know that,Õ she said.
ÔIt keeps following me,Õ Jesse said.
ÔI see. So thatÕs a good reason to throw rocks at him, is it?Õ
ÔNot rocks. One rock.Õ
ÔAs if that makes any difference,Õ she retorted.
ÔI daresay it does, to the dog,Õ Jesse said calmly.
The girl regarded him with a puzzled look on her face.
ÔWho are you?Õ she asked.
Jesse stood. He brushed himself off, picked up his rucksack.
ÔRing the RSPCA, will you.Õ
ÔYou havenÕt answered my question.Õ
ÔNor do I intend to,Õ Jesse answered. ÔWhat business is it of yours?Õ
ÔYouÕrenot from here,Õsaid the girl. She took a step closer, her head

tilted at a graceful angle. Again he was reminded of a dancer.
ÔSo? ThatÕs no crime.Õ
This had gone on long enough. Jesseturned to leave. Shelaid her hand

on his arm. Flinching, he jerked from her grasp and walked away.
ÔWait,Õ she called.
He was determined not to stop. The girl ran round in front of him,

blocking his path. He would have brushed past her but something in the
set of her shoulders, her mouth made him hesitate.

ÔPlease wait,Õ she said again.
They looked at each other for a while in silence.
ÔAre you hungry?Õ she finally asked.
And if she noticed the sweat that sprang up on his forehead when she

handed him the muesli bar from her bum bag, she was considerate
enough not to say.

10



Chapter2
At first they walked back towards the Old Bridge in silence, which was
exactly how Jessewanted it. But the girl had the kind of energy that, like
the river itself, would not easily be diverted.

ÔMy nameÕs Sarah.Õ
ÔJesse,Õ he offered in exchange for the forthcoming meal.
ÔWhere did you spend the night?Õ
Jesse shrugged.
ÔYou look like youÕve slept under a bridge.Õ
He gave her a mocking half-smile and pointed towards the Old

Bridge.
She was shocked but tried to conceal it. Studying her surreptitiously,

he wondered exactly how old she was. With such an expressive face it
was hard to tell. She wouldnÕt make a good liar: that smile would give
her away, those eyes. There was something about her. . .

Justbefore they passedunder the bridge, Sarahstopped and gazed up
at the stone parapets.

ÔNot a good place to sleep,Õ she said.
ÔThereÕs worse,Õ Jesse said.
ÔI donÕt like it.Õ
ÔWhy?ItÕsa handsome structure. Look at the curved coping stones

above the spandrels and wing walls. And the projecting coursesat road
level. All good solid features typical of the period.Õ

Sarah was astonished. ÔYou know a lot about it.Õ
ÔNot really. Just from my reading.Õ
She indicated the stone dogs guarding both ends of the parapets with

bared teeth. ÔThey scare me.Õ
ÔTheyÕre only statues.Õ
ÔMaybe. . .ÕShe shook her head. ÔThereare too many legends about

this bridge. ItÕssupposed to be unlucky. ThatÕswhy a lot of people wonÕt
use it. You wouldnÕt get me to spend a night here, alone, for anything.Õ

Jesse teased her. ÔHow do you know I was alone?Õ
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She blushed easily. ÔSorry.I didnÕt mean . . . I mean, I didnÕt mean
to . . .ÕA futile attempt to hold back a peal of amusement. ÔIÕmgetting
myself all twisted up over nothing, arenÕt I?Õ

He liked her willingness to laugh at herself. ÔI was alone.Õ
ÔAll the more reason to find someplace else to sleep.Õ
ÔI can look after myself.Õ
Her eyestook him in from head to foot, not missing much. ÔListen,itÕs

really not a good place to hang outÑnot alone, and especially not at
night. ThereÕvebeen several murders underneath the bridge. Just last
year someone found the body of a man whoÕdbeen beaten to death and
left on the bank.Õ

ÔAll old buildingsÑor bridgesÑhave their history.Õ
ÔNotlike this one,Õshe persisted. ÔMymother sayssome placesare im-

bued with spiritual energy.Õ
ÔGhosts?Õ he scoffed.
ÔNo. . . no, nothing like that. More like a fingerprint, a kind of emo-

tional charge becausea personÑor maybe an animalÑburnt so strongly
that everything, even stone, remembers.Õ

Her clear gaze unsettled him, as if she understood a secretabout him.
Her scentsprang out at him, clawing at the baseof his throat. His grand-
mother had hung large bunches of lavender in the kitchen to dry, but
heÕdnever met a girl who liked it, a girl like this, and that unsettled him
even more. Go, he told himself. Just turn around and leave. There are
worse things than hunger. His stomach growled in disagreement, loud
enough for her to hear. He hitched his rucksack higher on his shoulder
and rubbed his midriff; caught her grin. He could never resist the ab-
surdity of a situation, even his own. His lips twitched, then turned up at
the corners.

On the other side of the bridge the dog plunged into the river, paddled
in exuberant circles for a few minutes, then bounded back to Jesseand
shook itself vigorously.

ÔShit!ÕJesseexclaimed. ÔMyclothes were disgusting enough already.Õ
He glared at the dog.

But Sarah was looking back at the bridge, unable to let it go. ÔItreeks
of evil.Õ

ÔThatÕs a bit strong, I should think.Õ
ÔDonÕtbe so sure. One of my mumÕsÑÕShe hesitated, then started

again. ÔOneof my motherÕsacquaintances killed herself there not too
long ago. Shethrew herself into the river and drowned.ÕJesseheard the
faint emphasis on acquaintances. He wondered what she wasnÕttelling
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him, but had no intention of trespassing on restricted territory. He had
enough landmines of his own.

He smiled, making it easier for her. ÔIÕmnot going to throw myself off
any bridge, haunted or not. Anyway, IÕd never drown.Õ

ÔWhy not?Õ
ÔIÕm too good a swimmer.Õ
Sarahglanced at him. JesseÕseyesdanced, but his voice was quiet and

assured. If anybody else had spoken like that, sheÕdhave sniggered or
told him off. This was different, somehow. Shehad a strong feeling that
this lad didnÕtbrag, didnÕtlieÑthat in fact he had no needto lie. But she
knew the bridge. And her mother.

The house was an old and beautiful one, set back from a quiet road on
the outskirts of the city. Perched on a hilly prospect with unencumbered
views, it had beenbuilt perhaps two hundred years ago of local stone. Its
exterior walls were a mottled but mellow ochre, like the best vanilla ice
cream. A clever architect had brought light and river into what must
have once been a dark, even cramped interior. Now it was spacious,
sunny, and very untidy.

Jessehad been on street for a few months, yet thought he could still
imagine other peopleÕslivesÑordinary people, who lived in flats and
houses, who got up in the morning and bathed and ate breakfast and
kicked the dog (or the youngest family member) and left for work or
school. But entering SarahÕshome, he needed a passport and phrase
book.

At the front door he noticed three motorcycle helmets hanging up
along with the macs and jackets.

ÔMy dadÕs,Õ she said.
Jessewas astounded by the quantity of possessionsthesepeople could

accumulate: magazines and newspapers, sandals, pillows, vases filled
with wilted flowers, CDs, a heap of socks, African baskets, photos, a
trumpet lying on a piano, plants, a chess set, statues in stone and
woodÑand books, lots and lots of books. And this only from a glimpse
through the doorway as they headed towards the kitchen.

Sarah passed Jessea plate heaped with scrambled eggs and grated
cheese, grilled tomatoes, buttery toast. The dog had already wolfed
down a helping of stale cornflakes with milk.

13



ÔHeÕdprobably sit up and recite all of the Elder EddaÑin the origin-
alÑfor a soup bone,Õ Jesse said.

ÔMymum and I are vegetarians,ÕSarahsaid without a hint of apology.
ÔNobones,no bacon or sausage,only some steaksfor my dad in the deep
freeze. Finn would kill me if I used his imported beef for a dog.Õ

ÔFinn?Õ
ÔMy dad.Õ
ÔA nickname?Õ
ÔNo. An old family name.Õ
ÔYou call your father by his first name?Õ
ÔYeah,why not?ÕShe looked at him in surprise, then asked, ÔWhatÕs

the Elder Edda?Õ
ÔAcollection of early ballad-like poems. An important source of the

Norse myths, written in Old Icelandic.Õ
ÔNorse?Õ
ÔYeah.You know, stories of the Viking gods. Odin. Thor. The

Valkyries. Loki the TricksterÕs one of my favourites.Õ
Shestared at him for a moment with a frown, as if sheÕdnever heard

of the Vikings, before going to the refrigerator for another packet of
cheese.

ÔYour dog wonÕt mind some cheddar, I reckon.Õ
Sarah persisted in calling the dog his. JessehadnÕtbothered to correct

her again. A meal was worth more than a pronoun. If he played his de-
clensions right, he might get to shower as well.

While Sarah cut some cheeseJesseconcentrated on the tastes explod-
ing on his tongue. Hunger sharpened the sensesÑeveryone knew that.
Only the truly hungry saw the ghosts it raised: a grandmother cooking
on an old range, a little girl setting a basket of warm feathery eggson the
table, the sad tired eyes of the constable. Sarah noticed how JesseÕseyes
caught the light as he raised them from his plate. They winked like mir-
rors, or deep blue pools, full of hidden and subtle layers of colour.

ÔWould you like some coffee?Õ Sarah asked.
ÔPlease.Õ
Sarah liked that he was polite, that he ate slowly and thoughtfully

even though he was clearly ravenous.
Sarah sat across from him while the dog lay at their feet, licking up

crumbs. The coffee was hot and strong and utterly delicious. Sarah took
hers black, but Jesseadded sugar, lots of sugar, and a dollop of cream
from the jug sheÕdset before him. Though theyÕdstopped talking, the si-
lence was not strained or uncomfortable.

14



When heÕdfinished the eggs,Sarah rose and prepared a second batch
without asking, and two more slices of toast. He ate everything. Sarah
offered him more coffee, but he refused. He could feel some pressure
against the sides of his skull, a mild fogginess. Though coffee could
sometimes relieve his headaches,more often it triggered a debilitating
migraine. HeÕdbeen lucky in recent months. Perhaps he was only over-
tired. But what would he do if he had a full-fledged attack?

Sarah poured herself another mug. Her fingers were not particularly
long or fineÑnails short and bluntÑbut her hands carved a line of
melody through the air. Reminded of a CD Liam used to play, Jesse
hummed a few bars of StravinskyÕsFirebird. Sarahfinished the phrase for
him.

ÔIÕve danced to that,Õ she said.
ÔSo you do dance,Õ he said. ÔI wondered.Õ
She swirled the coffee in her mug, a private smile on her face.
ÔWhat?Õ he asked.
ÔYouÕre not at all what I expected.Õ
Jessenoticed the faint sprinkle of freckles acrossthe bridge of her nose,

the flecks of green in her eyes.He looked away when she becameaware
of his scrutiny. The kitchen was warm, and despite the coffee Jessewas
beginning to feel drowsy.

ÔDo you want to lie down?Õ Sarah asked. ÔI donÕt mind.Õ
Jesseplayed with his fork, considering. ÔYoushouldnÕtbe so trusting.

ItÕs dangerous.Õ
She laughed, deep and throaty. ÔThereÕsa spare bedroom upstairs

which has a bath en suite. YouÕrewelcome to use it. IÕllmake up the bed
for you.Õ

ÔI can do that myself. You donÕt have to wait on me.Õ
ÔItÕs OK this time. YouÕre tired.Õ
She narrowed her eyes, measuring him.
ÔThereÕsprobably some old stuff of myÑÕ She broke off and took a

breath. ÔSomeold stuff weÕvestill got that will fit you. We can put your
clothes in the washing machine.Õ

ÔWonÕt he object?Õ
ÔWho?Õ
ÔYour father.Õ
Her laugh again. ÔHewouldnÕteven notice. Anyway, heÕson the top of

some mountain in the Andes on another of his expeditions.Õ
ÔExpedition?Õ This was getting more interesting.
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ÔDonÕtbe so nosy,ÕSarah said, but with a grin. She relented. ÔHeÕsa
photographer. Does a lot of nature assignments.You know, like National
Geographic.Unless youÕrea new kind of moss or mollusc or mineral,
youÕrejust another teenagebody. You could be wearing a dinner jacket
over a thong, with feather boa to match, and he wouldnÕt turn a hair. He
lives in jeansand T-shirts, which he orders in bulk from the internet. Ex-
cept when heÕsin his bikerÕsmode, when he dons black leather and
chains.Õ

ÔNow youÕre trying to wind me up,Õ he protested.
ÔWell. . . only a bit. If you get to meet Finn, youÕll see what I mean.Õ
ÔIs he gone for long?Õ
ÔDepends. Why? Are you planning to rob us or just move in?Õ
Jesse shook his head in irritation. ÔYou really need to be more careful.Õ
ÔYou donÕt know my mother,Õ was all Sarah would say.

After showing him the bathroom, Sarahhanded Jessea comb and hair-
brush as well as a wrapped toothbrush, then carried off his dirty clothes
and sleeping bag without a sign of disgust, for which he was grateful.
Now he lay down with a sigh of pure bliss, skin tingling from the long
hot shower and scented by the lavender skin cream which Sarah had
offered him. ÔImake it myself.ÕHis hair had lightened at least two
shades.The old T-shirt and boxers fitted well enough, though they were
a size smaller than he normally wore. He had lost weight in recent
months. The dog was curled up on the brightly patterned bedside mat.
Though Jessealways read himself to sleep no matter where he kipped,
his eyes were too heavy for print. He was asleep within minutes.

Despite his exhaustion, he sleeps fitfully. Darkness eddies uncertainly
around him. Voices whisper. Facesappear and disappear. Figures cry
out in agony, and flail their arms, and sink beneath the waves. A red sun
blisters the sea,blinding Jesse,burning him. Wait, he calls. Hold on, IÕm
coming. But the water rejectshim, tosseshim roughly from image to im-
age, until sleep finally ebbs and leaves him stranded on a strange
shingle.

In the curtained light, red starbursts snagged the edge of his vision
like thorns, and he closed his eyes again with a groan. His stomach
heaved in protest. Lines of fire zigzagged under his lids. His fingertips
felt numb, and he worked his hands under the duvet, bunched and
tangled around his body. After a few minutes, the nausea subsided
enough for him to stand. He needed to pee.
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The house was quiet. The dog followed Jessealong the landing, which
was decorated with a seriesof luminous black-and-white photographs of
seashellsso real that Jessefelt he could reach out and pick them up in his
hands. He stopped to examine them. If this were her fatherÕswork, he
was goodÑ muchbetter than good. Jessewhistled softly under his breath.
Sarah was lucky.

Jessefound a note on the kitchen table: Goneout. Help yourselfto what
you need.DonÕtwakemy mum. S. He opened the refrigerator. He was not
used to so much food at once;heÕdeaten too many eggs.He drank half a
glassof milk, hoping it would settle his stomach. The clock ticking on the
wall told him that heÕdnot slept long. The dog looked up at him expect-
antly and Jessepoured it some milk. The dogÕseager tongue slapped
against JesseÕsears. He shivered a little. His gut ached, and there was a
heaviness behind his temples, a stiffness in his neck that warned him of
worse to come.

He needed to pack his things and go.
ÔAre you a friend of SarahÕs?Õ
Jessewhirled at the voice. A woman stood in the doorway, regarding

him with curiosity but without alarm. He could see the resemblance to
Sarah straightawayÑnot in the colouring, for her mother had deep red
hair and the most amazing eyes he had ever seen, the smoky amber of
the animal kingdom. Her face was very pale, and at first he thought she
must be ill. Then he realised that her skin crackled with energy, as if an
electric current were racing under its translucent surface. The line of her
eyebrows, the shapeof her nose,the curve of her lips, her cheekbones:all
had been replicated in Sarah.

ÔIÕmJesseWright,Õhe said, feeling rather awkward. ÔSarahinvited me
for a meal.Õ

Sheglanced down at the dog, who retreated behind Jesse,uttering an
odd little yip. Nearly as gracefully as her daughter, she bent and stroked
its head, then went to take some things from the cupboard.

ÔThereÕsa herbal tea I use that should settle your stomach,Õshe said,
filling the kettle.

ÔHow did you knowÑÕ Jesse began.
ÔAboutthe nausea?ÕShesmiled. ÔSitdown. IÕllmassageyour neck and

shoulders while you drink. ItÕll help. Perhaps we can forestall the
migraine.Õ

He intended to refuseÑpolitelyÑbut found himself taking the chair
she indicated.
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ÔNotmy shoulders and back. PleasedonÕttouch them,Õhe said. ÔJust
the top of my neck, the base of my skull.Õ

She agreed without questioning him.
Her fingers were cool and competent, kneading the knots of tension

while he sipped the tea. It had been so long since someone had touched
him except in angerÑthat he had allowedsomeone touch him. Liam had
been the last. Jesseclosed his eyes,listening to the tune she hummed un-
der her breath. The room was warm, warm as the musky tea, warm as
the song, warm as sleep. Water lapped at his temples, pushed at the
locks of his mind. Behind him lay the past. Far behind. He drifted, warm
and relaxed.

Jesselay in bed. He threw off the covers and padded barefoot to the
window, twitched back the curtain. He must have slept a few hours this
time, for the sky had hazed over once more, but he could tell that it was
around noon. He opened the window and breathed deeply. His head-
achewas gone, and the air was muggy, saturated with the mingled scent
of noonday heat and incipient rain, honeysuckle and late roses and lav-
ender and blackcurrant, so potent that he could feel the gravel underfoot
on the path through his grandmotherÕsgarden, taste the jam sheÕdbe
making.

He tried to remember how heÕdgot back to the bedroom. He had a
clear picture of SarahÕsmother in the kitchen, brewing him a mug of
pungent herbal tea, then massaging his neck and temples, but after
thatÑnothing. Surely she couldnÕt have carried him upstairs, even if
heÕddrifted off to sleep.He was wearing jeans:had he dreamt it after all,
and somehow dressed himself without being aware of it? Some form of
sleepwalking, perhaps.

ÔYouÕre awake,Õ a voice called up from below.
Trowel in hand, SarahÕsmother stood by a tangled flowerbed. Her hair

was tied back from her face,but like her daughterÕs,it was fast escaping.
The dog was sprawled thoroughly at home under a large walnut tree,
which sported a handsome if somewhat lopsided treehouse, complete
with shingled roof and a shuttered window.

ÔWhattime is it?ÕJesseasked, more for something to say than because
he wanted to know.

ÔJustbefore one,Õshe said. ÔComedown to the kitchen for lunch. I was
about to stop now anyway. ItÕs beginning to rain.Õ

Frenzied barking, a streak of fur followed by a canine missile.
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ÔCome back here!Õ Jesse shouted.
Meg laughed. ÔHeÕllnever get our neighbourÕswily tom. That animal

has at least ninety-nine lives.Õ
ÔHowdid I get upstairs?ÕJesseasked her over a grilled cheese-and-to-

mato sandwich and fresh lemonade.
ÔYou donÕt remember?Õ she asked. ÔIt can take some people like that.Õ
ÔWhat takes some people like that?Õ
ÔThe tea, the massage.Õ
ÔRubbish.Õ Jesse narrowed his eyes. ÔUnless you drugged the tea. . . ?Õ
She laughed, her voice light and frothy like the heads of elderflowers

growing wild along the lanes of his childhood.
ÔOfcourse not. ItÕsjust a little technique I use for headaches.It works

too, doesnÕtit? I led you upstairs, helped you into bed. YouÕllprobably
remember after a while.ÕShe looked at him, her eyes thoughtful. ÔBut
youÕre particularly receptive. A sensitive, I should think.Õ

He shrugged his shoulders. ÔI donÕt know what you mean.Õ
Her mouth crimped slightly at one corner. Jessehad the feeling that

she understood him very well indeed and was amused by his prevarica-
tion. Abruptly he changed the subject. ÔWhereÕs Sarah?Õ

ÔGone to do some errands. SheÕll be back soon.Õ
ÔIÕll wait to say goodbye.Õ
ÔWhere will you go?Õ
Again he shrugged. ÔIÕm following the river.Õ
ÔFor the summer?Õ
ÔMore or less.Õ
ÔIfyou want to take a breakÑÕShehesitated and bit her lip. It was the

first time heÕdseen her at a loss, and suddenly he anticipated her next
words.

ÔNo!Õhe snapped. ÔIdonÕtneed a job.ÕStupid, he thought. These
people would pay well. A day or two couldnÕthurt, could it? A few
pounds put aside, a couple of new books, maybe even a second-hand
jumper and a warm anorak for the winter . . . SarahÕsface flashed across
his mind. He pushed back his chair and stood, upsetting his glass of
lemonade.

ÔSorry,Õ he said as he hurried to the sink.
ÔNot a job,Õ SarahÕs mother said. ÔA refuge.Õ
He stared at her, cloth in hand. He could hear the loud ticking of the

ceramic clock on the wall.

She quoted quietly:
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ÔBe not afeard. The isle is full of noises,
Sounds, and sweet airs that give delight and hurt not.'

ÔYouÕve been going through my things!Õ Jesse said.
Her smile was patient. ÔIwouldnÕtdo that. None of us would. TheTem-

pestis one of my favourite plays. I acted in it at university.Õ
ÔSorry,Õhe muttered again, not entirely reassured. The very play that

he was reading now, and some of his own favourite lines. Experience
had taught him to mistrust coincidence.

She rose and began to clear the table.
ÔThanks for lunch,Õ he said, moving to help her.
ÔLeave it,Õ she said. ÔYou and Sarah can do supper, if youÕre still here.Õ
She stopped, the jug in her hand.
ÔThink about it, Jesse. A few days of rest. I think you need it.Õ
Her words splashing over the rocky bed of his mind, Jessedug his

hands into his pockets and walked out into the garden. SarahÕsmother
watched him go, a troubled expression on her face.
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Chapter3
Sarahhad bought the dog a sturdy leather collar and lead. ÔHeÕsgoing to
need a tag and chip, his shots. And what about his name?Õ

ÔI told you,Õ Jesse said. ÔItÕs not my dog.Õ
ÔHe is now,Õ she said. ÔWhat do you want to call him?Õ
Jesseshrugged. There wasnÕtmuch point thinking up a name unless

SarahÕs family would be willing to adopt a stray.
ÔHow about Anubis? We did Egyptian mythology last year in school.Õ
No way, thought Jesse.Even if he named the animalÑtemporarily,

mind youÑit would be Harry or Jinx. Simple, ordinary, doggy.
The dog tugged on the lead, anxious to keep moving. TheyÕdwalked

down the hill from SarahÕshouse and were now in another part of the
city. The townhouses were neat, upmarket, with little front gardens,
geranium-filled window boxes displayed like medals on a war heroÕs
chest, and brightly painted doors and window frames.

Sarahindicated a narrow lane almost hidden between two brick dwell-
ings. ÔCome on, I want to show you something.Õ

She led him along the cobbled way towards a small stone chapel
which had beenconverted into a residenceand workshop. A stone bench
curved round the base of a towering chestnut tree. Mounted on the
scrolls of the wrought iron gate was an exquisitely hand-lettered sign:
Sundials, it said. They stopped and leaned on the fence while Jessestud-
ied the pieces, each bathed in the astringent green light. Once again he
could smell the flush of lavender on SarahÕs skin.

ÔBrilliant, arenÕt they?Õ Sarah asked.
ÔTheyÕre wonderful,Õ Jesse said. ÔWho makes them?Õ
ÔAfriend of my motherÕs.SheÕsnot here at the moment, or we could

say hello.Õ
Jessepointed to a gilded greenslate sundial mounted on a plinth and

set some distance from the others. ÔThatÕsthe only one standing in the
sun.Õ
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ÔUrsulaÕspartner wanted to remove the tree so visitors could appreci-
ate the sundials better, but Ursula wouldnÕt hear of it. Most of these are
only display pieces, though I think one or two might be current orders.Õ

ÔSundialshave to be calibrated for a specific site in order to be
accurate.Õ

ÔYoudoread a lot, donÕt you?Õ
He appeared not to hear. ÔIsnÕt she afraid someone might steal them?Õ
ÔTheyÕre far too heavy.Õ
ÔAnyone could hop over this fence and vandalise them.Õ
ÔMoretempting stuff to go after, I suppose.ÕShegave him a sideways

glance. ÔDo you always expect the worst?Õ
ÔItÕs best to be prepared.Õ
Automatically he groped in his pocket for a cigarette, but came up

only with an empty matchbox.
ÔYou smoke?ÕSarah asked, more observant than Jesse was used

toÑmore, perhaps, than he cared for.
ÔSometimes. Did Ursula make the one in your garden?Õ
ÔYeah.My mother spent hours arguing with her about the design. She

can be a right pain in the you-know-what sometimesÑmy mum, I
mean.Õ

ÔYour motherÕs a very interesting woman.Õ
ÔThatÕs what everyone says,Õ Sarah said drily.
Jesse turned his gaze away from the sundials.
ÔThereare many different kinds of gifts,Õhe said, then shook his head

and ran his hand back and forth over the scrollwork on the gate. ÔSorry,
that was really dumb of me. I hate such platitudes.ÕHe continued to rub
at the metal with a fingertip, his whole attention concentrated on erasing
his words.

ÔItÕs OK. I genuinely admire her. Like her, too. ItÕs just that. . .Õ
ÔYeah, I can imagine.Õ
Sarah studied his face for a moment without speaking. When he

wasnÕtfrowning, his features had the soft look of an old pair of jeans,fa-
miliar and comfortable and worn. Like someoneyou might have known
forever. Even his eyes,when they shed their brittle layer of mica, turned
the colour of her favourite stonewashed denim. There was no stubble on
his face, but she could tell that heÕd soon be shaving.

He turned his head and met her eyes. Caught off guard, she flushed.
ÔLook,I didnÕtmean to compare you to your mother,ÕJessesaid. ÔOrto

pry.Õ
ÔOh yeah?Õ
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ÔOK, maybe Iama bit curious,Õ he conceded. ÔDo you blame me?Õ
Sarahhad a mischievous glint in her eyes, the same look heÕdseenon

a small girl whoÕdfound a stash of chocolate and a single disintegrating
cigarette hidden under his mattress. On Emmy. He didnÕtnotice that he
was biting his lip till he tasted a trace of blood.

ÔIÕlloffer you a trade,ÕSarah said. ÔOnefact about yourself for one
about my mum.Õ

ÔItwouldnÕt be a fair exchange,Õhe said curtly. ÔThereÕsnothing worth
learning about me.Õ

He walked away, leaving Sarahto stare after him. His shoulders were
hunched as if against a chill wind.

Sarah led them through a cemetery where she stopped to point out a
row of small graves whose headstonesall bore inscriptions dating from
as far back as the 1890s.Though not quite overgrown, the plots were no
longer carefully tended, and the sweet smell of the honeysuckle which
clambered rampantly through a nearby lilac added to the slight air of
neglect.

ÔIdonÕtknow why,Õshe said, ÔbutI always like to take this detour.
YouÕdthink the sight of these tiny graves would be sad, but itÕsnot. In a
strange way theyÕrelike children IÕvemet. Sometimes they even seemto
be whispering to me. Comforting me when things go wrong, or IÕmjust
lonely and depressed.ÕShepointed to a crooked headstone at the end of
the row. ÔAmeliaHolland. Shewas four and a half when she died. I feel
as if I know her best. SheÕdhave become a teacher, I think.ÕShe looked
up to see that JesseÕs face was set in stone. ÔSorry, itÕs silly, I suppose.Õ

Jesseshook his head but said nothing. Then he moved away towards
the honeysuckle. Head bent, he plucked a handful of blossoms from the
vine and crushed them between his fingers, releasing their scent.
Without understanding what was the matter, Sarah could tell that sheÕd
made a misstep, that she was encroaching on hallowed ground in some
way.

Shetried to make amends. ÔItÕsjust that itÕsvery peaceful here. Some-
times I bring a book and read.Õ

Jesseflicked the crushed petals away and brushed his hand off on his
jeans.

ÔItÕs getting late,Õ he said. ÔLetÕs go see this park you say is so amazing.Õ
ÔHedgerider Park.Õ
Jesse lifted an eyebrow.
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ÔThatÕsits name.ÕShe looked down at the dog, who was lying in a
patch of sunlight. ÔCome on, Anubis.Õ She grinned. ÔNubi.Õ

As they walked along, Jessestole an occasional sidelong glance at
Sarah, but either she was unaware of his curiosity, or most likely indif-
ferent to it. A girl like this, he reminded himself, would have no reason
to lack self-confidence: intelligent, a privileged only child, plenty of
money, decent (OK, fascinating) family, scores of friends, boyfriend too
probably, herself nice enough to look at it though nothing special
reallyÑway too thin, too angular, ropy with muscle, even if she did have
nice eyes,and that long gleaming hair, and he liked the way her mouth
crept slowly upwards in amusement as though sheÕdfound a hoard of
beautiful polished stones like the ones he kept in a soft leather pouch
and EmmyÕseyes shine, her mouth spreads in a wide astonished smile
when he gives them to her for her birthday, Ôjewels,Õshe breathes, Ômy
own jewels . . .Õ

Nubi made a choking sound in his throat. Jessestarted, he must have
tugged too hard on the lead. He slackened his grip, then slowed to catch
his breath while he tried to work out why he was still here. His headache
was all but gone; his stomach was full; and the sky had cleared. There
was no reason to remain, and a lot of reasonsto move on. From the out-
set heÕdestablished an ironclad rule never to stay more than one night in
the same place.

Sarah looked at him in concern. ÔShould we get a coke or something?Õ
He shook his head and strode ahead. It was better to keep going. Sarah

called out to turn left, and they rounded the corner into a world he knew
all too well.

A knot of ladsÑhardly older than kidsÑwere crowded round an ob-
ject on the pavement. Jessestopped short. At first he thought they had an
animal, a dog or a cat, or even a large sack of spoils, which they were
prodding and kicking and sniggering over. Then he heard the sobs and
the pleading, and his headacheexploded behind his temples, along with
his memories. The boy was doing exactly the wrong thing by begging.
They would finish him off if he didnÕtshut up fast. Maggots fed on soft
flesh.

There were about six or seven of them, and Jessespotted the ringlead-
er straightaway: a tall lad with a shaved head, smooth sallow face, and
very white teeth. He was standing at the kerb with his arms crossed,en-
joying his handiwork without getting his own hands dirty. His eyes
glittered with intelligence, and Jessehad the feeling the guy was so
stoked on his own power that he had no need of other stimulants. In
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different circumstances, heÕdeasily have been headed for a career in
politics.

It was a party. Music was blaring from a ghetto blaster, and several of
the kids had tins of lager in one hand, though they were certainly under-
age.Nobody would dare to challenge them. Jessecould smell that partic-
ular kind of hot sour sweat which a gang exudes when pumped on drink
and adrenaline and bloodlustÑon sheerstrength of numbersÑas well as
the stink of urine. The poor bugger had pissed himself. He didnÕtstand a
chance.

Sarah came up behind Jesseand exclaimed when she saw what was
taking place. She gripped him by the arm, and this time he merely
winced when she dug her fingers into his flesh. The dog retreated the
full length of its lead, sensing trouble. Jessegrabbed her arm and
dragged her backwards while she tried to fight him off.

ÔLet go of me,Õ she said. ÔWeÕve got to do something.Õ
Jesselooked round. Far down the street an elderly man was scurrying

out of sight into a doorway. A couple of girls were giggling at the next
crossing, and casting curious glancesat Sarahand him to seeif the show
was about to get really interesting. Anyone else who might have been
prepared to help had disappeared or was keeping a low profile. Even the
traffic seemed to have taken an alternate route. Jessegrasped SarahÕs
arm tighter and slowly hauled her back around the corner before the
fuckheads had a chance to notice them. For the moment their attention
was still focused on their prey. All except the tall bloke, who had seen
them right enough. HeÕdnarrowed his eyes and was cupping his chin
with his hand and tapping one long forefinger against his lips, as if
weighing the pros and cons of the latest tax proposal.

ÔKeepquiet,ÕJessehissed at Sarah.Shewas a city brat. DidnÕtshe have
any more sense than this? She must know when to cut and run.

Her facewas blotched with rage, and shewas shaking so hard that she
could barely spit out a coherent sentence.

ÔBastard. Get off. Take your fucking hands off. Right now.Now.Õ
ÔNo.Õ
She tried to pull away, kicked him, and swung her other arm for his

head. She was strong, but he held on. The dog whined and ran round
them, tangling his lead about their legs.

Jessewaited until her first fury had passed.ÔItÕsgot nothing to do with
us.Õ

ÔFuck that.Õ
ÔIÕm not getting involved in someone elseÕs fight.Õ
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ÔWhatÕsthe matter with you? You canÕtjust walk away. There are six
or eight of them. TheyÕre going to put him in hospital.Õ

ÔNo, theyÕre more likely to kill him.Õ
ÔAnd thatÕs it? You donÕt care?Õ
ÔIt happens.Õ
ÔNot if I can help it,Õ Sarah said.
ÔYoucanÕtdo anything. WecanÕt.Now letÕsget out of here before they

invite us to join their little party.Õ
He flinched at the contempt in her eyesbut held his ground. Her eyes

filled with tears.
ÔHave you got a mobile?Õ he asked with a sigh.
ÔAt home. Forgot to charge it.Õ
He shrugged. ÔLetÕs go.Õ
ÔIÕm going back there.Õ
ÔThen youÕre on your own.Õ
He released her arm. They stared at each other in silence. Jessecould

still hear music and laughter coming from around the corner, but his
head was throbbing, and it took all his concentration to deal with Sarah.
The sun was hot, and the smell of sweltering tarmac and exhaust was
making him nauseous and a touch dizzy. Jesse remembered what
SarahÕsmum had said to himÑhad offered him. It had sounded so
tempting. A chance to rest. To read. To sleep. To figure out where to go,
what to do. But it would never work. These people were fools. They
seemed to think you could change the world. And what did they want
with him anyway? The whole set-up stank worse than a backed-up pub-
lic convenience.Maybe he was a new kind of school project: get to know
the disadvantaged in the summer holidays. Stuff that. He didnÕt need
their philanthropy. Which amounted to what? A few meals, some old
clothes theyÕd have sent to Oxfam before the month was out.

He didnÕt owe them anything. If Sarah insisted on acting heroic, on
getting hurt, heÕdfind his way back up the hill on his own, he supposed.
Stupidly, heÕdleft his stuff at their house. But he could be there and gone
in an hour. Or less.

His headache was making it difficult for him to think.
He hesitated, waiting to see what Sarah would do. When she didnÕt

move, he unwound the lead from their legs and handed it to her. She
took it without a word. He could feel her eyes on his back as he bent to
stroke the dogÕs head. The creature was trembling.

They heard a high thin scream from around the corner, which was
suddenly cut off. A burst of loud laughter.
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With a wordless oath Sarah flung the lead at Jesse and ran.
ÔSarah!Õ he called after her.
Instead of stopping or looking back she began to run in earnest. Her

thick plait swung along behind her, stray tendrils already making their
escape.She ran the way an animal runsÑfluid, graceful, all its essence
distilled in movement. The lasso of her flight dropped over JesseÕs
shoulders. Tethered, he scooped up NubiÕs lead and ran after her.

To his surprise, Jessefound that he couldnÕtovertake her. Shewas fast.
The sun was still high in the sky, and it beat down upon his head and
shoulders. He squinted in the glare from the pavement. Sarah wavered
and gradually dwindled before his eyes. He pushed himself harder,
faster. Light flashed at him from the metal and glass of the cars, some-
times blinding him. He began to pant. Finally he eased to a walk, then
stopped and wiped the sweat from his forehead. Sarahwas no longer in
sight. HeÕdlost her. His breathing slowly returned to normal, though his
head pounded. He licked his lips. He could use a cigarette; even better, a
cold drink. He fumbled in his pocket. Nothing but a few coins. Again he
licked his lips, swallowed. What would happen if he knocked at one of
these classy doors and asked for a glass of water? He smiled to himself,
imagining the response. Then again, maybe heÕdactually get his drink.
His clothes were clean and respectable. He had a dog on a very hand-
some leather lead.

Where was Sarah? The city grumbled and shifted around him. He
thought of it as a great lumbering beast long inured to the specksof dirt
and itching fleas clinging to its hide, probably not even aware of their ex-
istence. Jesselooked at the people walking by, seeing them for the first
time. The streets werenÕtovercrowded on this hot summer afternoon,
but they werenÕtempty either. It was unlike him not to have noticed,
even more unlike him to outrun his common sense.The street had no tol-
erance for the weak. And now he had no idea where he was.

Tongue hanging, NubiÑdamn it, now he had started using that
nameÑwaited for Jesseto decide what to do. If only his head would stop
pounding . . .

Jessestumbled over to the kerb, sat down between two parked cars,
and folded his arms acrosshis knees,pillowing his head and closing his
eyes.Sweat was still running down his faceand chestand armpits, soak-
ing his T-shirt. He could feel NubiÕsbreath on his neck, then the silly
dogÕstongue. Only a minute or two, Jessetold himself. He didnÕtcare if
anyone gawked, at this point didnÕteven much care if a driver backed
into him. Sarah had duped him. There must be a lesson in this
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somewhereÑa lesson he thought heÕdlearned years ago. For the first
time since Liam heÕdlet someone invite him home, and heÕdbeen
hungry enoughÑ naiveenoughÑto go. What had she expected?A noble
savage?Gratitude? Now she had run off and left him stranded without
his gear, without money, without even a piece of loo paper to wipe his
arse. He ought to be angry or disgruntled or something. All he felt was
tired.

ÔHey mate, yÕOK?Õ
The speaker was dangling his car keys in his hand. Jessemust have

drifted off for a moment, becausehe hadnÕtnoticed the manÕsapproach.
Jesseshaded his eyes,nodded, and cleared his throat. He rose and dus-
ted off his jeansÑno, SarahÕsjumble, he reminded himselfÑthen re-
garded the man coolly.

ÔFine. Just worn out from our jog.Õ He indicated Nubi with his head.
ÔYeah,too hot for a run.ÕThe man looked him up and down. ÔNeeda

lift somewhere?Õ
Warning bells jangled in JesseÕs head.
ÔThanks, but weÕre OK.Õ
ÔAre you sure? You look like you could use a cold beer, maybe a fag.Õ
ÔI said weÕre fine.Õ
ÔLook, no offence. Just trying to help.Õ But he took a step closer.
Nubi growled.
The man retreated behind the protection of his car, throwing back over

his shoulder, ÔCalloff your dog, for godÕssake. It was a friendly offer. I
donÕtwant any trouble.ÕHe jumped into his car and started the engine.
Gears clashed as he pulled out of the parking space and drove away.

Jesse scratched Nubi behind his ear.
ÔYoumight just earn your keep,Õhe said. ÔAnysuggestions what we

should do now?Õ
A cigarette was OK, but Jesse didnÕt touch anything, notanythingelse.
ÔDoes your dog bite?Õ a voice behind Jesse asked.
Jessespun round, then grinned. A girl of about four or five was watch-

ing him from her doorstep, with what looked like a dead badgerÑbut
probably wasnÕtÑclutched limply in her hand. Behind her the bright
blue door stood half open to reveal a black-and-white checked floor and
pale yellow wallpaper.

ÔOnly if you bite first,Õ he said.
Her eyes opened wide, in the solemn unblinking manner of a small

child.
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ÔPenny,Õcalled a sharp voice from inside the entrance hall. ÔWhatdo
you think youÕredoing? How many times have I got to tell you not to
open the front door?Õ

A young woman appeared on the threshold. Her cheeks coloured
when she saw Jesse.

ÔOhsorry,Õshe said in a milder tone. ÔIdidnÕtknow anyone was there.Õ
Then she remembered caution. ÔPenny,you know youÕrenot supposed
to talk to strangers.Õ But she smiled at Jesse over her daughterÕs head.

ÔItÕs OK. YouÕre right to teach her to be careful,Õ Jesse said.
ÔThe dog was growling,Õ Penny told her mother.
ÔAt you?Õ her mum asked, glancing anxiously at Nubi.
ÔNo,nothing like that,ÕJessereassured her. ÔSomeonetried toÑÕ He

looked down at Penny. ÔSomeone tried to hurt him.Õ
ÔSomepeople.ÕPennyÕsmother grimaced. Sheturned to go, taking her

daughter by the hand. ÔWell, bye now.Õ
ÔYouwouldnÕt happen to have some water for my dog, would you?Õ

Jesse asked on impulse. ÔWeÕve been running, and heÕs very hot.Õ
ÔOfcourse,Óshe said. ÔIÕllbe right back.ÕBut she closed the door while

she fetched a bowl.
ÔIÕvebrought you a coke,Õshe said when she returned without her

daughter. ÔYour face is bright red. You look as if you need it.Õ
Jessestammered his thanks, surprised by the kindness. First Sarahand

her mum, now this woman. Maybe, just maybe, Sarah only needed to
run off her temper.

ÔDoyou know Hedgerider Park?Õhe asked, holding the ice-cold can to
his forehead.

ÔItÕs about ten, fifteen minutes from here.Õ
She gave him directions, while he popped the ring-pull and finished

the coke in a few gulps. He couldnÕt believe how good it tasted.
Sarah was standing at the bay window of an art gallery opposite the

park, examining some turbulent cityscapes on display. She looked up
with a casual flick of her plait, but Jessecould tell that sheÕdbeen watch-
ing for him.

ÔHow was I supposed to know youÕd come here?Õ he asked.
She dropped her gaze and muttered, ÔSorry.ÕAfter a short pause she

raised her head again and smiled, a little abashed. ÔIÕmnot just saying
that. I shouldnÕthave run off and left you. No matter what the reason.
ItÕs my wretched temper. FinnÕs always warning me about it.Õ

JessewasnÕtaccustomed to people who apologised and meant it (or
who apologised at all). He wondered if she expected some sort of
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apology in return. ShewouldnÕt get one, not when he had nothing to be
sorry for. HeÕdstopped telling people what they wanted to hear a long
time ago. But he couldnÕthelp returning the smile before mopping his
face with his forearm, then his T-shirt, briefly revealing ribs and belly-
button, a hint of golden down.

ÔAbout that boyÑÕ he began.
Lifting her eyes, Sarah said with a return to her old tone, ÔYouwere

dead wrong, you know.Õ
ÔAndyou probably stick your nose in whenever some geeky little kidÕs

being bullied at school!Õ
ÔWhat else? BullyingÕs foul.Õ
Jesse suppressed a sigh. ÔCan we get some water to drink?Õ
Shenodded and reached out to touch his arm, but he swayed back out

of reach. Sarah bit her lip.
ÔThereÕsa good cafŽ nearby,Õshe said. ÔIgo there sometimes with a

friend. Her parents own this gallery.Õ
JesseÕs face reddened. ÔI havenÕt got any money.Õ
ÔIÕll pay.Õ
ÔI donÕt want your charity!Õ
She turned on her heels, and without waiting to see if he followed,

swiftly walked away. Her head was held high, the line of her back a
reprimand.

30



Chapter4
ÔHere.YouÕvebeen dying for a cigarette, havenÕtyou?ÕSarahasked, lay-
ing a packet and some matches in front of Jesse.

ÔThanks but no thanks,Õ he said. ÔDonÕt buy me stuff.Õ
ÔLetÕsget one thing straight,ÕSarahsaid, taking her seatagain. ÔIdonÕt

feel sorry for you. And I donÕtwant or need your gratitude. Nor do I
have to buy my friendships.Õ

The cafŽwas air-conditioned, and its wooden furniture and terracotta
floor and colour scheme,all browns and blacks and creams, told Jesseit
had been decorated by someonewho read the right magazines.Even the
names on the menu had been decorated: espressomacchiato,icedcaff• latte,
chai cr•me.Sarah had chosen a milkshake with a frothy description, but
Jesse, a small plain coke.

He pushed the cigarettes across the table to Sarah.
ÔIfyouÕretrying to prove a point, itÕswasted on me,Õshe said. ÔIÕmnot

impressed by grand gestures,and anyway, theyÕrejust some fags. Mates
help each other out when theyÕre skint.Õ

ÔIÕm not your mate.Õ
ÔRight.Then donÕtsmoke them for all I care. One of my mateswill be

pleased to have them.Õ
JesseÕs lips twitched. She ought to have inherited the red hair.
ÔOK,Õ he said. ÔBut what about the ban?Õ
She gaped at him. Capitulation was rarely this swiftÑit almost made

her feel cheated, like her dad she relished a good fight. Jessecontinually
surprised her, and his mood swings could rival a tempest in sheer
strength and unpredictability.

ÔThey look the other way if itÕs not busy.Õ
Jesseunwrapped the packet of cigarettes. He was left-handed, his fin-

gers long and fine and articulate like a musicianÕs,and the nails were
short and very clean. For someonesleeping rough, he was particular. He
inhaled deeply, seemedto be deliberating. When he exhaled, his nostrils
flared in pleasure, or secret amusement. Again he inhaled.

ÔIf you inhale like that, youÕll end up killing yourself.Õ
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ÔMy lungs are the last thing IÕve got to worry about.Õ
ÔTheymust be so full of tar that the next time you light a match, theyÕll

burst into flame.Õ
ÔClever,Õ he said drily.
ÔIf you like fires that much, I can think of better places to start one.Õ
Something shifted in his eyes,but then he blinked, looked down at the

smoke curling from the cigarette in his fingers, and blew on it gently so
that the burning tip glowed more fiercely. It must have been a reflection
from the fag, Sarah told herself, a trick of the light.

Jessetook another drag on his cigaretteÑa deep, ostentatious, provoc-
ative drag. ÔIf you donÕt think I ought to smoke, why did you buy them?Õ

Her mouth turned up at the corner. ÔI thought they might relax you.Õ
He wafted back a grin of his own. Shewas quick, he thought, and not

without a sense of humour.
His headache had retreated, but he was aware that it lurked on the

fringes of his day. The offer that SarahÕsmother had made slid again into
his mind. He didnÕthave to stay for long, did he?A night, two at most. If
he could at least avoid a full-blown migraine, heÕdable to move on with
renewed energy. He was so bloody tired.

Sarah signalled to the pimply waiter, who came over straightaway
with an ashtray but barely glanced at Jesse.His eyes slithered along
SarahÕs body, with the requisite pause at her chest.

ÔCan I get you guys something else?Õ he asked.
Sarah looked at Jesse, who shook his head.
ÔThanks.Just the bill, please,Õshe said asshe reached into her shoulder

bag for her wallet. The waiter flicked a look of contempt in JesseÕsdirec-
tion. Jesse stiffened but waited till the bloke was out of earshot.

ÔLook,Õhe said, Ôyoumay not want my thanks but youÕvegot them,
and willingly. I was hungry, tired, dirty. I feel much better now. As soon
as youÕvefinished your drink, IÕdlike to go back to your house. IÕllbe
gone before you begin to regret it.Õ

Sarah looked towards the waiter, who was busy clearing a table near
the kitchen door. ÔDoyou really imagine I care what someone like him
thinks?Õ

Jessehad not expectedher to be quite so perceptive. ÔItÕsgot nothing to
do with him.Õ

ÔPlease. Give me credit for a little intelligence.Õ
ÔOK,not much to do with him. He just showed me a hard truth.ÕHis

gesture managed to convey both bitterness and contempt. ÔIdonÕtbelong
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here. Not in this posh place, not in your posh house, not in your posh
lives. I want to leave as soon as possible.Õ

ÔWhere will you go?Õ
He shrugged. ÔDoes it matter?Õ
Sarahslammed the flat of her hand down on the tabletop so that their

glassesjumped. At a nearby table two women with cigarettes between
crimson-manicured fingers, carrier bags fawning at their feet, looked up
in curiosity. Sarah lowered her voice but spoke no less urgently.

ÔOf course it matters. You know how youÕre going to end, donÕt you?Õ
ÔThatÕs my problem.Õ
ÔWhat are you afraid of?Õ
ÔIÕm not afraid.Õ
ÔThen stop running.Õ
A series of pictures flashed through his head: a bed without night-

mares; a room where he could closeÑand boltÑthe door any time he
chose;music and quiet voices talking; a chessgame; a home. Books, end-
less books. And the time to read them without worrying about the next
meal, the next lonely sod or dangerous piece of goods, the police, the
rain, the cold. One by one the pictures faded, leaving at first a ghostly af-
terimage, and then . . . nothing.

Once it might have been possible. He had forfeited the right to a nor-
mal life long ago. He stared into the bottom of his glass: running, she
called it. As if anyone could run that fast.

SarahÕs next words scared him.
ÔMumÕs already spoken with Social Services.Õ
Jesse stubbed out his cigarette. He rose.
ÔLetÕs go,Õ he said. ÔI want my gear.Õ
ÔJesseÑÕ
He turned his head away. He didnÕtwant her to seethe expression in

his eyes. Soon after the fire heÕdlearned it was better not to show his
feelings. Sometimes he even stopped feeling them that way. Without a
backward glance he hurried through the cafŽ.

Jessewas standing by the bike rack where theyÕdtied Nubi when
Sarah joined him.

ÔYou waited,Õ she said.
ÔTell me what your mother said to the Social Services people.Õ
ÔLetÕs go into the park and talk about it.Õ
ÔDonÕt play games with me, Sarah.Õ
She stared back at him, not in any way cowed. ÔYouÕre overreacting.Õ
ÔJust talk.Õ
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ÔSorry,but I donÕtthink youÕreheaded for a career in Hollywood.Õ She
narrowed her eyes in appraisal, then allowed a grin to flirt with her lips.
ÔNope. Forget about it. Plus youÕre too blond to be a Mafioso.Õ

It was not like him to waffle so much. When that bastard had hit him
for the last time, Jessehad beengone within the hour. And it would have
been sooner if he hadnÕtwaited till Mal went out. Jessewould never for-
get the satisfying sound of all those bottles smashing, the delicate model
ships crunching underfoot. Mal had never built anything in his life. The
entire collection had been his fatherÕswork, but Mal had come to believe
his own lies. HeÕdloved those ships as if heÕdlaboured over each bit of
rigging himself. Pathetic, really. While Angie was at workÑusually the
night shiftÑMal would give the latest woman a proper guided tour.
Jesseshivered in spite of the heat. The noise theyÕdmade. Mal hadnÕt
given a damn if Jesseoverheard. HeÕdeven been proud of himself,
bragged about it, flaunted himself as a properman.Until the next morn-
ing when Angie usually found the wrong cigarettes or strands of
hairÑÔdo your tarts have to use my hairbrush?ÕÑonce even a pair of
knickers. Mal had been good at feeling sorry for himself, and grovelling
too.

ÔComewith me,ÕSarah urged. ÔJusthear me out. I promise not to stop
you from leaving if thatÕs what you really want.Õ

As if she could.
Sheuntied NubiÕslead and ran acrossthe street into the park, the dog

leaping at her heels. Jessehesitated, then set off after her. It would be
better to know what was happening with the authorities, he told himself.

As soon as Jessepassed the imposing ivy-covered pillars and descen-
ded the steps giving on to a wide gravel path, he felt a prickling sensa-
tion along his skin, akin to a mild charge of static electricity. He stopped
for a moment to rub his arms, and the feeling passed.Calmly replaiting
her hair, Sarah was waiting by a fountainÑa massive stone sphinx, her
wings spread and her eyes sharp and predatoryÑwhile Nubi drank
noisily from the basin. Together they followed the path, which wound in
a long sinuous curve and was fretted by mounds of feathery grassesand
lavender, interspersed with sharp, angry spikes of red and orange. A dis-
tinctive mind had been at work here; the park was astonishing and al-
most unnerving in its contrasts.

It was much cooler in the shade. The variety of specimens aroused
JesseÕscuriosity, for most of the trees were mature and couldnÕthave
been planted in recent memory. He supposed a park had stood on this
site for many years. Treeshad always spoken to him, and he appreciated
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their disparate characters,their faults: the cockinessof the hazel, needing
to compensate for its stature; the stolid slow wit of the oak; and always
the beauty and harmony of the willow, whose rooted dance could soothe
some of his most turbulent feelings.

Through the branchesof an ash, the sun glittered like a finely-cut lead
crystal. As the leaves stirred and trembled Jesseglimpsed an ashen face
staring back at him from their midst. The notes of a cello floated through
the trees, faint but achingly clear. His throat tightened. He had a sudden
urge to turn and run, but then the tree swayed and the face was gone.
Only an optical illusion, a pattern of sun and shadow fed by his overact-
ive imagination. HeÕdbe seeing ghosts and demons next. But he could
still hear the music. He even recognised the piece.

ÔWhereÕs the music coming from?Õ he asked Sarah.
ÔThecello? SomebodyÕsprobably busking near the sundial. Lots of

street musicians come here, very good ones too.Õ
ÔAnother sundial?Õ
ÔNotjust anothersundial. ItÕsone of the things I want to show you. One

of UrsulaÕs best. WeÕre heading in that direction.Õ
ÔYou were going to tell me about your mother.Õ
ÔIt can wait.Õ
ÔNo, it canÕt.Õ
Sarah studied his face. How strange, she thought. His eyes had be-

come the deep purple of plums, yet as translucent as shadows on water.
Shemight have beengazing into a pool in an ancient forest, her own face
reflected there. And a wilderness of thorns.

Sarah gestured with her hand. ÔWecan sit down over there,Õshe said
softly.

They came to an open meadow-like area. Scattered haphazardly
among the high grassand wildflowers was a seriesof willow sculptures,
eachunique in size and shape.And grotesque: a man swallowing a child,
its legs still dangling from gnarled lips; a headlessfigure riding a motor-
bike. After setting Nubi free, Sarah led Jesse to a bench.

ÔHow old is the park?Õ Jesse asked.
ÔItÕsbeenhere as long as I can remember, but theyÕrealways adding or

changing something, especially in the last few years. Why?Õ
ÔSome of the trees are very old.Õ
ÔMydad would probably know more about it. HeÕsinvolved in some

city stuff.Õ
ÔFriendsin high places?ÕJessewas a bit ashamed of the mocking note

that crept into his voice.
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Sarah reached over and feigned flicking something from JesseÕs
shoulder, though she was careful not to touch him, not even to come too
close.

ÔWhat was that about?Õ he asked.
ÔGetting rid of the chip.Õ
ÔThat bad?Õ
ÔThat bad,Õ she agreed with a grin.
Nubi was racing round the meadow, chasing a butterfly. The brightly

stippled insect darted first left, then right, then climbed steeply out of
reach, then dropped in a nosedive to hover just above NubiÕsmuzzle,
then swerved again in a sudden feint and sped away to perch upon a
bush and flutter her wings like long curled eyelashes.Nubi came to a
halt and gazed at her with adoration, and no little reproach. Why was
she taunting him? There was no need to keep fleeing. He barked once.
The butterfly flew off, with him in pursuit.

Sarah leaned back against the bench and closed her eyes.The sun was
hot and brought a flush of colour, a sheento her face.Jessethought how
vulnerable the tiny beads of sweat above her upper lip made her look.
He had a momentary impulse to wipe them away. He turned his face to-
wards the sound of approaching voices, more disturbed than he cared to
admit.

ÔSarah! We thought you were still on holiday.Õ
A girl and three boys carrying skateboards came up to them. The lads

wore gaily coloured, baggy shorts; the girl, tight striped shorts, very
short, and an even skimpier croptopÑshe had no qualms about display-
ing the goods. A market stall, Jessethought in disgust. Sarahopened her
eyes and sat up a little straighter. Her bearing altered subtly, though
Jesse would be hard put to describe how. She smiled.

ÔHi there,Õ she said in a lazy drawl.
A lot of talk followed, most of it in a code that JessecouldnÕtbe expec-

ted to crack. He was just thinking of getting up and playing with Nubi
when Sarah felt obliged to explain his presence.

ÔThis is Jesse.Õ
Jesserose and turned his back on the group. He whistled for Nubi,

who came dashing up as if heÕdbeen training for years. Jessecrouched
and rubbed the dog behind his ears.

Sarah got the message. ApologeticallyÑsort ofÑshe came over.
ÔTheyÕre going skating. We could join them, if you like.Õ

ÔI donÕt like.Õ
ÔCome on, itÕll be fun,Õ she urged.
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ÔI thought there was something you wanted to talk to me about.Õ
The friends looked at eachother. One of them, the girl, spoke in a cul-

tured voice that despite its well-rounded, honeyed vowels bit like a dash
of sharp vinegar. ÔItÕs OK, Sarah, we donÕt want to interrupt anything.Õ

Jessefelt his hackles rise. Flicking back his hair, he stood to face
SarahÕs mates. ÔYouÕre not interrupting anything. I was just leaving.Õ

SarahÕscolour deepened. She raised her chin. ÔGoon,Õshe said to the
four of them. ÔWe might join you later.Õ

Jessewas pleasedÑvery pleasedÑthat Sarahhad it in her to withstand
her friends. He watched with a hint of contempt, his eyes cool and dis-
missive, as the kids shrugged, made their goodbyes. The girl looked back
over her shoulder as they sauntered away.

Sarah crossed her arms. ÔYou didnÕt have to be rude.Õ
ÔThose are the kind of friends youÕve got?Õ
ÔSincewhen is it your business who my friends are?You sound like a

mother, but not mine, thank god.Õ
ÔNo,I suppose your motherÕstoo out of it to notice the types you hang

around with.Õ
ÔDonÕtyou dare insult my mother! SheÕsa wonderful, generous per-

son. You could show a little gratitude, you know.Õ
ÔOh yeah, here it comes. IÕve been waiting for itÑthe gratitude bit.Õ
Sarah chewed her lip. At first she didnÕt reply. ÔJesse,IÕmsorry. I

didnÕt mean it like that.Õ
Jesse strode over to the bench to fetch the dogÕs lead.
ÔLook,theyÕremates from school, thatÕsall,ÕSarah said. ÔKidsyou see

in the canteen,kids to go to a film or drink a coke with. Not worth fight-
ing about.Õ

ÔI think youÕd better tell me about the call to Social Services.Õ
ÔWhy are you so anxious about that call? Have you murdered

someone?ÕShe was still laughing when she realised that his face had
blanched. He gripped the back of the bench with both hands.

ÔJesseÑÕ
He looked up, his eyes pleading and frightened, a small childÕseyes,

clear sapphire, brimming with the no no no no that the world is supposed
to listen to but never does. Sarah stifled a cry and took a step backwards.

ÔGo,Õhe said, when he could finally speak. ÔPlease.Just go away and
leave me alone.Õ

Sarah turned and went.
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Half an hour later, Jessewas still sitting on the willow bench, back
hunched, head in his hands and Nubi at his feet. There was no point in
just sitting here, yet he couldnÕtbring himself to do anything else. He
didnÕt even want a cigarette. He tried to think where he should go.

ÔJesse.Õ
Jesselooked up. Sarah stood with the sun behind her so that he

couldnÕtmake out the expression on her face.The light was warm and li-
quid, dripping redgold highlights onto her chestnut hair. Sheheld out a
bag.

ÔIndian takeaway. I hope you like curry.Õ
ÔYeah.Õ He gazed at her. He had no idea what else to say.
ÔCome on, then. I know the perfect picnic spot.Õ
The small cornfield was hidden behind a stand of trees. Sarah pushed

her way into the tall heads, fresh and colourful and heavy with ripening
seed. Jessesneezed once, then a second time. The sound was unexpec-
tedly loud, and both of them giggled as if they were six years old and
raiding the biscuit tin. As they tunnelled through the leafy grain they
were completely enclosed, isolated from the outside worldÑeven the
sounds of the city had receded to an almost indistinguishable murmur.
Occasionally a childÕs high-pitched voice floated down through the
dense matrix, but it was disembodied, androgynous, a reedy dreamtime
fragment. Jessewas beginning to wonder if Sarahhad lost her way when
the corn ended abruptly. They emerged into a grassy clearing. Jesse
swivelled, a smile slowly lighting up his face. They were in the midst of
a perfect circle.

ÔWell?Õ asked Sarah, her eyes zesting with delight.
Jesse gestured with his free hand. ÔWho planted all this?Õ
ÔNo clue. One of the gardeners, I reckon. But itÕs good, isnÕt it?Õ
ÔVery.Õ
ÔIÕvenever seen wheat in these colours before. Must be a special

hybrid.Õ
ÔThatÕs because itÕs not wheat. ItÕs amaranth.Õ
ÔEnglish, please.Õ
Jessegrinned. ÔHuautli to the Aztecs, who even used it in their reli-

gious ceremonies. ItÕsbeen around for thousands of yearsÑfirst known
record dates from about 4000 B.C.Ñand now grows just about every-
where. Cultivated a lot in India, where itÕsboth a leaf and grain crop.
Very high in protein. And very productive. IÕveread that from one plant
you can get 100,000 seeds.Õ
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ÔIsthat so? Then it wonÕtmatter that youÕveharvested several hun-
dred of them.Õ

She pointed to his head and giggled once again. They had massesof
seed,chaff, and torn leaf caught in their hair. A cloud of dust rose when
Jessethreshed his own ragged crop with his fingertips, enough for both
of them to sneeze.

Sarahpicked a spot for them to eat more or lessat random. There was
no shade, though near the circumference of the circle the tall plants
provided a little relief. Sarahknelt, began to unpack the carrier bag, then
leaned back on her heels.

ÔYourmemoryÕsstarting to worry me,Õshe said. ÔPetabytesbeyond in-
dustry standard.Õ

Jesse reddened. ÔSorry. I didnÕt mean to show off.Õ
ÔTheremight be things to apologise for, but being intelligent isnÕtone

of them.Õ She handed him a white carton. ÔThatÕs for Nubi.Õ
They ate. Jessenoticed that Sarah wolfed the food almost as hungrily

as he did. No fine table manners here. They had plastic spoons to use,
but Sarah broke off pieces of the chappatis to dip into her curry and
didnÕt hesitate to lick her fingers. Jesse was more fastidious.

ÔWhenÕs the last time you had a proper meal?Õ Sarah asked.
Jesse shrugged.
After theyÕdsated their first hunger, Jessefiddled with his spoon,

turning it this way and that in his fingers. ÔThanksfor coming back,Õhe
said at last.

ÔYou scared me.Õ
ÔSorry,Õ he muttered.
ÔNot like that. IÕm not afraid of you.Õ
ÔYou ought to be.Õ
ÔDo you want to talk about it?Õ
ÔNo.Õ
They were silent for a while.
Jesselay back in the grassand stared up at the cloudless sky. Nubi was

busy crunching away at his heap of bones.Nearby Sarahhad twined her
legs into a lotus, her eyeson the corn, her mind probably elsewhere; her
breathing was faint but audible, reassuring. Otherwise, the world was
still, waiting for deliverance, or at least a winning lottery ticket. The can-
opy of heat draped a fine gauze acrosshis eyes.He laid an arm behind
his head. Summer memories of a swing, high scratchy grass, an ice
cream dripping through his fingers, a childÕsgiggle. ThereÕsno going
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back. A butterfly flutters and the world changes.Always, it changes. It
does no good to wish, to regret, to what-if. You take whatÕs handed out.

He must have slept. When he opened his eyes, the sun was lower in
the sky. Nubi lay at his side, asleep,or half-asleep in the manner of dogs,
for he cracked his eyes when Jessestirred. Jesserealised what had
awakened him.

Sarah was dancing.
Jessetried not to make a sudden movement. Breathing as lightly as

possible, he carefully shifted onto his side and propped himself on an el-
bow. With a feeling close to awe he quietened his mind, his noisy blood.
HeÕd never seen anyone dance like this.

Sarahseemedto have grown taller. In an unbroken skein of movement
she crosses and recrosses the nave of corn. Eyes shut, she sees with
hands and feet and inner sight: a dreamweaver. Her body darts and
flows to a music only shecan hear, now bending, now reachingÑgliding
through the weft and warp of the universe, gathering the threads of time
and space into a new pattern. Is she the dancer or the dance?

The earth slows, stops moving, turns black and cold. Against the deep
velvet of spaceSarahweaves a nebula of light. Jessereachesout a hand,
certain that he can pluck one of the starsÑonly oneÑfrom the glittering
web. His fingers burnÑthe icy touch of a bladeÑand he jerks back with
a cry.

Like a top Sarah spun to rest in the exact centre of the circle and
opened her eyes, breathing gently.

ÔJesse,Õ she said.
She smiled, came over to him, sat down, crossed her legs. Jesse

thought he heard the cello again. He took a deep breath, as much to
smell her warm spicy sweat as the lavender.

ÔIfyou want to join your friends, I donÕtmind,Õhe said. ÔMaybeI was a
little rude.Õ

ÔTheyÕllsurvive.ÕSarah stroked Nubi. ÔDoyou know how to use a
skateboard?Õ

ÔNo.Õ
ÔIÕll teach you.Õ
Shestood, brushed off her shorts. Sheextended her hand, and after a

brief hesitation Jesse let her help him to his feet.
ÔMymother only asked for some information,ÕSarah said. ÔWhathap-

pens to a minor whoÕs homeless, who gets to take him in, stuff like that.Õ
Jesse snorted. ÔForget it.Õ
ÔWas itÑ?Õ She stopped, unable to complete her question.
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He looked at her with a guarded expression in his eyes.ÔItÕsover. The
rest doesnÕt matter.Õ

ÔThe summer wonÕt last forever.Õ
ÔNothing lasts forever,Õ he said with a twist of his lips.
Sarahtossed her plait over her shoulder, a gesture that he was coming

to recognise as signalling impatience or even distaste.
ÔYou can do better than that,Õ she said.
ÔLike what?Õ
ÔLikenot hiding behind some stupid clichŽ. Like having a little self-re-

spect. Like dealing with whateverÕs happened to you.Õ
ÔYou know nothing about me.Õ
ÔNofacts maybe. But I hardly need them to understand itÕsno life

shivering under a bridge in a snowstorm. Scrounging for your next
meal.ÕSarahtook a breath. ÔScaredand cold and hungry. Lonely. Desper-
ate.Õ She hesitated, then spoke bitterly. ÔOr dead.Õ

Jesseheld up a hand as if to ward off her words. One by one they
stung his skin like angry wasps.

ÔLetÕsgo,Õhe said, his voice rougher than heÕdintended. Quickly he
bent to collect their rubbish.
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Chapter5
TondiÕsbody glistened with sweat, her meagre clothes clinging to her
skin. When she offered to lend Jesseher skateboard, he mumbled his
thanks and kept his head low as she came close, too close.Let her think
that he was embarrassed or overcome or whatever. With her board
tucked under one arm he approached the ramp.

They wanted to humiliate him, SarahÕsfriends. They were practised
skaters with lots of tricks and manoeuvres. At the skater plaza heÕd
watched them first on the concrete flat and ramps, then on the steps and
rails and ledges,now on the half-pipe. All except Tondi, who skated well
but kept in the background. The lads launched themselves from the top
of the ramp straight into the air. They hung there, defying gravity, then
twisted and flung themselves right back down. Impossible. Only they
did it. No one in his right mind started there.

ÔComeon,Õcalled the tallest blokeÑMick?Ñwho had gelled blond
hair, hot and taunting eyes. ÔItÕs easy, give it a try.Õ

Jesseknew it wasnÕteasy.He wiped his hands on his jeans.He was be-
ginning to be seriously annoyed with himself. At school heÕdlearned
early on to keep a low profile, not to be drawn into lose-lose situations.
What did he care what these stupid apes thought of him? He raised the
board, about to toss it down in contempt. Sarah would be back any mo-
ment now. SheÕd never expect him to start with the half-pipe.

The sun had slid towards the trees, glazing the leaves with a shiny
eggwash of light, as golden as his grandmotherÕsEaster loaf studded
with sultanas and almonds. He could taste MickÕsmockery. Reaching in-
to his pocket, he pulled out the packet of cigarettes that Sarah had
bought him. He dropped the board on the patch of grass in front of him
and put his left foot on the deck, testing its spring. It felt comfortable,
right. Jesselit a cigarette. His mind went back to SarahÕswords: stop
running.

Sarah rode into sight on KevinÕsboard, Nubi racing alongside her.
Though sheÕdobviously given it some practice, she wasnÕta skater like
these four. Jesse could see that straightaway.
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Plait frisking behind her, sheswerved through the last curve and came
laughing to a sudden halt in front of him. She flipped her board up,
catching it in one hand. Nubi dropped down at JesseÕs feet, panting.

ÔDonÕt you want to try?Õ she asked.
Tondi came sauntering over, Kevin right behind. He was carrying a

bulging carrier bag, and his muscles bulged under his tan. Jessewas sure
that the cut-off T-shirt he was wearing cost as much as it took to feed a
third-world family for a month. Three months.

ÔRefreshments,ÕKevin said with a smirk. No doubt he was underage.
He called to Mick and Don. ÔHey, take a break. LagerÕs here.Õ

Kevin and Tondi sprawled on the grass.Sarahglanced at Jesse,and he
caught the flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. Good. HeÕdagreed to go
skateboardingÑnot to be taken down. Defiantly, he turned on his heel to
study the ramp. Mick and Don joined the others, both having worked up
a sweat. Mick stripped off his too-tight tank-top, wiped his face ostenta-
tiously, and stretched out with his arms behind his head, midriff ridged
and bare and bragging.

Sarah flicked her plait over her shoulder. Brushing damp scallops of
hair off her forehead, she took a step backwards. Mick could stand a
shower, she thought, a little surprised at her own disgust. She used to
admire the view as well as the next girl. Her eyes wandered towards
Jesse,who was holding himself stiffly, his back proud and inaccessible
under the old T-shirt. He was tall, but not too tall, lean to the point of
hunger. He probably had more growing to do; he certainly needed feed-
ing. Although his muscles were as well-defined as MickÕsÑhis hair as
blond, his shoulders fully as broadÑthere was something more under-
stated, less showy about Jesse.Subtler, somehow. Even his skin, though
tanned, didnÕtseemednewly gilded like DonÕsafter a week spent sailing
the Mediterranean. Perhaps it was that Jessewore his skin like a prom-
ise, and a refuge, reminding her of the exquisite polished surfacesof the
Zen poetry theyÕddone in school last year, poems beautiful in their very
impenetrability. His ragged hair hung well below the neckline. It was
wild and soft and unruly, for heÕdwashed it only this morning. She
thought that she might cut it for him, if he let her. She watched him a
moment longer, then settled onto the ground, taking care to keep her dis-
tance from Mick, and accepted a lager. Jesse smoked his cigarette.

ÔArenÕt you thirsty?Õ Mick asked him.
ÔI donÕt drink,Õ Jesse said without turning round.
ÔWell, pass us a cig then,Õ Kevin drawled.
Reluctantly Jesse handed him the packet.
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Tondi shaded her eyes and looked up at Jesse.ÔWhichschool do you
go to?Õ she asked, taking another swig from her can.

ÔI donÕt go to school.Õ
Mick raised his eyebrows. ÔLucky sod,Õ he said. ÔWhere do you work?Õ
ÔI donÕt work,Õ Jesse said.
The four friends exchanged glances, while Sarah stared at her can.
ÔWell, well,Õ Kevin said. ÔA real honest-to-goodness skiver.Õ
The others laughed. Sarah lifted her chin. Her colour had heightened,

and she opened her mouth to speak. Narrowing his eyes,Jessegave her
an almost imperceptible shake of his head. He could take care of himself
just fine.

ÔDo you do anything at all?Õ asked Mick.
ÔNo.Õ
ÔNot even fuck?Õ Tondi asked, licking a bit of foam from her lips.
Jesseground his cigarette out underfoot, bent and pocketed the butt,

then picked up the skateboard. He strode towards the half-pipe and
stepped onto the flat base.In the centre he stood there gazing up at the
high sloping concrete walls. He squinted a little, shielding his eyes with
a hand. The sun was just visible above the dense foliage of an oak tree.
As he watched, the greens brightened to a dazzling emerald intensity.
His heart was thudding, all his nerve endings buzzing. His mouth was
dry. Raising the board above his head, he felt a spark leap from the sun
and race along the board, race through his hands, up his arms, into his
shoulders, and heÕsgripping the deck tightly with his fingers. His body
vibrates like a tuning fork to the high-pitched note the board emits. He
closeshis eyes,and the smell of pine resin fills his nostrils. He drops the
board at his feet.

Back and forth Jessepumps the ramps, back and forth and back again,
building up speed through the U-shaped pipe till he nears the coping,
where he ollies without rotating just as his front wheels kiss the lip. He
rides back down, soon dropping into a crouch but straightening as he
traverses the flat. Upon entering the sloped part of the rampÑthe trans-
itionÑhe flexes his knees once more, then uncompresses them almost
immediately. The momentum lofts him upwards on an immense wing of
speed. Why has he never skated before? NothingÑnot even swim-
mingÑhas felt like this. The board, the pipe, the skyÑall are his; his, the
whole universe, and it sings to him. Again, effortlessly, he executesa per-
fect ollie. On the way down he takes a deep breath and tightens his dia-
phragm, sharpens his focus, then soars in a fluid line up the wall, lifting
his arms, and rises high in an aerial off the vert, very high, then higher
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still, and catchesÑno, embracesÑthe unbounded air. He spins to meet
the transition. The rush of exhilaration stays with him at re-entry into
realtime.

A moment longer on the board, the smell of pine gradually fading.
Then Jesse came off the pipe.

ÔYouÕre right,Õ he said to Mick, tossing the board at his feet. ÔItÕs easy.Õ

ÔItÕs an analemma,Õ Jesse said.
ÔA what?Õ Sarah asked.
ÔAnanalemma,Õhe repeated. ÔThefigure-8 path that the sun makes in

the sky throughout the year. Have you got a globe at home?Õ
ÔThereÕs one in FinnÕs office.Õ
ÔHavea look at it. Very often itÕsmarked. Here Ursula has incised the

figure-8 on the inner surface of the sundial.Õ
ÔHow do you know these things?Õ
Jesseshrugged. ÔIspend a lot of time in the library. Keeps the rain off.Õ

He never talked about his memoryÑanother of his rules.
The sundial was a dramatic and arresting piece of sculpture, an ellipse

of carved white marble mounted on a stone pedestal. Beautifully propor-
tioned, it stood about two metres high in the middle of a terraced plaza,
where a group of jazz musicians was improvising to an appreciative
gathering. The cellist had disappeared before Jesse and Sarah arrived.

ÔHeÕs first-rate,Õ Jesse said, gesturing towards the trumpeter.
ÔYeah, a lot better than my dad.Õ
ÔYour father plays?Õ
ÔAlittle piano, a little more trumpet. HeÕsalways threatening to take

lessons again and get really good. If you ask me, heÕs tone deaf.Õ
ÔWhat else does he do, aside from motorbiking?Õ
ÔPlenty.Õ
Sarah glanced at Jesse,wondering whether to elaborate, whether to

suggest that Jesseget to know Finn. But Jessehad moved closer to the
sundial in order to read the inscription carved on the pedestal.

Lay your shadows upon the sundials. . .
Leg deinen Schatten auf die Sonnenuhren. . .

Rainer Maria Rilke

Jesseread the lines aloud in German, then English. ÔFromAutumn
Day,Õ he said. ÔFitting.Õ
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ÔYou read German?Õ Sarah asked, again impressed.
ÔSome.Õ
ÔIs that the same kind ofsomeas in not knowing how to skate?Õ
ÔI was wondering when youÕd ask me about that.Õ
He ran his hands through his hair, so that it became even more

flyaway.
ÔWhydid you tell me youÕdnever been on a skateboard before?ÕSarah

asked.
ÔBecause itÕs true.Õ
ÔThen how on earth could you skate like that?Õ
ÔI donÕt know.Õ
Sarah snorted. ÔAny other things you donÕt know how to do?

Neurosurgery? Piloting the space shuttle? Diamond cutting? Or what
about classical Greek? I bet you whip through Sophoclesbetween beers.
Oh thatÕs right. You donÕt drink.Õ

ÔDonÕtexaggerate.I read a bit of German. ItÕsno big deal. I happen to
enjoy Rilke.ÕHe looked at her shrewdly. ÔYoucanÕttell me that no one in
your family opens a book. Your mother quoted Shakespeareto me this
morning.Õ

ÔYouÕre changing the subject.Õ
ÔYeah, thatÕs another thing IÕm rather good at.Õ
Sarah couldnÕthelp grinning. It was impossible to stay annoyed with

him for long. ÔWell,I hope youÕregood at maths too. I could certainly
use some help once school begins.Õ

He frowned and looked away.
Shit, she thought. There I go again. Open mouth, insert foot. Shehur-

ried to make up for her misstep. ÔUrsuladoesnÕtjust make sundials. She
lectures part-time at university. Landscape design.Õ

ÔIs she from Germany?Õ Jesse asked.
ÔBerlin,originally. But her partnerÕslocal.ÕSheregarded Jessethought-

fully, as if to gauge his reaction.
ÔIfyouÕretrying to tell me sheÕslesbian, IÕmnot going to fall over in a

dead faint.Õ
ÔGood. ItÕs sometimes hard to predict how people take it.Õ
ÔThereÕs nothing to take. ItÕs a completely personal matter.Õ
Sarah thought how easy it was to talk to Jessewhen he wasnÕtbeing

secretive,or defensive. Like a brother, almost. Her throat tightened. Then
she recalled his earlier comment. ÔWhat did you mean byfitting ?Õ

No answer. He had tilted his head, listening to the musicians and
either didnÕthear her question, or didnÕtwant to hear. Sarah resolved to
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locate a copy of the poem at the next opportunity or ask Ursula upon her
return. Come to think of it, her father liked poetry. And spoke German.
He might know. Autumn Day, she repeated to herself.

But Jessewas right. The trumpeter was impressive. Sarahbegan to pay
attention. SheÕdhad a good five years of piano lessonsÑnot that any-
thing much had takenÑbut as a dancer sheÕdlearned quite a bit about
music. Shelet herself be carried away by the intricacies of the riffs, by the
voice of the trumpet rising above the other instruments like an unbroken
spiral of sound, keen as a metal shaving, fluid as a river. Vaguely she
was aware that Jessehad moved closer to the musicians, Nubi at his side,
but otherwise she lost all senseof time and place as the music swept her
along. She imagined a few steps, then a dance. . . in blue . . .

Sarah felt the touch on her hip at the same instant as she heard the
grunt of pain from nearby. She whirled. A man was clutching his right
hand in his left, his face contorted. His eyes were wide with shock, and
his face greyish white under a rough stubble. Sarah could see the raw
and blistered skin on his palm. It might have only been her imagination,
but for a moment there seemed to be a faint wisp of smoke clinging to
the blisters. The man muttered something unintelligibleÑit sounded like
caplataÑthen turned, pushed his way through the crowd, and broke into
a run.

ÔAreyou OK?ÕJessewas addressing her, but his eyes followed the
manÕs flight.

ÔYes,Õ she said, puzzled. ÔDid you see what just happened?Õ
ÔNot exactly.Õ
ÔMeneither. I think that manÕÑshenodded in the direction the man

had taken, though he was no longer to be seenÑÔIthink he wanted to
grope me or steal my wallet or something. But heÕdhurt his hand. It
looked badly burnt. Anyway, he got scared and ran off.Õ

ÔAs long as he didnÕt hurt you. . .Õ
ÔNo,nothing like that.ÕBut she pulled her bag off her shoulder and

looked inside. ÔEverythingÕshere. Maybe he just bumped against me
with his injured hand. He must have been in agony.Õ

ÔMaybe.Õ
Jessereached down to stroke NubiÕshead, but not before Sarahcaught

a glimpse of a tiny spark of light deep within his eyes,blue within blue.
Then he blinked, and his lashes swept away any trace of flame.
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ÔHenever dared to beat me properly,ÕJessesaid. ÔAslap or two, a kick
was as far as he went.Õ

ÔYour father?Õ Sarah asked.
ÔNo. Mal, my last foster father. A vicious sod when he drinks.Õ
Sarah pressed her lips together.
ÔI left because I was afraid.Õ
ÔThat heÕd hurt you more?Õ
ÔThat I might lose control and kill him if I stayed.Õ
For a long time neither of them spoke. They sat at the baseof a horse

chestnut, leaning against its thick solid trunk. Sarah combed the grass
with her fingertips, grooming her flyaway thoughts. Nubi lay at their
feet, his ear cocked as a bird scolded her mate in the canopy overhead.
The soft light which reached their skin felt as fresh as the fine spray off a
waterfall. A few embryonic conkers lay scattered on the ground. Fallen
too early, they would never ripen, never be collected for a playground
game.

Sorry. The word tasted dry in her mouth, stale. She wished she knew
what to say. Something like this was beyond her. Something you saw on
TV, something you read about. Unreal. She looked at Jesse,who was
staring off into the distance, and noticed a shadow just below the neck-
line of his T-shirt. She wondered if there were a bruise or birthmark on
his backÑnot a question she could ask him easily. His hands were grip-
ping his knees hard enough to whiten his knuckles. She would have
liked to take his hand. There was a prominent callus on the middle finger
of his left hand. Fingers that wrote a lot. Elegant, strong fingers. What do
you say to someone who carries this around with him? She had no idea.

Sarah thought about her own father, his booming laugh and laughing
eyes. He could roar in anger, and there had been more than enough
dreadful fights in their family. But blows? Once when sheÕdopened his
camera to look inside and spoiled a whole roll of film from Man-
churiaÑshe must have been four or five at the timeÑheÕd smacked her
bottom with a slipper and then hugged her afterwards, tears in his eyes.
HeÕd never hit her again.

It had been years before she learned that other men hid their tears.
SheÕd never forget the way he cried during that ghastly time . . .

ÔJesse,Õ she said, Ôtalk to my mother.Õ
He shook his head.
ÔSheÕll help you. I know she will.Õ
Jessetore his gaze from whatever vista heÕdbeen contemplating. He

mustered a smile but Sarah saw the winter in his eyes, and more.
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ÔIÕll be all right,Õ he said.
Jesselaid his head upon his knees and his hair fell forward, screening

his face.At SarahÕsside lay a conker in its green case,one of several. She
picked it up, turned it in her handÑperfectly formed if tiny. Leaning for-
ward, she whispered JesseÕsname and offered him the chestnut. Per-
plexed, he took the stunted little thing, and for a brief moment her fin-
gers curled around his. Then he pulled away.
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Chapter6
ÔYouÕre not eating,Õ said SarahÕs mother.

The three of them were sitting in the kitchen at a battered wooden
table, probably a family heirloom. A jug with sweet peas scented the
room.

ÔJesse?Õ SarahÕs mother prompted.
ÔIÕmnot very hungry, MrsÑÕ He broke off, realising that he didnÕt

know their surname.
ÔAndersen. But please call me Meg.Õ
He glanced at Sarah. ÔWe had a late meal.Õ
ÔThatreminds me,ÕMeg said. ÔThomasrang. You forgot your mobile

again.Õ
ÔOhshit. I was supposed to meet him in the afternoon,ÕSarahsaid. ÔHe

was going make his famous coconut ice cream cake.Õ
ÔHewas very nice about it, considering heÕdgone to all that trouble,Õ

Meg said.
Sarah flushed. ÔI got the message.Õ
Hurriedly she finished the food on her plate and reached for seconds.

For such a slender girl, she ate a lot. Nor did she pretend about it. She
chewed with gustoÑlike most things she did, Jessesuspected.Was Tho-
mas the boyfriend?

ÔAtleast try some,ÕSarah said, her mouth around a large forkful of
salad.

Jesse took a bite of his quiche. The pastry was rich and
flakyÑobviously homemade. SarahÕsmum was a good cook. He wished
he had more appetite, but his headache,which had toyed with him off
and on all day, was now scratching impatiently at the door. It was one of
the reasons he had, in the end, gone back home with Sarah. He simply
couldnÕt face another night on the street.

ÔArenÕt you on duty tonight?Õ Sarah asked her mother.
ÔNot till tomorrow.Õ

50



Sarahsaw the question in JesseÕseyes.Shewas about to explain when
her mumÕsslight frown checked her. The not yet was as clear as if Meg
had spoken the words aloud.

ÔIÕll ring Thomas, then how about some TV?Õ Sarah asked.
ÔOrsleep.ÕMegÕseyesrested on Jesse,who found it very difficult to in-

terpret her thoughtsÑnot that she hid them from view, for her gaze was
direct and candid. No, it was far more like watching a school of fish
whose iridescent scalesflashed just below the surface, yet which slipped
away as soon as you tried to lower the net.

Meg pushed back her chair and crossedto the electric kettle, filled it at
the tap, and switched it on. ÔIÕll make you some tea,Õ she said to him.

ÔYuk,Õ said Sarah. Ônot that dreadful stuff.Õ
But Jessewould be glad to drink it, anything at this point to avoid a

migraine; nightmares. Then a bath and bed: he shivered with pleasure at
the thought of an entire night in comfort and safety. To sleep as long as
he liked . . .

As Meg handed him the mug of herbal tea, she let her hand rest on his
shoulder for a moment. Unprepared, he camouflaged his reaction with a
neck roll, almost smoothly enough to fool her that his muscles were stiff.
A small crease puckered her brow.

SarahÕsvoice cut across the open waters between them like the fierce
carved prow of a longboat. ÔAre youÕre OK? YouÕre very pale.Õ

Tomorrow. He would leave first thing tomorrow. He could feel the
weight of MegÕs solicitude bearing down on him like a second ship.

Why were they bothering with him, a complete stranger? Nobody just
took some kid in off the street. He liked them, but well-meaning people
were often the most dangerous sort. With the nasty ones you knew
where you stood, had no compunction about dealing with them. But
those fools who imagined they knew what was best for everybody else,
who were only doing it for your own goodÑif he heard that phrase one
more timeÑthey were the ones to watch out for. You wanted a little re-
lief, you wanted to trust them, and then wham! rammed by a bloody
frigate. And the self-righteous never forgave.

ÔWhatÕs the matter?Õ Sarah persisted.
ÔDrinkyour tea, Jesse,ÕMeg said. ÔIÕveadded some honey for energy.

Then get a good nightÕs sleep. ThereÕll be time enough to talk tomorrow.Õ
At least she hadnÕtsaid that things would look different in the morn-

ing, Jessethought. And then he understood that Meg had reproved
Sarah, however mildly.
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Sarah rose, collected the plates, and scraped the remains of JesseÕs
quiche into NubiÕsdish. The dog didnÕt need any prompting when it
came to food, and heÕdlicked the basin clean and bumped it noisily
acrossthe floor with his muzzle, trying to get the very last smear, before
they had a chance to wonder whether heÕdeat French cuisine. They all
laughed, even Jesse, and the slight tension in the room dissipated.

Sarah brought out a chocolate mousse and arched an eyebrow. Jesse
shook his head, then ducked it with a rueful grin. Headache or no head-
ache he could never resist chocolate.

ÔDoyou have something to sleep in?ÕMeg asked him when heÕdfin-
ished. ÔIf we get rain, the temperature will probably drop.Õ

ÔIraided those trunks in the attic,ÕSarah said. ÔIthought it would be
OK under the circumstances. But I forgot pyjamas.Õ

Sarah was studying her spoon from all angles, as if a secret password
were etched somewhere on its surface. Sheavoided looking at her moth-
er. There was a short silence.

ÔIt doesnÕt matter,Õ Jesse said. ÔI can manage without.Õ
ÔNo,itÕsfine,ÕMeg said. ÔWould you mind fetching a pair, Sarah?

There should be some in the smaller trunk, underneath the underwear
and T-shirts. IÕll bring Jesse an extra blanket in the meantime.Õ

Sarah nodded, and Jesse could see the relief on her face.
A door slammed from the front of the house. Nubi rose from his place

at JesseÕsfeet and stretched. He padded towards the kitchen door, cock-
ing his head curiously.

ÔIÕm back,Õ a manÕs voice bellowed.
ÔDad!ÕSarahwhooped, evidently forgetting to use his first name in her

enthusiasm.
Even Meg, normally soft spoken, couldnÕtrepress her delight. ÔFinn!Õ

she exclaimed.
The next few minutes passed in a jumble of hugs and kisses and par-

celsand casesand exclamations and camerasand questions and snatches
of sentences.Jessehad risen with the others and stood a little apart,
watching the effervescencewith unexpected pleasure. He couldnÕthelp
being caught up in their excitement. When things had quieted down,
SarahÕs father turned to Jesse.

ÔAnd this isÑÕ he began.
ÔJesse.ÕMeg said, her smile drawing him into their circle. ÔAnew

friend. HeÕll be staying the night.Õ
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SarahÕsdad nodded as if this were the most natural thing in the world
and extended his hand. JessewasnÕtused to such courtesy and took a
second to hold out his own. Finn noticed his hesitation.

ÔSorry,I didnÕtmean to put you on the spot. I travel so much that IÕve
grown accustomed to greeting people this way.ÕHis handshake was firm
and welcoming. ÔPleased to meet you.Õ

ÔMypleasure, sir,ÕJessesaid, touched by the manÕsattempt to put him
at ease.A handshake was surely normal in the kind of society the Ander-
sens frequented.

Sarah gawped. ÔSir?Õ
Her father laughed. ÔNowwhere did you find him, Sarah?I havenÕt

been calledsir by anyone not hoping for a tip since my military days.Õ
ÔI didnÕt know youÕd served in the army,Õ Sarah said.
ÔI didnÕt,Õ Finn said.
They all laughed. FinnÕsface was deeply tanned, his tonsure shaggy,

his beard a rich redgold. When he laughed, everything about him
laughedÑhis bright blue eyes,his gap teeth, his belly. He was a largeÑa
very largeÑman who didnÕtseem to mind the roll of fat that drooped
over his jeans.Jessewondered whose clothes theyÕdlent him. Obviously
not FinnÕs.

ÔYouÕre thinner,Õ Sarah said, jabbing her finger at her fatherÕs stomach.
ÔYeah,short rations and lots of hiking will do that to you.ÕHe glanced

at the kitchen table. ÔQuiche.Quiche.And chocolate mousse. Thank god
IÕm home before I starved to death.Õ

He went to the sink to wash his hands, then cut himself a thick wedge
and took a bite. He closed his eyes dramatically, smacked his lips,
sighed.

ÔIfthey had tasted that at Sparta, they wouldnÕt have bothered with
Helen.ÕHe grinned wickedly at his wife. ÔWell,not till theyÕdeaten their
fill.Õ

Meg blushed.
Jesse exchanged glances with Sarah. She wasnÕt even remotely

bothered. Was this the way it could be? People spending yearsÑa life-
timeÑtogether?

ÔFinn,cut it out. YouÕretoo old for jokes like that,ÕSarah said. ÔYouÕre
embarrassing Jesse.Õ

ÔOh ho, my girl, youÕre never too old for foreplay,Õ Finn said.
Now it was SarahÕsturn to blush. To cover up her discomfiture, she

began loading the dishwasher, but not before shooting a look at Jesse
which clearly said : parents!
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ÔItÕs fine,Õ Jesse said, a bit shyly.
Finn licked his fingers. ÔGood,Õhe said to Jesse.ÔIÕmglad to find thereÕs

someone your age who doesnÕtthink an untimely frost lies upon every-
one over thirty.Õ

ÔShakespeareÕs Capulet,Õ Jesse said with a grin.
ÔAn educated man!Õ
Finn spoke with a trace of accent which Jessetried and failed to

placeÑnot precisely American, certainly not Australian, but what?
ÔSo,Jesse,ÕFinn said, going to the fridge and peering in, Ôisthis your

dog or have my wife and daughter been busy with a new project?Õ
Jesse sat down at his place. He shrugged in resignation. ÔMine. Sort of.Õ
ÔSort of?Õ
Meg rummaged in a cupboard and brought out a bottle of wine. She

added wineglasses to the clutter on the table, a corkscrew. Finn picked
up the bottle and scrutinised the label, then tugged his beard.

ÔA good red,Õ he said. ÔAnother gift from a patient?Õ
ÔPatient?Õ Jesse asked.
ÔHasnÕtSarah told you?ÕFinn asked. ÔMegÕsnearly finished her train-

ing at the local loony bin.Õ
ÔFinn!Õ
ÔAll right, all right. Specialist registrar at our psychiatric hospital.Õ
ÔA psychiatrist?Õ asked Jesse, appalled.
ÔYes,for kids and teens,ÕFinn said. ÔBloodytough work, too. With

Sarah growing up and my being away so much, Meg decided sheÕd
stayed home long enough. It hasnÕtalways been easy, but itÕswhat she
loves.Õ

Finn decanted the wine and poured them all a glass.ÔAtoast,Õhe said,
holding his up to the light. ÔTo home and family and friends.Õ

ÔI donÕt drink,Õ Jesse said.
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Chapter7
ÔMay I come in?Õ

Jessenodded. The knock hadnÕtcome as a complete surprise, though
heÕdhoped to leave unobtrusively. HeÕdalready changed back into his
own things and packed his rucksack. SarahÕsmother must have ironed
his freshly washed clothes, for heÕdfound them neatly folded on the bed;
sheÕdeven mended a hole in the pocket of his jeans.His thank-you note
lay on the desk.

Meg closed the door behind her, something which JessecouldnÕtmake
out cupped in her right hand. In the dim light her face hovered like a
bright flame above a long taper. Her white jeans and shirt shone. Jesse
glanced at the window. HeÕdbeenso engrossedin his churning thoughts
that heÕd not noticed the change.

ÔA stormÕs coming,Õ Meg said.
The wind was rising, drawing a heavy curtain of cloud acrossthe sky

and masking the last twilight. The air crackled with energy. Meg moved
towards him and extended her right arm, pearly as the inner skin of an
onion. As Jessereached for the object in her hand, their fingertips
brushed. Cool bluewhite tongues flowed across his fingers and up his
arm. With an oath he took a step backwards. He waved his arm, and
drops of fire splashed onto the floor. His heart began to pound. Wildly,
he tried to shake off the flames. They splattered around him. He whirled
in panic, thinking to douse them, smother them . . . anything.

In the corner an emaciated, naked lad is lying on a mattress with his
arm acrosshis face. His long reddish hair is matted and filthy, his body
not much cleaner, and heÕs shivering violently.

ÔJesse,Õ Meg said, Ôplease stay. ItÕs not a good time to leave.Õ
At the sound of her voice the figure disappeared, aswell as the flames.

Jessespun back round to Meg, who was bending to retrieve whatever
sheÕd brought with her.

ÔWho are you?Õ Jesse cried.
Meg went to the doorway and switched on the overhead light.
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ÔItÕllrain soon,Õshe said. ÔAthunderstorm, I think. Where will you go?
WeÕre far from the city centre. Wait at least until morning.Õ

Slowly Jesseswivelled and examined every corner of the room. All
was empty and brightÑno deep shadows.

ÔDid you see him?Õ he asked, his voice urgent.
ÔNobody sees what anyone else sees.Õ
ÔDonÕt give me that meaningless drivel!Õ
ÔI canÕt help you if you wonÕt allow me to.Õ
ÔI havenÕt asked for your help, and I donÕt want it.Õ
But even to his own ears his protest sounded petulant, childish. He

averted his eyes, shocked by the sudden welling of tears. Becauseof
course she was right. Where would he go in the middle of the night? in
the middle of a thunderstorm? He swallowed, gagging at the coppery
taste.

ÔThereÕs absolutely no shame in accepting help,Õ Meg said.
Gingerly he seatedhimself on the bed and clasped his hands between

his knees, bowing his head. He tried to think.
Meg waited a few minutes, then came and stood nearby without

crowding him. No matter how grim, heÕdalways been able to see the
irony in a situation. So Meg knew how to handle a troubled adolescent,
did she?Of all the places for him to end up . . . But then she smiled, her
eyes compassionate, and he felt the warmth of her empathy. It wasnÕt
just a job for her. Maybe.

ÔHere, IÕve brought you this.Õ
Nestled snugly in her palm was a blue wooden top, a childÕstoy the

size of a large chestnut. Jesseacceptedit with misgiving. HeÕdalmost ex-
pected some kind of handoutÑclothes, enough money for a meal or two,
a referral card, all nothing heÕdaccept. But a top? What the hell was he
supposed to do with a top? And this from a shrink? Vampires, all of
them, feeding off other peopleÕs tainted blood. Playing their little games.

ÔDoyou mind if I sit down?ÕMeg asked, indicating the desk chair. ÔMy
eyeteeth are of normal length.Õ

Jessecaught his breath. He raised his eyes to MegÕs,which contained
nothing more than an amber gleam of laughter. And yet . . .

He gestured for her to sit, but his gaze returned to the corner of the
room. It occurred to him that if Meg hadnÕtbeenhere, the lad might have
spoken. Then vexed, he shook his head to dispel his own illusions. The
figure had seemedso real. Could Meg have had something to do with it?
He still hadnÕtrecovered that chunk of memory after heÕdfirst drunk her
brew.
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Jesseran his fingers along the smooth surface of the top. Ash, he
thought. The wood was warm, its varnish worn thin in places.The more
he rubbed, the more he enjoyed its texture.

ÔDonÕtgive me gifts,Õhe said, curt and almost surly. But he didnÕt
hand it back.

ÔYoumay need it,ÕMeg said. ÔIthas a habit of returning to where itÕs
needed.Õ

Shesat down facing Jesse.He soon realised that she had no intention
of saying another word till he spoke. Fine with him. Two could play that
game. He was good at it.

The curtains at the open window shivered. The air felt swollen,
bloated. Jesseheld himself stiffly on the bed; he could smell his own
sweat. He closed his eyesto find Emmy smiling at him above her glassof
milk, the usual moustache painting her upper lip. Shelicks at it with her
kitten tongue. No! Not that road, not here, not nowÑnot ever. MemoryÕs
nothing more than a combination of electrical and chemical codes, with
enough effort heÕll delete them. Eventually.

ÔIs Emmy a friend?Õ Meg asked.
He must have said the name aloud.
ÔNo,Õ he whispered, his voice unsteady.
ÔWould you like to tell me about her?Õ
He shook his head. ÔYouÕre a psychiatrist.Õ
ÔA punishable offence?Õ She smiled.
ÔIÕmnot mad,Õhe said defiantly. ÔTherewas a strange boy in the

corner.Õ
ÔYou donÕt have to prove it to me.Õ
ÔThen youdid see him.Õ
ÔThere are different kinds of seeing.Õ
Jesse searched her face, but she seemed perfectly serious.
ÔWho are you?Õ he asked. ÔWhatare you?Õ
ÔIthink you already know that words, powerful as they are, wonderful

as they are, can describe only a very thin slice of our realityÑsome be-
lieve, make our reality. Whatever I said would concealÑdistortÑmore
than it would convey to you.Õ

He jackknifed forward, his body sharp with anger,
his words steel-tipped. ÔTypicalshrink. Always twisting things. Always
wriggling out from under.Õ

ÔNotthe first one youÕvemet, I gather.ÕHer voice, though amused, car-
ried an undertone of regretÑapology, almost.

ÔI donÕt need this.Õ
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ÔYouÕrequite well readÑexceptionally so for your age, perhaps any
age. Surely you know about the Freudian mechanisms of negation and
disavowal.Õ

Suddenly tired, Jessedropped his head into his hands. A few fat rain-
drops splattered against the sill, and through the open window he heard
them beginning to spit on the patio roof, still warm from the dayÕsheat.
He dragged his gaze towards the window. While he and Meg had been
talking the sky had closed completely. Treetops were bowingÑalmost
coweringÑbefore black thunderclouds massed above the city. The cur-
tains blew inwards like a girlÕslong hair. Very soon the storm would
break in earnest.

ÔGiftsare hard,ÕMeg said. ÔYetfor all thatÑÕ Shebroke off and gazed
into the corner where the lad had been.

Jesse stared at her. A chill draught blew across the back of his neck.
ÔWhat do you see?Õ he asked.
JessecouldnÕttell if Meg heard him. A flash of lightning lit the sky,

momentarily blinding, followed almost immediately by a loud clap of
thunder. From the landing came the sound of Nubi whining, then his
paws scrabbling at the closed door, more whimpering. Jesseglanced
again at Meg, who hadnÕtmoved, then went to let him in. Their old bor-
der collie Bridget had always crawled under JesseÕs bed during a storm.

And then in one great fall as if the belly of the sky had been slashed
open with a sword, it rained. An awesome display of power. The storm
strode acrossthe city, its booted feet and balled fists heading straight for
this house and this moment and this encounter. Jessehad never been
afraid of lightningÑits fire was pure, and utterly exhilarating.

Jessecrossed to the window and leaned out over the sill. Rain lashed
his face,and the front of his T-shirt was soaked through within seconds.
Releasehad dispelled the heaviness in the air. A heady feeling of elation
seized hold of him, and fatigue forgotten, he closed his eyes, stretched
out his arms, and breathed . . . breathed. The next fork of lightning split
the sky with a jagged shriek. It leaped straight for him. The house shook
with the force of its impact. Meg rose with a hoarse cry from her seat,
staring in horror as a sheet of incandescent light enveloped Jesse.
Dazzled, she was forced to blink.

ÔMagnificent, isnÕt it?Õ
Smiling, Jessegestured towards the sky. HeÕdturned back from the

window. Meg could discern a faint play of luminescence along his skin,
like the glittering tracery of a great metropolis seenfrom the air at night,
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then a lingering glow, then the sheen of rain. The top lay on his palm,
unharmed.

Nubi whined from under the bed. Jesseknelt to coax the dog from his
hiding place, stroked him, laid his head on the animalÕsquivering flank.
Emmy had sometimes fallen asleep next to Bridget. Jessefelt a warning
prickle behind his lids.

ÔJesse.Õ
Meg stood above him. Her beautiful eyessaw too much. He buried his

face in NubiÕsfur, ashamed of his weakness.Shecrouched down next to
him, rested a gentle hand over his.

ÔPlease stay,Õ she said.

As Meg headed towards the kitchen to fix a platter of cheese and
crackers for everyone, she automatically glanced at her wrist when she
heard their grandfather clock strike the half-hour. Puzzled, she came to
an abrupt halt. Her watch was solid, self-winding, and SwissÑa gift
from Finn to celebrateher MRCPsych. A beautiful timepiece, it was nev-
er inaccurate. Sarah joked that they could use it to time the next Big
Bang. Then why had it stopped ten or twelve minutes ago? She looked
closer, and her fingertips began to tingle. She was wrong, it hadnÕt
stopped. The second hand was oscillating erratically, like the needle of a
compass in the presence of a moving magnet.

Jessestood on the roofed patio, smoking and watching the rain, which
had settled into a steady downpour. It had just gone ten, but Sarah was
still talking with her father while Meg frowned over a sheafof notes, half
listening to the conversation. Jessehad tried to read in his room but had
been too restlessto concentrate.For a while heÕdplayed with the top, not
that he believed it would help him to focus his thoughts despite MegÕs
claim. He had no use for hypnosis, or self-hypnosis. Finally heÕdgiven
up and come down to join the others. HeÕdeaten some cheese,feeling
awkward and uncomfortable, wondering the whole time whether heÕd
taken the right decision. He considered telling Sarah how annoyed he
was at her for concealing her motherÕsoccupation. But what was the
point? In a few hours heÕd be gone.

ÔAll right?Õ
Jesse turned at the sound of FinnÕs deep voice.
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ÔFine,ÕJessesaid. He didnÕt know why he should feel guilty being
caught with a cigarette.

Finn pulled out a pipe and filled it from a leather pouch. He tamped
down the tobacco with his forefinger. With a large old-fashioned light-
erÑa really handsome piece, silver, engraved, probably a genuine
ZippoÑFinn lit the tobacco and puffed with noisy enjoyment.

ÔMegdoesnÕtcare for cigarettes in the house.A pipe shedoesnÕtmind,Õ
Finn said, ÔbutI got used to an evening smoke outdoors on one of my
first expeditions. Even in winter I come outside, look up at the sky.Õ

ÔYouÕve been to many places, havenÕt you?Õ
ÔYes, too many, I sometimes think. It must be the Viking blood.Õ
ÔI wondered about your accent.Õ
ÔI grew up in Norway, though IÕve lived in several countries.Õ
ÔWhatdo you mean by toomany?ÕJesseasked, curious. He would love

to travel, see the places heÕdonly read about. What he did was not
travelling.

ÔItbecomesharder to look at things with an open mind, to appreciate
them. You get inured to strangeness.ÕHe looked at Jesse.ÔTosuffering
and poverty too.Õ

They were quiet for a time.
Jessestubbed out his cigarette, then bent and picked up the butt. ÔIÕll

be leaving in the morning,Õhe said. ÔThankyou for your hospitality. I ap-
preciate it.Õ

ÔWould you like to see my darkroom?Õ
Jesse nodded, relieved that Finn didnÕt press him to stay.
ÔComeon, then,ÕFinn said, stooping to knock the ash from his pipe in-

to a terracotta pot. ÔBefore Meg thinks of something for me to do.Õ
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Chapter8
The darkroom occupied most of the cellarÑthough in this casethe word
darkroomwas doubly a misnomer, for it comprised some six intercon-
necting rooms, brightly lit and eachwith its own function. In the printing
room Finn demonstrated the red safety lights, then explained the more
arcane pieces of equipment. The office seemed as much sitting room as
workplace, with its comfortable leather sofa and armchair, bookshelves,
refrigerator, and ultra high-tech espressomachine which could probably
produce rocket fuel in a pinch. Cameras, lenses, and filters lay every-
where; several tripods were stacked in a corner.

ÔDonÕt you do most everything on computers nowadays?Õ Jesse asked.
Finn smiled. ÔAcertain amount, of course. But I prefer the old-fash-

ioned methods. More subtlety, more depth of expression.Õ
ÔMay I have a look at some of your work?Õ
ÔNo need to be polite. Sarah hates it if I try to convert her friends.Õ
ÔI really like what IÕve seen upstairs.Õ
ÔOK. How about a coffee first?Õ
Jesse nodded, and Finn gestured towards the sofa.
ÔEspresso or cappuccino?Õ Finn asked.
ÔUh. . . cappuccino, I suppose.Õ
Jessewatched as Finn played with his machine. The heady smell of

coffee soon filled the room. Jesseaccepted the overlarge cup that Finn
passed him, added several spoonfuls of sugar, and took a cautious sip.
One cup should be OK. He was getting to like their bitter brew. It was a
little like the Andersens themselvesÑpotent, best in small doses.

Finn rummaged in one of his storage cupboards. ÔHere,Õhe said, tear-
ing open a packet of shortbread. ÔSecret supply.Õ He patted his stomach.

They drank their coffee and crunched their way through the biscuits in
companionable silence. When they had finished, Finn handed Jessea
large book, the kind that people bought as Christmas or birthday
presents.

ÔOneof my last projects. I know itÕsa coffee-table thing, but I did enjoy
doing the photographs.Õ
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Jesseslowly turned the pageswhile Finn fiddled with the computer on
his desk.

ÔDoyou mind if I check my email?ÕFinn asked. ÔIneed to do a bit of
catching up.Õ

ÔFine with me.Õ
Finn returned to his monitor, while Jessecontinued to study the book

on his lap. It was demanding, provocativeÑunexpected. He wondered
whose coffee tables it would grace. The photographs were brutal: mutil-
ated bodies, acts of violence, slaughterhouse scenesjuxtaposed with sen-
suous objectsÑa flower, a stone, a breast. There were abstract elements
in most of the photographs, and many of the colours had been manipu-
lated. Somepictures were monochromatic, some in black-and-white, oth-
ers in full colour. Jesseturned back to check the title of the book: Trans-
itions. There was no text.

One photograph made his heart race:a little girl lying naked on a fold
of black velvet. More than half her face was burnt away to the bone, and
there were huge blackened craters along most of her body. A glistening
seashell had been placed between her thighs, obscuring whatever re-
mained of her genitals. In colour it might have been horrendous, but in
black-and-white it shimmered with an otherworldly light.

Jesseclosed the book. He looked around the room. The air was cool,
the light artificial. It was impossible to tell whether it was still raining,
whether in fact it was night or day down here. A faint hum from the
fridge and computer were the only sounds he could detect, aside from
FinnÕs breathing. Even the shadows in the corners of the room didnÕt stir.

To take something like that and make it beautifulÑhis gut twisted at
the thought. What kind of man was Finn? A husband, a father, a niceguy.
He would never throw stones at a dog, never beat his daughter, never
murder anyone. Jesseclosed his eyes, but the image waited behind his
lids. He could feel the skin on his face grow clammy.

Jesse shoved the book onto the sofa and stood up.
ÔI feel sick,Õ he said. ÔIs there a toilet down here?Õ
Finn looked up, his face concerned. ÔA glass of water?Õ
Jesse shook his head.ÔJust the toilet,Õ he gasped.
Finn rose and put his arm around JesseÕsshoulders, which Jesseshook

off. Not that, not him. Finn led Jesseto the little alcove under the stairs
and snapped on the light.

ÔDo you want me toÑÕ
Jessebrushed past without answering and shut the door. He leaned

his head against the cool surface of the mirror above the basin, finding
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that his nausea subsided as soon as he was alone. A little girl no more
than five or six years old. Blond hair still intact on one side of her scalp.
Pearly fingernails on her left hand, dimpled. The other a blackened
stump. Jesse!Where are you? Cries struck from the cold metal of
memory. He grasped the sides of the basin. WhatÕsdone is done. There
are no second chances.

He stared at himself in the mirror. Not a mark on his face,not a single
scar anyone would be able to detect. Not that it matteredÑall the real
ugliness was inside. A fucking monster. How would he get through the
next fifty or sixty years?

Finn rapped softly on the door. ÔJesse,Õhis voice muffled, Ôareyou all
right?Õ

Jessegave himself one last mocking look in the mirror. Yeah, IÕmall
right . He splashed some water on his face and drank a few mouthfuls.
Finn would have heard any vomiting, but JessewasnÕtabout to stick his
fingers down his throat. He unbolted the door.

ÔIÕm fine,Õ he said. ÔIt was nothing. Just tired.Õ
Finn massagedthe skin beneath his beard, which in other men might

be a delaying tactic, or uncertainty, or even a good way to disguise a
stutter like that IÕmPhilip C-c-cankeryour newsocialworkerbut just call me
Phil fool.

ÔCome back and sit down,Õ Finn said.
ÔIÕdlike to go to bed.ÕJessefound it hard to avoid the implacable shut-

ter of FinnÕseyes.ÔItÕsbeena long day, and IÕdrather get an early start in
the morning.Õ

ÔSoon. I want to talk to you.Õ
Jesseconsidered refusing. It would be easyenough; he was leaving to-

morrow anyway, so what difference did it make? People expected teen-
agers to be rude and thoughtless, self-centred. And they were shit-scared
of the wild ones, the runaways, the kids begging for spare change;
scaredÑand ashamed, too.

Finn waited, his eyes calm and steady and unreadable. There was
nothing scared about him.

Jesse shrugged. He might as well hear what Finn had to say.
ÔWhich photo was it?ÕFinn asked after installing himself in the

armchair.
ÔI donÕt know what you mean.Õ
ÔIthink you do.ÕFinn spoke quietly enough, but Jessebegan to suspect

that the kindly teddy bear had claws. He should have known that
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anyone who could create such photographs was no fool, and no wimp
either. Yet there wasnÕt anything menacing in FinnÕs voice.

Finn reached over and handed him the book. ÔWhydonÕtyou show
me?Õ

The photograph had been about two-thirds of the way through the
volume. Jessestarted on the very first page, turning over eachleaf slowly
and deliberately as if he had trouble recognising what he was looking
for. It did no good. Finn watched him without an iota of impatience, the
way he probably watched all the victims of his lens.

When Jessefinally reached the photograph, he was prepared for it,
and still he flinched. Finn took the book out of his hands and studied the
image. He was quiet for a long while. Then he sighed.

ÔIcould tell you that the girlÕsbody was only a computer-generated
image, but you wouldnÕt believe me, would you?Õ

Jesse compressed his lips.
ÔIsometimes do a spot of work for the coronerÕsoffice and the police.

Mostly violent crimes against children. ItÕsmy way of trying to help out,
to make people aware of whatÕshappening, hopefully to change things a
bit.Õ

ÔYou call thishelping?Õ Jesse cried.
ÔIf it moves peopleÑÕ
Jesseinterrupted him. ÔYouhave no right! ItÕsa violation, the worst

kind. And then to make it so beautifulÑÕ Jessestopped, unable to contin-
ue. His voice had begun to shake. To his horror he felt the bitterness
well, then spill. How could he cry, when all he wanted to do was sneerat
this stupid, insensitive man? Finn would think him pathetic. Not that he
cared what Finn thought. Jessebit his cheek, but the more he tried to
hold back, the harder it became.He dropped his face into his hands. His
lungs and throat and bony shoulders were soon aching from the out-
pouring of grief, from the savagegale which tore through his frame. He
hadnÕt wept like this in years.

Swiftly Finn moved to JesseÕsside, the sofa sagging like an old friend
under his weight. Once again he laid his arm across JesseÕsshoulders.
This time JessedidnÕtpush him away. FinnÕsarm was strangely light, a
featherweight of flesh and bone and salty sweat. JessecouldnÕt have
borne a yoke.

Finn said nothing, just let him cry. FinnÕsown throat was tight, clog-
ging with compassion for this proud and wounded and magnificent
creatureÑhalf man, half child. We take the most perfect spirit, he
thought bitterly, and flay it, gouge it, twist it until it yields or breaks.
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What kind of beings are we? what monsters? what hitlers? Very gently
he caressedJesseÕsshoulder, his thumb making small circles on the worn
T-shirt. It did little to stop the shudders, shudders so strong that they
penetrated to his own core.

Gradually the spasms subsided. Jesseraised his head and stammered
an apology. Finn removed his arm but remained close. His bulk drew
Jesseagainst him the way a solid mass attracts a passing asteroid in the
cold empty corridors of space. Jessewiped his face with his hand,
sniffed. Finn fished in his pocket and brought out an old-fashioned
handkerchief.

ÔHere,Õ he said. ÔItÕs clean. Have a good blow.Õ
After making thorough use of the handkerchief, Jessecrumpled it in

his hand, then released his fingers so that the square of cloth unfurled
like a crocus in sunlight.

ÔI donÕt usually do this,Õ he said.
ÔNo,I imagine you donÕt.MoreÕsthe pity. ThereÕssuch a thing as tak-

ing reserve too far.Õ
ÔYoumean I should always sob on the shoulders of strangers?Õasked

Jesse with a hint of a smile.
Finn had a hearty chuckle. ÔLetÕsjust say that I prefer a man whoÕsnot

afraid to show his feelings.ÕThen his expression became sober. ÔEver
hear of Janis Joplin?Õ

ÔA blues singer, wasnÕt she? Back in the sixties?Õ
ÔYeah,rock with a heavy blues spin. My motherÕsa great fan of the

blues. Joplin died when I was a kid but one of her most famous songs
has always stayed with me. FreedomÕsjust anotherword for nothing left to
lose. . .Õ

Jesse thought about it for a few seconds, then nodded. ÔYeah, I see.Õ
ÔGood,becauseI would hate for you to go on believing that you donÕt

need anybody.Õ
Jessegazed down at the handkerchief still in his hands. ÔIÕmOK,Õhe

muttered.
ÔSheoverdosed, you know,ÕFinn said. ÔShewas twenty-seven years

old.Õ
Jesserose, walked to the nearest bookshelf, and ran his fingers along

the spines of a row of books, their comforting voices now muted by a
soft prattle from beyond the thick stone walls of the house.

ÔItÕs still raining?Õ he asked.
ÔA real keeper. Probably rain right through till morning.Õ
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Jesseturned and looked at Finn, who hadnÕtmoved from the sofa. ÔI
donÕt do drugs.Õ

ÔThatÕs not what I meant. There are lots of different ways to overdose.Õ
A long silence, interrupted by a ping from the computer.
ÔIncoming mail,Õ Finn said.
ÔYou want to get some work done.Õ
Again Jessetrailed his fingers along the books, lingering over one or

two large glossy volumes as though reluctant to leave. Finn yawned,
then levered himself to his feet, stretched, and yawned again. He was
getting too old for airplanes and time zones and jetlag.

ÔAnother cup of coffee?Õ Finn asked.
Jesseshook his head. The coffee machine gurgled and hissed while

Finn waited, his occasionalsideways glance asunobtrusive ashis profes-
sion required, but the boy seemedhypnotised by the row of books. There
were still traces of tears on his cheeks.

Once the espresso was ready, Finn crossed the room to his desk,
pulled out his chair, and settled down. Through the rising steam from
his cup he finally ventured to study Jessemore closely; to admit to him-
self the direction of his thoughts.

Finn wasnÕta particularly religious manÑhe just managed Christ-
masÑbut his heart was beating with something bordering on hope. Is
this what he is? Finn asked himself. A second chance?A way to redeem
ourselvesÑ myself? Coming out of nowhere. Homeless, needy. Hardly
older than a boy. Nothing left to lose. WeÕvetried so hard to make sense
of things. To get on with living, the way everyone always says.Does the
universe ever throw us a gift? Or does it just seem that way? And what
does it matter so long as we get it right this time?

Finn was careful to keep his voice even when he spoke. ÔIthink you
owe us something for the meals and bed.Õ

Jessejerked his hand away from the books as though an electric cur-
rent had run through his fingers. ÔI beg your pardon?Õ he stammered.

ÔDonÕt look so alarmed. I only want a promise from you.Õ
ÔWhat sort of promise?Õ
Finn regarded him shrewdly. ÔYourword that you wonÕtsteal away in

the early hours before having breakfast with me.Õ
Jesse exhaled in relief. He hadnÕt been aware of holding his breath.
ÔOK,Õhe said. ÔThatI can do.ÕHe grinned crookedly. ÔHowdid you

know? And how do you know you can trust me?Õ
Finn ignored the first question. ÔIfI didnÕttrust you, we wouldnÕt be

having this conversation. You only say what you mean, donÕt you?Õ
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Jesseducked his head, inordinately pleased as if heÕdjust been given a
gift, one heÕdlonged and longed for without the least hope of fulfil-
mentÑa little boy who knew there was no way his parents could afford
that train set for Christmas.

ÔSarahwill probably sleep in, but Meg has to be at the hospital by
eight. I usually make breakfast and eat with her when IÕmhome. Is
quarter to seven too early for you?Õ

ÔNo.Õ
ÔYouneednÕtÑÕFinn broke off. ÔNevermind, go to bed. I want to fin-

ish up some paperwork. WeÕll talk tomorrow.Õ
Jessenodded. He handed Finn his handkerchief, which the older man

carelessly stuffed back into his pocket, and made for the stairs. At the
doorway he paused, absentmindedly fingered the supple black leather of
a motorcycle outfit hanging near the door, then turned round.

ÔMr AndersenÑÕ Jesse began.
ÔFinn.Õ
ÔFinn.The photographs are very beautiful. ItÕsjust thatÑÕHe stopped,

wondering how to go on without reopening the wound. ÔThegirl. The
burn victim. I was wrong. The obscenity is in me, not in the photo.Õ

Finn was holding a pencil in his hand, an elegant mechanical one. He
clicked the feed a few times, pressed the fragile lead back into the body
of the pencil, clicked again.

ÔInever photograph the dead without a senseof debt, and deep re-
spect. They teach us in a way that the living never can. The police told
me something about her history. Her parentsÑÕ

ÔNo!Õ
The pencil lead snapped.
ÔI canÕt,Õ Jesse said. ÔNot yet.Õ
Finn laid the pencil down. Leaning his elbows on his desk, he steepled

his hands and tapped them repeatedly against pursed lips, a gesture that
already seemed familiar to Jesse.

ÔJesse, if you donÕt revisit the past, you forfeit the future.Õ
Jesse looked at Finn with deeply dungeoned eyes. ÔI have no past.Õ
ÔEveryone has a past,Õ Finn replied.
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Chapter9
Jessewoke to a pale skin forming acrossthe sky. He liked to sleep with
open window and open curtains and open nightscape, not that he be-
lieved his dream soul wandered to other realmsÑheÕdleave that to the
sociologists and shamanic freaks. And no sane person wanted to go
where his dreams often took him. But tonight the storm seemedto have
washed his mind clean; he couldnÕt recall a single dream.

He glanced towards the window. The rain had stopped, and the air
smelled warm and sweet, like the dayÕsfirst milking. HeÕdleave right
after breakfast. Hot water, a soft clean bed, and foodÑalways
foodÑhow easy it was to become seduced by comfort.

That photograph. JesseÕsthoughts skidded towards it, though he
wrenched the steering wheel and tried to apply the brakesÑa mistake, as
any driver could have told him. He recalled reading that certain cultures
wouldnÕt submit to photographs: the camera stole their souls. There was
a kind of magic in it, he had to admitÑthe blank sheet of paper floating
in a chemical bath, then the image gradually materialising, summoned
forth from some incorporeal dimension. But the little girl had not been
coaxed to surrender her soul; it had been wrest from her by fire before
Finn had ever set eyes on her pitiful corpse.

Now wide awake, Jessesat up and swung his legs over the side of the
bed, ran his hands through his hair. He wanted to see the photograph
again. It was not a good ideaÑhe knew that. But maybe if he steered into
the skid . . .

Nubi made a half-hearted attempt to accompany Jesse,but curled up
on the mat at the whispered command to stay. Someone must have
trained him, and Jessewondered what stories the dog might recount. At
least the Andersens would treat him kindly or, Jessetrusted, find him a
good home. NubiÕseyesinvited soppy metaphor as the two of them, dog
and boy, regarded eachother for a moment before Jesseslipped barefoot
from the room, admonishing himself sternly that he couldnÕtpossibly
manage with a pet.
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The house was still. Jessehad no trouble making his way to the cellar
stairs, where he paused before descending. Not even a snore. The house
could easily have beenempty. Jesseshut the cellar door behind him care-
fully, and with the handrail as guide, groped his way in the dark. Once
satisfied that nobody was in the darkrooms, heÕdswitch on the light. It
would have been simple enough to knock or call out. He couldnÕthave
explained why he didnÕtwant Finn to know about his sudden impulse. It
felt like a guilty secret, pocket change stolen from a parentÕs wallet.

Jessefound the book straightaway. Finn had left it on his desk, as
though he himself intended to open it in the morning. If anything, the
photograph was worse than Jesseremembered. Emmy had been about
the same age when she diedÑa guess, it was hard to read the glossy
corpse. One look, then he thrust the book aside. He longed to tear the
page out, rip it into pieces. He leaned over FinnÕsdesk, grasping the
wooden edge with both hands, gripping until his muscles cramped. He
could feel the memories rising, his blood roaring, a river in spate which
threatened to burst its banks and engulf him in flame. A hot wind blow-
ing ashes off the roof. HeÕsrunning through the garden towards the
door, sobs keening in his ears. Jesse,she cries. Jesse!He swallowed, for-
cing back the vile taste in his mouth. Had he only imagined the stench of
burnt meat and charred bone? He could never be certain. It felt like
memory.

He reached for the book again and stared at the photograph. He had
never got to seeEmmy. If there had beenanything left to see.He splayed
his hand acrossthe page, closed his eyes, fingered the sharp edge of the
paper. It wonÕtchange anything, he told himself. You can tear it out of
the binding, but not out of your head. But he knew that unless he left,
and soon, he might not be able to check himself. His fingers tightened on
the paper, sweat trickling down the sides of his chest. It was cool down
here. Why was he sweating, for godÕs sake? It was just abook.

ÔJesse?Õ
He gasped. And then that surge of fiery release, so strong that the

book before him ignited.
ÔJesse!Õ
He was fast. In a matter of seconds heÕdbeaten out the fire with his

handsÑit had only been a small one, after all. If it werenÕtfor the faint
pall of smoke, not even enough to set off the detectors, and the acrid
smell, there would be no reason to imagine a fire. Except for the curled
and blackened pages of the book.
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Sarahstared at Jessein utter astonishment. Shelooked from his face to
the desk to his face again. He met her interrogation without flinching.

ÔShow me your hands,Õ she demanded. ÔAre they burnt?Õ
He held them out. They werenÕteven reddened. It had really been a

very small blaze.
ÔAnd the man in the park?Õ she asked slowly.
Jesselooked away. HeÕdbeen hoping she wouldnÕt be reminded of

that. He kept underestimating her. What answer could he possibly give
her?
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Chapter10
Sarahappeared in the kitchen just in time to peer over FinnÕsshoulder at
the frying pans.

ÔWheredid you find all that bacon?Õsheasked.ÔYoucanÕthave been to
the shops already.Õ

ÔUndera bag of chips thatÕssplit its guts. SomebodyÕsgoing to have to
defrost that deep freeze before we need an axeÑor a flame-thrower.Õ
FinnÕsgaze rested on Jessefor a moment as he handed Sarah two plates
of scrambled eggs and mushrooms. ÔWhatare you doing up so early
anyway?ÕHe made Nubi sit for his share of bacon. ÔTurnover a new
branch?Õ

ÔLeaf, you mean. As in book.Õ
ÔNope. Forest, maybe, for the amount of paper youÕd need.Õ
Even Nubi seemedto grin. Sarahsnorted and tossed her plait over her

shoulder. ÔItÕs too early for bad jokes.Õ
Finn brought Jessea heaped plate, then sat down and tucked into his

own breakfast. It was only after heÕdeatenseveral rashersof bacon and a
thickly buttered slice of toast, heavy with jam, that he paused for breath.
ÔIÕve really missed good home-cooking.Õ

ÔYouÕregoing to put back all those pounds within a week,ÕMeg said
drily.

ÔNowdonÕtstart with that again.ÕFinn turned to Sarah. ÔHeardfrom
Katy yet?Õ

ÔAn email a few days ago.Õ
ÔHowÕs it going?Õ Finn asked.
ÔNottoo bad. Hot.ÕSarah explained to Jesse.ÔKatyÕsone of my best

mates. SheÕsworking on an Indian reservation in Arizona for the sum-
mer holidays.Õ

ÔNative Americans,Õ Finn said. ÔNavajo, in this case.Õ
Meg glanced at her bare wrist, then up at the clock.
ÔDonÕt forget your watch.Õ Finn said.
ÔIt needs to be repaired.Õ
ÔWhat have you done? Taken a sledgehammer to it?Õ Sarah asked.
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ÔJusta minor adjustment,ÕMeg shot a warning look at Finn, who was
about to make one of his comments. ÔLook,IÕmgoing to be late if I donÕt
hurry.ÕShe addressed Sarah. ÔIÕveleft a shopping list and some money.
Could you pick up the things we need for supper? WeÕregoing to barbe-
cue. IÕll be back by eight.Õ A smile. ÔTruly.Õ

ÔOK.Õ Sarah buttered a piece of toast. ÔAnything else?Õ
ÔTell your father when you go out, and donÕt forget your mobile.Õ
Sarah made a face at her mother.
ÔImean it, Sarah Louise Andersen. You must be the only teenager in

the country whose ear is not permanently affixed to the phone.Õ
ÔThink of how much IÕmsaving you. I ought to get more pocket

money.Õ
No stranger to such comments, Meg wiped her fingers on her napkin

and laid it at her place. She turned to Jesse,her voice level, her eyes
gentle. ÔDo I need to say goodbye?Õ

Jesseducked his head, go and stay chasing round and round in his
mind like cat and dog, round and round again. He looked over at Nubi,
whose opinion couldnÕthave been more obvious: maybe you prefer a
bridge, but IÕlltake a clean mat and bacon any day. And IÕdlike another
chance at that stuck-up, pampered feline whoÕsbegging to be taught a
little respect.

Finn intervened. ÔLeavethe boy, Meg. He and I have got a few things
to sort out.Õ

After breakfast Finn sent Sarah off to the newsagent by bike.
ÔJesseand I will tidy the kitchen,Õhe said. When she scowled, he ad-

ded, ÔWell,you can always do the dishes at supper if youÕrefeeling
slighted. And I think Meg mentioned something about the downstairs
loo. A good scrub, wasnÕt it?Õ

Sarah snorted at her fatherÕs perfidy but left the two of them alone.
ÔSheÕsa good kid,ÕFinn said after sheÕdgone. ÔSheÕllgive us enough

time to talk.Õ
Jesse said nothing.
ÔMore coffee?Õ Finn asked.
Jesse shook his head.
Finn poured himself another mug, then added cream and a hefty

amount of sugar. ÔMegÕsalways after me to leave off the sweet stuff,Õhe
despaired. ÔJust this once.Õ
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JesseÕslips twitched. He pushed back his chair. ÔIÕllstart the washing
up.Õ

ÔAfterwards,Õ Finn said. ÔThis wonÕt take long.Õ
Now was the opportunity. Jesseplayed with the crumbs on his plate,

considering how to explain.
ÔLetÕs start with the fire in my office,Õ Finn said.
ÔIwas just about to tell you.ÕJessedidnÕtlike the way it made him ap-

pear, as if heÕdbeen planning to sneak off like a pathetic coward. ÔLook,
IÕm sorry. IÕll repay you as soon as I can.Õ

ÔDonÕt pretend to be obtuse.Õ
Jessestared at his plate for a long time. ÔIguessyouÕrenot going to be

satisfied with something like spontaneous combustion,Õ he finally said.
ÔGood guess.Õ
Jesse shrugged. ÔI canÕt give you an explanation.Õ
ÔItÕs happened before?Õ
ÔYeah.Õ
In the lengthy silence Finn wondered whether Meg had ever run into

this sort of thing. And there was that researchproject heÕdheard about,
the one Ayen was directing.

ÔHow long have you been on the run?Õ Finn asked.
ÔIÕm all right. I donÕt need any help.Õ
Finn tilted his chair back onto its rear legs, folded his hands acrosshis

midriff, and regarded Jessesoberly, without a trace of pity. ÔThatÕsnot
what I asked you.Õ

ÔA few months.Õ
ÔA police matter?Õ
ÔNo.Õ
ÔGood.ÕHe saw JesseÕsgrimace. ÔIhave some experience with the po-

lice. They donÕtalways get things right. How could they? But it makes
things a lot easier if theyÕre not involved.Õ

ÔIÕmnot wanted for anything criminal.ÕMal would never have repor-
ted the damage to his models. Not after JesseÕs phone call.

ÔHow old are you?Õ
ÔOldenough to decide where I want to live, what I want to do with my

life.Õ
ÔWhich is?Õ
Jesse didnÕt answer.
ÔYou donÕt know, do you?Õ
ÔThatÕs my problem.Õ
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ÔNo,itÕsnot. ItÕseveryoneÕsproblem. A society is responsible for its
kids.Õ

ÔAn activist,Õ Jesse sneered.
ÔIÕvebeen called worse.ÕFinn kept his temper. ÔYouÕllhave to do a lot

better than that if you want to rock me. Do you have any idea of the
places IÕvebeen, the things IÕveseen?ÕOnly the sharp scything motion of
his hand revealed the depth of his feelings.

Jessehunched his shoulders. There was a long deep scratch, almost a
groove, on the tabletop in the shape of an irregular z, as though a child
had tried to carve a lightning bolt. Jessetraced his finger along itÑback
and forth, back and forth.

ÔYouknow, Jesse,youÕreyoung and smart, with all your parts in
working order, while IÕveseen kids with half a face, kids crawling on
legs stunted by polioÑ polio, for godÕssake, in this day and ageÑkids
orphaned and emaciated by AIDS. And most of them tenacious little
buggers who, despite having been dealt a bloody lousy hand, donÕtgive
up.ÕFinn gestured towards Jesse,a knife thrust. ÔLookat yourself. Take a
good hard look. YouÕvegot your whole life ahead of youÕÑhe couldnÕt
miss the contemptuous expression that crossed JesseÕsfaceÑÔyour whole
life, and I donÕtmind repeating it, no matter how trite it sounds, because
itÕsobvious youÕveno clue where to go and what to do. YouÕrerunning
like a car on empty. Have you got any ideaÑany idea whatso-
everÑwhatÕs likely to happen to you if you keep going?Õ

JesseÕs chair screeched. ÔIÕm not going toÑÕ
ÔSitdown!Õ FinnÕsvoice cracked over JesseÕshead, while his chair

thumped back solidly onto all four legs.
The clock ticked asJessehesitated, a low steady pulse. Then he sat. So-

metimes it was easiestto wait things out. He didnÕthave to listenÑheÕd
heard it all a million times before.

But Finn had finished. He drank his coffee. He went to the kettle and
filled it, plugged it in. He fussed with coffee beans and electric grinder
and filter. He began to wash the frying pans. The smell of fresh coffee
wafted across the room. Jesselooked through the open kitchen door to
where Nubi lay on a sunny patch of lawn, gnawing on a stick. The sun-
dial winked from its pool. It took Jessea few minutes longer to work out
that Finn would clean the entire kitchen, if necessaryÑand paint it
tooÑbefore saying another word. An unusual man, Jessehad said to
Sarah. He wondered if she understood just how unusual.

ÔFinn?Õ
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SarahÕsfather brought the coffee pot to the table and sat down. This
time Jesse accepted a refill.

ÔIÕd like to hear what you have to say,Õ Jesse said.
Finn leaned his elbows on the table. He took his time, tapping his fin-

gers against his lips and staring off into space. Liam used to do
thatÑretreat into his own head at odd moments. It was one of the first
things Jessehad noticed about him, and in time Jessehad come to under-
stand how painfulÑ physically painfulÑthe world of assessmentsand
bureaucracy and parents and sarky kids and pretence could be for him.
In his blackest moods Liam had said that sex was his only release,his
sole escape from himself. They had never spoken of love.

Then Finn asked an unexpected question. ÔHaveyou ever ridden a
motorbike?Õ

Jesse shook his head.
ÔWould you like to learn?Õ
ÔIÕvenever really thought about it,ÕJessesaid warily. ÔIsuppose so.

Why?Õ
ÔMotorcyclejourneys have a way of travelling into the past as well as

the future.Õ
ÔPirsig.Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance.Õ
Finn whistled in appreciation. ÔYou really have done a lot of reading.Õ
ÔAn old paperback I picked up somewhere.Õ
Finn tapped some more with his fingers. ÔTellme, Jesse,just how good

is your memory, exactly?Õ
There was no point in false modesty with this man. ÔGood.Õ
Finn picked up his mug and swirled the hot coffee round, blew on it,

but set it down again without drinking.
ÔPirsighas his flaws, but I like the motorcycle metaphor, and some of

the fundamental questions he raises havenÕtchanged. Maybe they never
do. Meg thinks me mad, but I find biking exhilaratingÑempowering
even. I get most of my best ideas when biking. If a really tough problem
is plaguing me, I try to get out on my Harley.ÕThen he grinned. ÔOf
course, itÕs also great fun.Õ

Jessevisualised a beach,seabirds, waves. ÔDoyou ever go as far as the
coast?Õ

ÔItÕsnot even a hard afternoonÕsride. Longer, of course, if you want to
enjoy the beauty of the countryside.ÕFinn chuckled. ÔPirsigÕssecondary
roads.Õ

ÔI was planning to make my way there. IÕve never been to the sea.Õ
ÔThat can be arranged. IÕd love to introduce you to biking.Õ
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Jesse drank some of his coffee, uncertain how to react.
ÔLook,hereÕsour proposal,ÕFinn said. ÔStaythe rest of the summer

with us. WeÕvegot plenty of room. ItÕsonly a month or so till school be-
gins. Take some time to think about who you are, what you want. No
strings attached. YouÕllbe free to come and go asyou pleaseÑwell, with-
in the normal limits of a home.Õ

ÔYoudonÕteven know me. Why would you offer me something like
this?Õ

FinnÕsgaze shifted inward for a moment. Then he sighed, blinking
rapidly. ÔIsnÕt it obvious?Õ

ÔNot to me.Õ
ÔBecause you need it.Õ
Jessewaved a hand towards the kitchen door and passagebeyond. ÔI

donÕt see a whole lot of other indigents lodged here.Õ
Finn stared unflinchingly at Jesse,who suddenly found he couldnÕt

look away. His hands began to tremble, so that he was forced to grip the
edges of his chair seat. Finn leaned forward and still would not release
him.

ÔWhatwill it be, Jesse?The future or the past? YouÕregoing to have to
chose.Sure youÕvehad a tough time. Anyone can seethat, not just Meg.
But itÕs not a life sentence. Or it doesnÕt have to be.Õ

With an effort Jesseaverted his eyes.An unbidden picture of his fam-
ily, their last meal together. One of his motherÕsroast chickens. He can
taste the crisp brown skin that Emmy wonÕteat. He can taste the cold la-
ger with its head of foam from which heÕsallowed to sip. And the other
taste, the one mingling with the smell of sweat and the sound of harsh
loud breaths, hot against his neck. Again, and again. Will it never end?
PainÑhot and fierceÑflays his back, his shoulders, his throat. Jesse!
Where are you? ItÕs hot. Jesse!

ÔJesse.Õ
Jesse tore himself away from the memory. ÔI canÕtÐÕHis voice

splintered. Then brokenly, ashes of the past clogging his throat, dry
chalky whispers, ÔThere was a fire.Õ

ÔI thought there must have been.Õ
ÔYouÕve got no idea. None at all!Õ Jesse cried. ÔI killed them. . .Õ
FinnÕs sea-blue eyes washed over him with unbearable kindness.
ÔIkilled them . . .ÕThe anguish in his voice sliced through the slowly

rising waves like a dragon-head.
ÔIt hurts, I know.Õ
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The bone-cage tightened around JesseÕshead. He gasped, then his
throat and lungs constricted. All colour bleached from the room, and the
room began to pitch. He rose, grasping the table for support. It was only
a few steps to the garden. Air, he just needed some fresh air. Breathe,he
told himself. But there was no air. His face was cold. He floated outside
his skin. He saw himself start to slide, saw Finn stand and catch him,
saw them enter the whiteout together.

Jesseopened his eyesto find Finn sitting next to him on the bed, look-
ing worried.

ÔJesse?Õ Finn said. ÔAre you all right? You gave me a bit of a fright.Õ
Jessescanned the roomÑno flames, no blackened timbers, no skelet-

ons. An ordinary bedroomÑprosaic, safe.The way heÕdleft it this morn-
ing. At the edge of his vision something stirred. His eyesdarted towards
the corner. No ghosts.

ÔWhat happened?Õ Jesse asked. ÔHow did I get here?Õ
ÔYou fainted so I carried you upstairs.Õ
ÔHow long was I out?Õ
ÔOnly a few minutes. SarahÕs not even back yet.Õ
Jessesank back against the pillow. He closed his eyes against the

bright sunlight, glad that Meg hadnÕtbeen here to take over. At FinnÕs
next words he snapped them open again.

ÔIthink you need a thorough check-up. Just to make sure nothingÕs
wrong.Õ

ÔIÕm not HIV-positive, if thatÕs what youÕre afraid of.Õ
ÔThat was the furthest thing from my mind.Õ
ÔIÕm fine,Õ Jesse insisted. ÔI donÕt drink, I donÕt do drugs, I eat.Õ
Finn smiled. ÔTrue,youÕvegot a healthy appetite. But IÕdfeel better if

you at least let Meg have a look at you.Õ
ÔNo!Õ
Finn regarded him for a moment, then dropped his hand briefly onto

JesseÕsshoulder before getting to his feet. A chessplayer, Finn knew that
it was sometimes expedient to sacrifice a piece.

ÔWhoÕs Emmy?Õ he asked.
ÔHow do you know about Emmy?Õ
ÔYou said her name as you were coming round.Õ
Jesse hesitated. ÔShe was my sister.Õ
ÔThe fire?Õ
Jesse nodded, not trusting himself to speak.
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A burst of high-pitched laughter through the open window, a shout of
my turn. Somelittle girls were playing in the neighbouring garden. High-
er, Jesse,push me higher! Jesseswung his legs over the side of the bed
and sat up. His head felt light, but there was no dizziness. He rubbed his
hands through his hair.

ÔIÕll clear up in the kitchen,Õ Jesse said.
ÔLeave it for now. I want you to take it easy.Õ
ÔStop worrying. It was onlyÑÕ Jesse broke off, unwilling to continue.
Finn bent to pick up a jumper that had slipped to the floor. He shook it

out slowly and draped it over the foot of the bed.
ÔItÕsOK,ÕFinn said. ÔWhenyouÕreready to talk about the fire, IÕllbe

there to listen. Bepatient with yourself, Jesse.Begoodto yourself. YouÕve
been on the road for a while now. YouÕreexhaustedÑmentally, physic-
ally. Emotionally. Give yourself the chance to build up your reserves.Õ

ÔMaybe. . . just a day or two.Õ
They heard a door slam and NubiÕs welcoming bark. Sarah was back.
ÔIsuppose Sarah will want to go out. DonÕtlet her drag you along if

youÕrenot up to it. She can be rather overbearing sometimes. Nobody
will mind in the least if you decide to spend the day in bed or lazing in
the sun or reading,Õ Finn said.

ÔI think IÕd like to visit a library,Õ Jesse ventured.
ÔNo problem. Sarah can take you.Õ
ÔAnd maybe ask round for some work.Õ
Finn looked thoughtful. ÔLetme seewhat I can do.ÕHe tugged at his

beard for a short while, ten seconds,twenty, then grinned and punched
the air like a lad. ÔGot it! Ever seen a narrowboat?Õ

Jessemarvelled at the ease he felt in the older manÕscompany. He
would have done anything for a foster father like Finn. Then Jessereal-
ised the direction of his thoughts. Shit. He remembered with bitterness
the first foster home, then the next. A new start: a kidÕssad little promise
to himself. HeÕdstill wanted to make it work in those early years. It had
taken him a while, but heÕdlearned. Altruism was about as likely as time
travel. And even kindness had its limits.

So why the fuck was he doing it again?
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Chapter11
Sarah chased her father out of the kitchen with an egg whisk.

ÔJesse and I will tidy up. I know youÕre dying to get to work.Õ
Finn eyed the small pool forming at SarahÕsfeet, then chewed his bot-

tom lip without looking directly at Jesse. ÔWellÑÕ
ÔGoon, weÕlltake care of it,ÕJessesaid, reaching for the roll of paper

towels. ÔIÕm OK,Õ he added firmly.
The dishwasher was midway through a cycle, chortling ghoulishly to

itself. Nubi had taken one look at the machine and retreated again to the
garden. Who knew what it might eat next?

Sarah tossed the whisk into the sink.
ÔLetÕsjust rinse the breakfast things. We can stack them on the work-

top till the dishwasherÕs empty.Õ
ÔThesefew dishes?ÕJessescoffed. ÔItwonÕt take us more than ten

minutes. I donÕt fancy leaving the kitchen untidy.Õ
Sarahcould tell from the set of his shoulders that he would do it alone

if she refused. And she didnÕt care for the impudent glint in his eyes.
Think her spoilt, did he? She began to run hot water into the sink, then
went to the table to collect plates and mugs.

ÔComedown when youÕvefinished, and IÕllgive you the laptop,ÕFinn
said from the doorway.

ÔLaptop?Õ Sarah asked. ÔNot your spare?Õ
ÔI told Jesse he could use it.Õ
ÔFinn! IÕve asked you and asked you!Õ
ÔYou know the new PCÕs always available,Õ Finn said.
ÔYeah right. When MumÕs not hogging it, you mean.Õ
ÔI donÕt want to cause any problems,Õ Jesse said.
ÔNo problem, Jesse,Õ Finn said.
Sarahflounced to the sink and began to crash plates and mugs togeth-

er, her plait swinging with petulance. Bloody male bonding. Jesse
wouldnÕt answer any of her questions about his weird talents, but she
bet heÕd told Finn plenty.

ÔHold on,Õ said Jesse, Ôlet me wash. You can dry.Õ
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Finn beat the classic hasty retreat while Sarah and Jesseargued over
who was more likely to break things. Once theyÕdsettled the issue, they
worked quickly and well together, though the air still held a few more
charged particles than strictly necessary.It didnÕttake them long to fin-
ish. Sarah was filling ice cube trays when Jesseballed the J-cloth heÕd
been using to wipe the tabletop and tossed it into the sink, just missing
the tip of her nose.

ÔJesus!Now my T-shirtÕssoaked,ÕSarahexclaimed. ÔIÕdhate to seeyou
with a basketball.Õ

ÔIf IÕd intended to hit you, I would have.Õ
Arms akimbo, she glared at him for a moment. ÔAwfully sure of your-

self, arenÕtyou?ÕThen, poised on the cusp of a grin, she raised an eye-
brow. ÔOrmaybe you did that on purpose. Like Kevin would have, to
highlight my nipples.Õ

Jessecoloured and bent to pick up a stray piece of eggshell, then
straightened with an apologetic gesture. ÔSarah,please donÕtbe cross
with me. I wish you hadnÕtseen that business with the fire, but you
have, and I canÕtchange it. ItÕsjust not something IÕmready to talk
about.Õ

Her expression softened. ÔMaybe when you know me better.Õ
ÔMaybe.ÕHe looked round for a broom. ÔWeought to do the floor. ItÕs

full of crumbs and dog hair.Õ
ÔLater. ItÕs too nice to stay indoors.Õ
The doorbell rang.
ÔGo fetch the damn laptop while I see who it is,Õ Sarah said.
Jessewas busy in the office for twenty minutes while Finn cleared

some old files and explained how to operate the computer. Jesselistened
politely, though it was all patently obvious. FinnÕsmodel was a little out-
dated, but perfectly serviceable, or would be once Jessemade a few
modifications.

Climbing the stairs from the darkroom, Jesseheard low voices and
SarahÕslaugh from the direction of the sitting room. Talk slowed to a halt
as Jesseentered the room. Mick, Kevin, and Tondi were clustered in a
knot around Sarah. There was an awkward pause.

ÔLookwhoÕshere,Õdrawled Mick, his eyes travelling from JesseÕsbare
feet to his tousled hair. Mick winked at Sarah, but his eyes were cold.
ÔYou didnÕt tell us you had company.

Sarahdropped her gazeand shifted from foot to bare foot, at last arch-
ing the left into an improbable crescent and tracing half-circles on the
floor with stork-like grace. She couldnÕt be clumsy if she tried. Jesse
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asked himself if she were embarrassed by his own presence or MickÕs
taunt. Tightening his lips, he set the laptop on the floor and moved to her
side. Though his heart was racing, he forced himself to show nothing but
cool disdain. Sarah settled into a quiet stance but kept her eyes down-
cast, and her discomfiture fuelled his anger. Up close her skin smelled
warm and faintly yeasty, like a new-baked loaf. A pulse beat suddenly in
JesseÕsthroat. He must have communicated something to her, for she
stiffened slightly. Her arm brushed hisÑa prickling of the hairs along his
skin.

ÔWantto do a little skating?ÕJesseasked in a voice he himself hardly
recognised.

Mick grinned but a muscle in his temple jumped. ÔNottoday, Jesse
boy, not today. WeÕregoing to the club pool.ÕHis glance barely flicked
towards Sarah. ÔReady, Sar?Õ

ÔIÑI donÕtknow. ItÕsawfully early yet,Õshe said, her eyes still on her
feet.

ÔJust got out of bed?Õ Mick smirked.
The others laughed. No way, thought Jesse, no bloody way.
ÔIÕmafraid weÕvegot other plans.ÕJesseÕsvoice was quiet and pleasant

and regretful. He might have been refusing an invitation to tea. ÔAnother
time, perhaps. Like next year. Or next century.ÕHe spoke without the
merest trace of sarcasm. ÔYou do know the wordcentury?Õ

The mocking smile faded from MickÕslips. The room stilled, then
shivered; the challenge had driven summer from the air. Slowly Sarah
raised her head to regard Mick. Something like pity, something like deri-
sion glittered in her eyes. With an oath Mick jutted out his chin, took a
step forward, and grabbed Jesse roughly by the arm.

ÔWhyyou little wanker,Õhe said. ÔGoback to whatever fucking hole
youÕve crawled out of.Õ

Kevin looked uneasy. He put a hand on his friendÕsarm. ÔComeon,
Mick, chill.Õ

Mick shrugged Kevin off without releasing his hold on Jesse.
ÔFreak,Õ Mick spat at Jesse.
The word twisted like a blade of ice in JesseÕsgut. A deep breath, he

told himself, take a deep breath. TheyÕreonly words. Who cares what
theseapesthink? Let it go. Cunt. Weirdo.Pisshead.YouÕveheard them all.
Fucker.Cumbag.The band around his skull began to tighten. Pervert. A
sudden weight on his shoulder made him turn his headÑFinnÕshand
warm and heavy there. Jesse felt himself grow taller, broader.

ÔTake your hand off me,Õ Jesse said, his voice icy. ÔRight now.Õ
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Tondi watched Jessewith interest, a smile playing on her lips. Even on
a hot summer day she wore a shiny red gloss of lipstick, plenty of kohl.

Two patchesof red splotched MickÕscheekslike frostburn. He sneered
but a shadow of uncertainty scuttled out from beneath his bravado. Jesse
smiled at the sight, heÕdhad enough Mals to last him a lifetime. Steely,
flame blue, his eyes held MickÕs.At first imperceptibly, soon forcefully,
Jessedrove a fire-forged tip through the cocky carapace.MickÕsfingers
tightened on JesseÕsarm, gouging deep furrows. Deeper still. Mick
hissed and dropped his gaze.

The room began to stir.
ÔMick,I think youÕdbetter go,ÕSarahsaid. ÔIdonÕtwant to have to call

my father.Õ
To warm.
Mick flung JesseÕsarm away, swallowing a curse under his breath. He

pivoted and left without a backward glance. Sarah said nothing as the
others muttered goodbye. In the doorway Tondi turned, hooked her
thumbs into her waistband, and flashed Jessea look which melted the
last splitters of ice in the air.

ÔYouÕre going out with him?Õ Jesse asked.
Sarah and Jessewere sitting on a grassy embankment by the river.

Nubi lay next to them, wet and panting. He swam easily, joyfully, chas-
ing waterfowl and sandpipers in a great thrashing of water, though he
came out willingly enough when reprimanded. The sky overhead was a
brilliant blue whose glassy clarity magnified the heat.

Sarah took a long sip of her coke. Jessewatched her surreptitiously,
enjoying the slender line of her throat as she tilted her head back. Her
collarbone seemedsharp enough to tear her thinly gilded skin, and a few
freckles chasedthe swell of her chest into her skimpy top. He averted his
eyes, he felt vulnerable at her easygoing attitude towards her body.

ÔItÕs not what you think,Õ Sarah said.
Jesseshrugged, not trusting himself to speak. Sarah and MickÑJesse

had wanted to be wrong. What could she see in someone like that? He
turned his head and stared at the river. None of his business, after all.

ÔJesse, look at me.Õ
Reluctantly, Jesseturned in her direction, combed his fingers through

his hair. Sarah thought how fine and silken it looked, like a childÕs,and
her fingers itched for a hairbrush. A golden mane, streaked with many
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subtle shadings, and bleached almost to white at the tips by the
sunÑJosephÕs coat in yellow.

ÔYou donÕt owe me an explanation,Õ Jesse said.
ÔYouÕre right, I donÕt. But IÕd like to tell you, if youÕll listen.Õ
Jesseemptied his own can of coke, then crushed it in his hand. ÔOK,

tell me about it.Õ
Sarah wrapped her arms round her knees.ÔIwent out with him a few

times. We werenÕtreally a couple. IÕmpretty sure he was seeing other
girls at the same time. He said he wasnÕtbut you know how it is. He
probably thought IÕd be jealous or possessive or something.Õ

ÔAnd you wouldnÕt have been?Õ
ÔHardly.I wasnÕtin love with him, nothing like that. I wasnÕteven sure

how much I liked him.Õ
ÔButyou went out with him,ÕJessesnapped. ÔSleptwith someone, I

suppose, you didnÕt even like.Õ
ÔAnd you havenÕt?Õ retorted Sarah, stung by his contempt.
ÔNo.Õ
Sarah was quiet for a time.
ÔYou havenÕt slept with anyone yet, have you?Õ
He picked at a loose thread on his jeans. ÔNot in the way you mean.Õ
Sarahexhaled in a long soft sigh. Sheshaded her face with a hand and

looked out over the river, where the sunlight dazzled the eye through a
spell of mirrors. She had to squint to see the boats trawling past. This
part of the river was always heavily trafficked.

ÔHewas my first,ÕSarah said. ÔHeÕsgood-looking and popular, and
just about all the girls fancy him. I was flattered by his attention, I sup-
pose. YouÕveseenan ugly side of him. He can be very funny . . . sweet.
OK, heÕsa bit spoilt, a bit egotistic. So are most blokes with that kind of
charisma. And I think there might be something with his father. Mick
has a twin brother, Daniel, who got into a lot of trouble over dealing,
they sent him off to some uncle or cousin in South Africa to sort him out,
he hasnÕtbeen back since. They were always terribly close, Mick and
Dan, and Mick changed after his brother left. But heÕsusually not quite
so nasty. I donÕt know what got into him today.Õ

Jesse snorted.
Sarah ignored his interruption. ÔWhynot, I thought. Time to find out

what everyone raves about. ItÔsnot like IÔmgoing to get pregnant or any-
thing. And MickÕsthe sort to know what heÕsdoing.ÕShe fiddled with
her plait. ÔItseemedsmart to have a go with someone I didnÕtcare that
much about, didnÕt want to get involved with.Õ
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ÔI thought itÕs supposed to be the other way around.Õ
ÔWell, believe me, it doesnÕt always happen like that.Õ
ÔIfyou say so.ÕJesselooked away. The pictures in his head were vivid,

too vivid. He picked up the discarded can and crushed it even smaller.
She was seated close enough for him to smell the lavender on her hair,
the not unpleasant tang of sweat, of soap and warmthÑof Sarahness.To
hear her soft breathing. To see her long limbs, the smooth effortless
strokes. Her breasts, nipples puckering in the water. SheÕsswimming
dreamily towards him. Mermaid hair, floating free. A cascadeof bubbles
from her lips. How close she is, how close. And then thrashing, MickÕs
shark mouth, his hands . . .

ÔWas it good?Õ The question burst out of him.
She looked at him with an unreadable expression.
ÔYou said he can be fun . . .ÕHis voice trailed off. Abruptly he

scrambled to his feet and began to strip off his shoesand socks, then his
jeans. Finn had found him old trunks. ÔIÕm going for a swim.Õ

ÔWhat,here?ÕSarah asked, surprised by the sudden change of topic. ÔI
donÕt think thatÕs a good idea.Õ

ÔWhy not? Too polluted?Õ
ÔNo.The currents are treacherous. Much stronger than they look.

Warnings are posted everywhere.ÕSarah waved her hand in the direc-
tion of a signpost. ÔNo one swims here.Õ

ÔIÕm a good swimmer, I told you.Õ
ÔJesse, if you really want to swim, letÕs go to the pool.Õ
ÔSo we can meet Mick?Õ
SarahÕs spine tillered hard up. ÔThatÕs low.Õ
ÔIsit? Somehow your version of the story seems rather pat. You go

skateboarding with him. He comes sniffing round the house. Looks to
meÑÕ

Sarah interrupted him angrily. ÔItlooks to me as if youÕdbetter get
some real-life experience before you start judging other people.Õ

They glowered at each other for a moment before Jessetossed down
his jeans and sprinted towards the water without removing his T-shirt.
Nubi sprang up and raced to join him. Sarah gnawed her lip, then the
tail of her plait. She had something of her fatherÕsquick temper, and
more often than not regretted her rash words as soon as sheÕduttered
them. Which didnÕt alter the fact that she was right about the river.

ÔWhere did you learn to swim like that?Õ Sarah asked.
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ÔIgrew up by a lake,Õhe said reluctantly. HeÕdswum in all but the
coldest weather.

ÔWhat happened?Õ she asked softly. ÔTo your family?Õ
He turned away from her towards the river. Shesaw the loneliness in

the sweep of his eyelashes,the pearly delicacy of his ear, the still curve of
his mouth. If sheÕddared, she would have put her arms around him. In-
stead she crossed them over her chest, hugging her thoughts to herself.

ÔThey died.Õ His mouth tightened, and he said no more.
After collecting their things Sarah explained how to get to the boat-

yard. Then she dug into her pocket for money. Jesse shook his head.
ÔJesse, my mother left it for both of us. Get yourself something to eat.Õ
He stood mute, his mouth a stubborn slash in his face.
ÔChrist, youÕre pig-headed.Õ
ÔFinn fixed it that the bloke pays me straightaway.Õ
ÔAnd youÕll be back for supper?Õ
ÔYourparents really do seemto want me to stay for a while.ÕHis tone

was offhand, and he raised a shoulder as if resigned to the vagaries of
adults, but Sarah wasnÕt fooled in the least.

Shehesitated, then looked straight at him, into that wonderful unsafe
blue. ÔIÕd like it too.Õ

Sarah saw the leap of happiness in his eyes before he bent to pull on
his jeans. God, but he was a contradiction! A savage tenderness stung
her eyes, clogged her throat. What was the matter with people? Why
foster someoneonly to do this to him? Shewould cheerfully throttle the
bastard. And whoever else had had a hand in robbing Jesseof his birth-
right. He owned so littleÑonly what he could carry about inside himself.
She wished she could convince him it was enough, more than enough.
Shethought of Mick. All his charmÑand all the newest gearÑwouldnÕt
cover up his selfishness, his shallowness. Why hadnÕt she noticed before?
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Chapter12
The sun was hot on JesseÕsshoulders ashe walked along the river. It had
the samedecisive quality asFinnÕsarmÑit knew its worth, it knew what
it had to offer. Jessequickened his step. He was already hungry, but the
lightness was a gift. Thin-beaten as gold leaf, his bones stretched and
pulled his flesh into new, daring dimensions. For the first time in months
he was not thinking about his next meal, not looking over his shoulder
for shadows.

The tiny boatyard was crammed between a much larger operation on
one side and a riverside pub on the other. At the entrance Jessestopped
and drank from his water bottle, then combed back his hair with his fin-
gertips, tugged his T-shirt into shape, and wiped his hands on his jeans.
This must be the place Sarah meant.

A lone man was at work on an ancient narrowboat, scraping down its
hull, while a Siberian husky with startling blue eyes lay nearby in the
shade of a beach umbrella. Thin to the point of emaciation and com-
pletely bald, the man laboured at his task with a concentration that lit the
air around him with a frail glow which brightened when his attention
sharpened and then faded again soon afterwards, though never entirely
disappearing. He wore only a pair of stained green trousers and sturdy
trekking sandals, and his sweat-streaked torso was covered by a massof
tattoos. Jessewatched him for a time, and if the man were aware of the
scrutiny, he gave no sign. JessecouldnÕttake his eyesfrom the images on
the manÕsskin, for they were composed of wordsÑlines and lines of
wordsÑrather than pictures; a kind of living book or journal, which
from his vantage point Jessewas unable to read. The man had only one
arm.

At last Jesseroused himself to approach. The man left off scraping and
observed him without a single word. The dog rose from its belly but
showed no other signs of alarm.

Working on the boat was the sort of thing Jesseliked to doÑstrenuous
enough to release tension, yet with an ebb and flow that left his mind
free to drift.
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Up close, Jessecould seethat the man was at most in his early twen-
ties. It had been his air of utter self-containment that had made him ap-
pear olderÑand something in his face, a fine silvering of pain like the
patina of weathered teak or poplar.

Jesserecognised only one quotation on the manÕsskinÑbiblical; most
of the other tattoos were unfamiliar poems, perhaps composed by the
man himself. Jessetried to read one spectacular text done in reds and or-
angesand purples, and arranged in a spiral around the manÕsnavel, but
it was difficult to make out all the words without craning, and he didnÕt
like to appear too nosy. Though the man must surely be used to it by
now.

The man waited until Jessestood right before him. He was neither
friendly nor unfriendly, simply patient. Observant. Jessecame to a halt
and cleared his throat, uncertain whether to offer his hand or his
purpose.

ÔIÕvewritten them myself,Õthe man said. ÔBestto get that out of the
way, I find.Õ

ÔI expect thatÕs what most people ask.Õ
ÔNotat all. The few who inquire want to know why IÕvechosenwords

rather than pictures.Õ
The man mopped his forehead with a paisley zandana from his

pocket.
ÔAre you Matthew?Õ Jesse asked.
ÔYoumust be the lad Finn sent. Come inside,Õhe said. ÔIÕllmake us a

cup of tea.Õ
Inside proved to be the cool interior of a rather large shed.
Matthew set a kettle of water to boil over an electric ring. ÔAll the

amenities,Õhe said, pointing to a small refrigerator. JesseÕseyes lit up at
the sight of the chocolate gateau Matthew produced. He cut off a thick
slice and handed it to Jesseon a plate, then extended a jug of assorted
cutlery.

ÔGo ahead,Õ Matthew said. ÔMilk?Õ
Jessenodded. He was becoming used to MatthewÕsclipped accents,

rather abrupt manner.
There were two folding chairs and a small but handsome wooden

table. Jessetook one of the seatsand began to eat. Matthew filled a bowl
with milk for his dog while the tea steeped.

ÔArenÕtyou having any?Õasked Jessewhen heÕdfinished most of his
slice.
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Matthew didnÕtanswer, just passedhim a mug of strong milky tea and
another piece of cake.Then he sipped his own tea, taking it black, and re-
garded Jesse over the rim of his mug.

ÔIÕm dying, you know. ThatÕs why IÕm so thin.Õ
Jesse choked on his tea.
ÔNo point in pretending,Õ Matthew added.
ÔAIDS?ÕJessefinally asked when he realised that his was the next

move.
Matthew shook his head. ÔCancer.Õ
A short silence.
ÔIs this your own boatyard? Finn didnÕt say.Õ
ÔMy uncleÕs.Õ
Jesselooked round. The workshop was scrupulously clean and tidy,

with smaller hand tools hanging from pegs along one wall; ropes, cable,
and chains from hooks; and the worktables bare except for one or two
current projects. The smell of wood and sawdust and varnish were as fa-
miliar to him ashis own sweat. A few large power tools stood on stands,
and different planks of wood were sorted in specially constructed vertic-
al storage racks. There were shelves for paints and varnishes, bins and
cabinets for everything else.At the far end a dinghy shell was under con-
struction. Sink and wood-burning stove. A narrow cleated gangplank led
to a storage loft, and a trolley loaded with crates waited to be wheeled
up. Jesse could easily imagine working in such a snug place.

ÔAnd the narrowboat?Õ Jesse asked. ÔItÕs very beautiful.Õ
ÔYes,she is, isnÕtshe? IÕvehad her since I was nineteen. ItÕsnow or

never.Õ
ÔTo restore her?Õ
ÔAndif IÕmreally lucky, to take her out and live on her for as long as

IÕmable. And if I can get away with it, to die on her.ÕMatthew spoke in a
matter-of-fact tone of voice.

ÔYouseem soÑÕJessesearchedfor the right word to expresshis twist
of feelingsÑdismay, pity, bewilderment, awe, fear. He tasted a cold clear
mouthful of lakewater, a draught so icy that it burnt like knowledge.

ÔI savour my life,Õ Matthew said.
ÔYouÕre not afraid or angry?Õ
ÔSometimes.I wouldnÕt be human if I werenÕt.ÕHe indicated his miss-

ing arm. ÔThis helped prepare me.Õ
ÔYour cancer?Õ
ÔNo, an accident when I was a kid. You learn a lot about yourself then.Õ
Jesse rubbed a hand over the back of his neck.
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ÔHaveyou ever worked with wood?ÕMatthew asked. Then he grim-
aced, and a film of sweat sprang up on his forehead, his scalp. ÔSorry.
Wait a moment, will you?ÕHe closed his eyesand leaned his head back,
breathing deeply, his ribs ridging like rocky shoalsabove the rise and fall
of his thin chest.His facehad paled. Jessecould hear the air being drawn
through his nostrils, the harsh struggle with pain.

After a while some colour returned to MatthewÔsface. He waited still
longer before opening his eyes, then rose and fetched a bottle of tablets
from a shelf above the sink, which he handed to Jesse.

ÔSince youÕre here, you might as well open it for me,Õ Matthew said.
ÔPainkillers?Õ
ÔYes.Õ
ÔThey work?Õ
ÔMoreor less. IÕmnot quite ready to capitulate just yet.ÕA grin. ÔTo

morphine.Õ
Jessestared at Matthew for a moment, not stirring. What harm could it

do, he asked himself. He was good with pain. Then he shivered. No.
DonÕtget involved. ItÕstoo risky. Stick to animals. He felt the first flicker
of panic in his gut. No. I canÕt.If it goes wrong . . . Matthew raised his
eyebrows. ÔIf you have a problem with opening the bottle . . .Õ

ÔItÕsnot that.Õ Jesse licked his lips. ÔI wonderÑI mean, thereÕs
something I could try. Only if youÕrewilling. ItÕsbeen a long time, and
IÕm not really sure. . . OK, it might help.Õ

ÔIÕm going to need an interpreter here.Õ
Jesse laughed mirthlessly. ÔNever mind. It wasnÕt a good idea

anyway.Õ
Matthew pulled out his chair and sat down again.
ÔWhat?Õ he asked.
JesseÕseyesfell upon the line tattooed acrossMatthewÕsleft breast. He

winced, thinking of Finn. There were only a few words, an extract, but
enough for him to have identified the source.

Matthew saw the direction of JesseÕsgaze.ÔAnd thoughI havethegift of
prophecy,and understandall mysteries,and all knowledge;and though I have
all faith, so that I could removemountains, and have not charity, I am
nothing . . .Õ

ÔYouÕre religious?Õ Jesse asked.
Matthew shrugged. ÔIn my own way.Õ
ÔThen why the quotation? First Corinthians, isnÕt it?Õ
ÔYou know the passage?Õ
ÔI read,Õ Jesse said. ÔAll sorts of stuff, including the Bible.Õ
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ÔWhat else have we got in this life?Õ
ÔThe Bible, you mean? Religion?Õ
ÔNo,ÕMatthew spoke so quietly that Jessehad to strain to hear him.

ÔLove.Õ
JesseÕsfist tightened on the bottle in his hand. He could hear his

grandmother chuckling softly. Her hands are busy with her knitting, the
fine creamy mohair falling from her fingers like knotted dreams. Jesseset
the bottle on the table in front of him.

ÔI might be able to help you with the pain,Õ Jesse said.
Matthew studied JesseÕs face.
ÔHow?Õhe asked. ÔAcupressure,reflexology, something like that? It

wonÕt do any good. IÕve tried them all.Õ
Jesse shook his head. ÔI canÕt explain it. YouÕll have to trust me.Õ
The refrigerator hummed a quickening bass note. As Jesselaid his

hands on MatthewÕsshoulders, he could smell the sharp resinous odour
of new-sawn wood.
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Chapter13
One token knock, then Sarah marched into JesseÕsroom carrying a mug
of tea, a book, and an air of mischief.

ÔWakeup, lazybones.ÕShesettled on the edge of the bed and held out
the mug. ÔCome on, drink up.Õ

Jessegroaned artfully and burrowed further under the covers. Sarah
was having none of that. Sheset the mug down on the bedside table, and
with a giggle that hinted at practice, pounced on precisely the right spot
to induce a muffled roar. Jessethrust his head out from under his duvet,
pulled her down onto the bed, and began to tickle her till she begged for
a truce. They lay next to each other companionably while Sarah caught
her breath.

ÔPassme the tea,ÕJessesaid as he winched himself into a sitting posi-
tion, resigned to foregoing his lie-in. It was still a lot better than waking
up stiff and hungry on a piece of cardboard. A whole lot better. Had it
really been less than a week since heÕd slept under a bridge?

ÔIÕvebrought up FinnÕscopy of Rilke.ÕShe wrinkled her nose. ÔItÕsin
German, so I thought you could find that poem for me. Autumn Day, you
said.Õ

Rather than take the book, Jessequoted softly, ÔHe whois alonenow,will
remain alone. . . will wanderthe streetsrestlessly. . .ÕHis voice trailed off,
and for a moment he was still, gazing into his mug. Then he looked up to
find her eyes on him. ÔIÕllwrite out a translation for you, if youÕre
interested.Õ

While he drank, Sarah tilted her head and regarded him critically.
ÔDonÕtyou want me to trim your hair?Õshe asked. He raised an eye-

brow so she added, ÔIÕmgood at it, honestly. Katy and I do each otherÕs
all the time.Õ

Jessesquinted at her hair in return. Wild tendrils were already escap-
ing from an elastic.

ÔIs that supposed to be an argument for or against?Õ he asked.
Sarah snorted.
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ÔWhyare you so anxious to hack at my head with a scissorsanyway?
A Delilah complex?Õ

ÔYouÕre having lunch in the city with Finn. Have you forgotten?Õ
ÔSo?Õ he asked, an expression of studied innocence on his face.
ÔWell,your hair is just a littleÑÕ She broke off with a glare when she

realised that he was teasing her. ÔRight,go around looking like a savage
for all I care.Õ

ÔShall I show you savage?Õ
At the ensuing sounds Nubi, whoÕdbeen ignoring the banter up till

now, rose and shook himself, padded over to them. His kindly face
looked so puzzled that both Jesse and Sarah began to laugh again.

ÔDoyou want to me to take him for a walk this afternoon?ÕSarah
asked.ÔWhileyouÕrein the city buying out all the shops?IÕvegot nothing
to do till my evening dance class.Õ

ÔWhat time is it now?Õ Jesse asked.
ÔJust gone ten.
ÔIhavenÕtslept this long in ages.ÕHe thought back to his weekends at

MalÕshouse. On Saturdays heÕdbeen expected to wash the car and
sweep the path by noon. Theyhad dozed while he fixed Sunday break-
fast before church. Though to be fair, Angie had always cooked a bang-
up Sunday dinnerÑa roast, and pudding too. Sheworked long hours, he
remembered with a flicker of guilt. He was beginning to wonder why
heÕdresented her quite so much. And sheÕdtaken his side against Mal
sometimesÑnot often, but it mustnÕt have been easy to do.

Go and feed Nubi,Õhe said, ÔwhileI brush my teeth. Then fetch your
infamous scissors.But IÕmwarning you, any blood drawn will be taken
out in kind.Õ

ÔJust wait and see. You wonÕt recognise yourself.Õ
ÔThatÕs exactly what IÕm afraid of.Õ
Grinning, Sarah took the mug from his hand. Their fingers brushed,

and both of them suddenly fell silent.
Sarah could hear his breathing. Shecould feel the heat rising from his

pores and smell his brackish night musk. They stared at eachother. Jesse
made a small sound at the back of his throat, a sound very much like soft
rain.

Like Peter, Jesse had wonderful eyes.
Her family had spent most holidays in Norway, often at her grand-

motherÕscountry house. Sarah loved to walk along the beach above the
rocky headlandÑonce the sea took hold, it refused to let go. Its colours
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were subtle, and hoarded pirate treasure, and shifted endlessly, never
once the same.

Jesse had the most beautiful eyes sheÕd ever seen.
ÔIwant to tell you about my brother,Õshe said, trying not to think of

the letter. ÔPeter.Õ
Jessesat up straighter, and the blue top rolled out from the bedclothes

onto the floor. Sarahbent and picked it up, then examined it with a look
of disbelief on her face.

ÔThis is PeterÕs,Õ she said. ÔHe never went anywhere without it.Õ
ÔYour mother gave it to me.Õ
ÔShegaveyou PeterÕs top?Õ
ÔWhatÕs the matter? Why has nobody mentioned your brother?Õ
ÔHeÕs dead.Õ

ÔYouÕve had a haircut,Õ Tondi said.
She was wearing a thin floral skirt, cut asymmetrically, and a chaste

white T-shirt. Jessecould tell that sheÕdput on a bra. Her streaked hair
was caught up in a clip, and if she wore any makeup it was skilfully ap-
plied. She looked clean and wholesome, like a film stereotype.

ÔSarahÕs not here,Õ Jesse said.
ÔIdidnÕtcome to seeSarah,Õshe said with a smile. ÔArenÕtyou going to

ask me in?Õ
Without waiting for an answer, she propped her umbrella against the

wall and brushed past him into the house. Jessefollowed her into the sit-
ting room, where she stood looking at the framed black-and-white pho-
tographs: sensual and somewhat disturbing abstracts grouped along an
entire wall. They were extraordinarily beautifulÑmuseum quality, Jesse
thought.

ÔIÕve always wondered what these are supposed to be,Õ Tondi said.
Jesseshrugged, unwilling to engage in conversation with her. She

made him uncomfortable. He moved over to the coffee table and began
straightening the magazines and newspapers that were scattered
higgledy-piggledy across its surface. FinnÕspresence hadnÕtimproved
the state of the houseÑit was rather worse, in fact. HeÕdbrought not just
the latest photo journals, but a whole stack of political and economic re-
views with him from the airportÑin several languages, Jesse
notedÑalong with boxes of Swiss chocolates that were still pyramided
on the seat of an armchair.

ÔGot a diet coke?Õ Tondi asked.
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ÔI donÕt know,Õ said Jesse. ÔItÕs not my house.Õ
ÔBut youÕre staying here, arenÕt you?Õ
Jessewas tempted to tell her to clear off, but he didnÕtknow just what

her relationship to Sarah was. He didnÕtlike Tondi or the company she
kept, nor did he trust her, but if these were SarahÕsfriends . . . He sup-
posed it would do no harm to fetch her a drink.

ÔYeah, IÕm staying for a while.Õ
ÔAre you a relative? You know, a cousin or something?Õ
ÔNo.Õ
ÔA friend of the family then?Õ
ÔNo.Õ
ÔSomething to do with her work? SarahÕs mum, I mean.Õ
ÔNo.Õ
ÔA ghost?Õ She crinkled her eyes and smiled.
Jesselaughed. OK, he was being a bit of a dickhead. She did have a

nice smile, actually.
ÔIÕll go and see if thereÕs any coke in the fridge.Õ
She followed him into the kitchen, which heÕdjust finished tidying.

The room looked cheerful despite the persistent drizzle. There was a
large bunch of early sunflowers in a jug on the table, to which a few
drops of moisture still clung. Meg must have cut them before leaving for
work. Jessesmiled to himself. The house might be messy and disorgan-
ised, but never tawdry. Only the weekly cleaner seemed to touch the
hoover. ÔIprefer my spade,ÕMeg had said unabashedly. It occurred to
him that he would enjoy helping her in the garden. Though heÕdresen-
ted any of the garden work assigned by his foster families, he re-
membered helping his grandmother weed the vegetables. He liked the
feel of the crumbly black earth between his fingers, the hot sun on his
neck.

ÔWhereÕsyour dog?ÕTondi asked as she sipped her lemonade. There
had been no coke.

ÔSarahÕs taken him for a run. And IÕm going out soon,Õ he said.
ÔAny place special?Õ
ÔNot really. Why?Õ
ÔIthought we might go round while SarahÕswith Mick.ÕShelooked at

him coyly over the rim of her glass as she took another sip, then licked
her lips. ÔShowyou where everybody hangs out.ÕShe kept her eyes on
his face as she finished the lemonade.

JesseÕsheart fisted against his breastbone. Sarah and Mick? Sarah
hadnÕtsaid anything. But then she wouldnÕt,would she?No wonder she
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was so keen to get him, Jesse,out of the way. To his chagrin he could feel
a wave of heat suffusing his skin.

ÔDidnÕtSarah tell you?ÕTondi asked him, her blue eyes wide and
innocent.

Tondi was cleverer than she looked. She was enjoying his discomfit-
ure. Suddenly he wanted to be rid of her, rid of them all. He felt as
though heÕdtread in something disgusting. Early on, thereÕdbeen morn-
ings when the reek had awakened him, as if the drunks had deliberately
chosen to spew up at his feet, to take special delight in debasing anyone
at their mercy. A kid, a nothing.

Jessereached for his cigarettes lying on the worktop. He shook one out
and lit it without offering the packet to Tondi. After inhaling a few times
to dispel the memory of that sour smell, he stared at her coldly. Then he
remembered the no-smoking rule, took one last drag, and pinched the
tip out with spit-moistened fingers. He smiled his practised quarter-
smile, the one with flared nostrils.

ÔSorry, Tondi, not interested.Õ
Sheraised her chin. ÔNoproblem. It was KevinÕsidea anyway. HeÕllbe

waiting for me.Õ
ÔYouÕre a bad liar.Õ
Her eyes snapped with fury. She wasnÕtaccustomed to out-and-out

scornÑor honesty. Jessesmiled an openly mocking smile now, knowing
how it would inflame her. She was spoilt and transparent, easy to ma-
nipulate. He had a lot more practice at dealing with humiliation.

ÔIfyouÕrehoping to make it with Sarah, be careful. Mick doesnÕtlike
poaching,Õ she said with an attempt at bravado.

ÔMick doesnÕt own Sarah. Nor does he scare me. Go back to your toys.Õ
ÔFuck off. We were just doing Sarah a favour by inviting you.Õ
ÔIÕmnobodyÕsfavour, especially not yours. Now get out and donÕt

come panting round me again. IÕve got better things to do with my time.Õ
Shewent white with rage. Jessewalked out of the kitchen, not bother-

ing to shut the door behind him.

ÔAre you absolutely certain you donÕt want another steak?Õ Finn asked.
Jesseblushed and dropped the piece of roll with which heÕdbeen

mopping up the juices on his plate. He was still not used to having
enough to eat. It wasnÕtas if heÕdever starved, not like the kids you saw
on TV with swollen bellies and stick limbs and eyesthat had given up. In
his foster homes theyÕdalways fed him, though it had sometimes felt like
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hunger. The last few months had beenhardÑthe scrounging, the hunger
pangs and stomach cramps, the unremitting dreams of food, the
dreadÑbut heÕdalways managed to find something to eat. A few times
somebody had shared a tin of soup or a loaf of stale bread with him, but
heÕdbeen unwilling to stick around long enough to form the kind of
partnership, friendship even, that sometimes developed on the street. He
knew favours had to be paid for. He wasnÕtsure he could return to that
life.

Finn signalled to the waiter. Over JesseÕsprotests he ordered a second
steak and the cheeseboard, from which he helped himself to generous
wedges of some very ripe-looking specimens. The red wine was nearly
finished, but he shook his head reluctantly when asked about another
bottle. It was a working day.

ÔDonÕttell Meg about the cheese,Õhe said with a grin. ÔSheÕsa real tyr-
ant sometimes when it come to my diet.Õ

ÔIs anything wrong?Õ Jesse asked.
ÔWithmy health, you mean? Not a thing. These doctors are all mad

about cholesterol.Õ
ÔBut MegÕs a psychiatrist.Õ
ÔAdoctorÕsa doctor. I keep telling her that itÕsa load of rubbish. My

ancestorshave eaten cheeseand butter and cream and plenty of animal
fat for generations, and not one of them died before ninety.Õ

ÔNone?Õ
ÔWell,there was my great-aunt Gerd, who didnÕtmake it past seventy-

three. But I think being eaten by a lion while on safari in Africa doesnÕt
quite count as diet-related.Õ

ÔYouÕre dubbing me,Õ protested Jesse.
ÔNotat all. Like IÕvesaid, I come from a long line of Norse adventur-

ers. Now eat up while I tell you what IÕvegot planned for the rest of the
afternoon.Õ

Jesseapplied himself to his steak, which the waiter had just served
with a straight face and a little flourish. His eyes twinkled, though.

After a few minutes of silence, Finn emptied the wine bottle into his
glass,drank, and hid his belch somewhere between a cough and a snort,
followed by a sheepish grin. ÔToolong in the wilderness.ÕThe chunk of
baguette remaining on his plate slowly crumbled under his fingertips.

ÔYouÕre not going back, you know,Õ Finn said at last.
ÔBack?Õasked Jesse.ÔBackwhere?ÕHe had a pretty good idea what

Finn meant, however.
ÔBack to the street. ItÕs no solution.Õ
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Jesseput down his fork and knife, took a long drink of his coke; with a
forefinger began to connect the dots of condensation on his glass till he
caught sight of FinnÕspursed lips and tapping fingers. There were few
pictures concealed from FinnÕs eye.

ÔIf I found a full-time job, I could afford a room somewhere.Õ
ÔJust how old are you, Jesse? Last time I asked, you hedged.Õ
ÔNearly seventeen.Õ
ÔYou belong in school.Õ
ÔIÕdhave to register with the authorities. IÕmnever going to let social

services get hold of me again. Never.Õ
ÔItmight not be that bad, if someone like Meg were involved. YouÕre

entitled to support and an education, you know.Õ
ÔThepublic library will do fine for an education. They can keep their

money.Õ
ÔEasyto say when youÕresixteen. Not so easy when youÕrethirty and

still sweeping someoneÕs yard for a fiver.Õ
ÔBetter that than their mind-fucks and lockups.Õ
ÔComeoff it, youÕreway too smart to spout that rubbish. The very

worst would be shared accommodation, but there are other options. And
not all social workers are incompetent. Or sadists.WeÕrenot talking con-
centration camp here.Õ

Jesse snorted. ÔYouÕve got no bloody idea.Õ
An expression that Jessehad not seenbefore crossedFinnÕsface. Jesse

felt ashamed of himself. He had no right to talk to Finn like that. What
did he really know about FinnÕslife? HeÕdlost a son, hadnÕthe? Jesse
had no patent on suffering.

ÔLook,IÕmsorry. ItÕsjust that IÕvehad my fill of fostering. There are
some really screwed-up people in on the game.Õ

ÔNo,donÕtapologise. YouÕreright. I was being officious, condescend-
ing. I canÕtpossibly know what youÕvegone through. YouÕdthink IÕd
have learned my lesson.Õ A pause. ÔWith Peter, SarahÕs brother.Õ

Jessepicked at his leftover chips, now cold and unappealing, before
blurting out, ÔWhat happened to him?Õ

Finn raised his wineglass and tilted it against the light, studying it for
so long that Jessethought he wouldnÕt answer. But the answer, when it
came, came all at once, like a bottle shaken, then uncorked.

ÔPeterwas one of those bright and charismatic kids who seemed
destined to sail through life without a squallÑgood at school, even bet-
ter at sport, popular, nice-looking, girls, a talented artist. I was away a
lot, took it all for granted.ÕA few drops of wine dripped onto the
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tablecloth, and Finn set the glass down. ÔExpectedtoo much from him,
too, I suppose.Õ

It seemed impossible for Finn to have been a bad father. What could
have gone wrong?

Finn blinked a few times and continued, ÔIÕmnot sure exactly when it
began to fall apart. He started staying out later and later, missing school,
becoming surly and uncommunicative, sleeping for hours at a time dur-
ing the day. Often not coming home at all. We kept hoping we could
cope on our own. It got worse, then much worse. Meg and IÑwell, no
marriage is that impregnable. In the end we knew we needed help. We
tried to insist on counselling. There were huge bloodcurdling fights. He
broke things. Stole things. One half-term when heÕdjust turned seven-
teen he left. We never saw him again.ÕFinn took a long draught of his
wine.

Jesse spoke softly. ÔHow did he die?Õ
ÔIdonÕtknow if you want to hear this. YouÕvegot more in common

with us than you realise.Õ
ÔI want to hear.Õ
ÔPeterwas found burnt to death in a squat, along with several bodies.

We donÕtknow exactly what happened, but they were able to identify
him through DNA sequencing, though not all of the others.ÕFinn was
quiet for a moment, his pain louder than words. ÔSotell me, is that what
you want? From day to day not knowing where youÕllsleep,what youÕll
eat, whether youÕll be beaten or raped or worse by morning?Õ

The minutes passed as they stared at each other. Jessedropped his
eyes first.

ÔNo,Õ Jesse muttered. ÔNo, thatÕs not what I want.Õ

ÔWhat happened?Õ Jesse asked, crouching down to look at NubiÕs leg.
Nubi was lying on a blanket in the kitchen, his rear left leg splinted

and bandaged, his pelvis taped. The vet had administered a painkiller
and sedative, so Nubi soon dropped his head back onto his paws. Jesse
stroked his bony head, then behind his ears, and murmured ÔgoodboyÕ
over and over again.

ÔItwas my fault,ÕSarah said. ÔIhadnÕtbothered with the lead, and he
tore across the street just as a car was coming. We were lucky that the
driver saw him and braked so fast.ÕShetook an uneven breath, and Jesse
could tell that she was still shaken by the accident. ÔInever realised an
animal could scream like that, Jesse. I was so scared.Õ
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There was no point in accusing her of carelessness.She felt guilty
enough as it was. Who was he to cast stones anyway? He remembered
how heÕd tried to drive Nubi off that first morning.

ÔLook,itÕsgoing to be OK, isnÕtit?Õhe said, looking up from NubiÕs
side. ÔItÕs only a broken leg.Õ

Sarah shook her head. ÔThevet said itÕsa nasty break, and sheÕsnot
sure if itÕll heal properly. The boneÕsin several pieces.ÕHer voice
roughened on the last words, and she paused for a short while before
continuing. ÔShewants to seeNubi tomorrow, after I talk with my par-
ents. They have to agree. SurgeryÕsneeded to put in a metal plate and
screws, and itÕs going to be expensive.Õ

Jesse tightened his lips. More debts.
ÔWhich bone is it?Õ he asked.
ÔThe thigh bone,Õ she said. ÔThe vet showed me the x-rays.Õ
ÔThe distal femur.Õ
ÔYeah, thatÕs what she called it.Õ
ÔAny other injuries?Õ
ÔNo.In that way weÕrelucky. No ruptures, no internal bleeding, no

head trauma to speak of. Just a lot of bruising, some superficial cuts.Õ
Jesseran his hand lightly over NubiÕsfur while he considered. He

didnÕtlike the tranquillisers, which often had an unpredictable effect on
him. But it couldnÕtbe helped. Since heÕdhave to wait until they were
alone, with no chance of interference, some of the drugs might have
worn off by then, or at least diminished in potency. And this time heÕd
make sure he had something sweet on hand.

Jesse rose. ÔWhenÕs your dance class?Õ
ÔMaybe IÕd best skip it.Õ
ÔGo. IÕll stay with Nubi.Õ
Sarah bit a fingernail. ÔAre you really OK with that?Õ
ÔYeah.But will you do me a favour? Buy some chocolate on the way

back?Õ He grinned. ÔLots of chocolate.Õ
ÔThereÕsplenty left from FinnÕstrip.ÕSomeof the tension left her face.

ÔHe wonÔt mind.Õ
ÔThe ordinary stuff will do. Please.Õ
Sarah stopped biting her fingernails, a smile flirting with her lips. She

was standing like a stork, one leg tucked up behind the other. Jesse
didnÕtunderstand how she could remain so utterly still without losing
her balance. He thought it must have something to do with inner calm,
though she was anything but tranquil at the moment. A dancerÕstrick,
then. He had a momentary urge to touch her, not roughly, just enough to
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see how well she could maintain the position. He must have made a
small movement with his hand, becauseher eyes flitted towards it, then
away again. Sheturned her head but not before he saw her smile widen,
and a flash of pleasureÑ triumph?Ñignite behind her eyes.

He remembered Mick.
ÔWheredid you go with Mick?Õhe slashed, his voice like a jagged

bottle. And then drawing blood. ÔToo busy to look after Nubi?Õ
ÔWhat?Õ
ÔMick. You do remember Mick, donÕt you?Õ
ÔWhat are you talking about?Õ Her raised leg thumped to the floor.
ÔYou met Mick this afternoon, didnÕt you?Õ
ÔWhatis this with you about Mick? I told you that IÕmnot going out

with him any longer, didnÕt I? Not that itÕs any of your business.Õ
ÔYeah, you told me all right.Õ
ÔAnd just what is that supposed to mean?Õ
ÔI donÕt like being lied to.Õ
ÔI donÕt think I heard you right. Try saying that again.Õ
Jesse felt a flimmer of doubt but it was too late to retract his words.
ÔYou donÕt need to lie to me.Õ
The contempt on her facehurt, impossible to pretend it didnÕt.His sus-

picion that he might have made a mistake deepened.Tondi had her own
agenda, plus a good measure of cunning.

ÔSarahÑÕhe said, but she didnÕtgive him a chanceto finish. Without a
word, she turned on her heel and stomped from the room. He was left
with Nubi and the feeling that he needed a very long tiring swimÑor a
couple of aspirins. Neither of which heÕdbe able to get if he wanted to
help Nubi.
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Chapter14
Jesseraised his head, but it took him a few moments to bring the room
into focus, the place and time. He was kneeling at NubiÕsside. From the
doorway Meg was watching them, her face pale and shadowed in the
light spilling from the hallway. He remembered now. HeÕdturned off
the kitchen lights to make it easier to concentrate. He laid his head on
NubiÕs flank and breathed. He breathed.

ÔYouÕre a healer, arenÕt you?Õ Meg asked.
He was unable to speak.
Meg crossed the room and crouched at his side, waiting quietly until

his face had lost its mottled, watery green tinge. Then she rose again,
switched on the overhead lights, and pulled out a chair for him.

ÔCome, you need some tea.Õ She gazed at him. ÔSome sugar.Õ
ÔIs there any chocolate?Õ
ÔIÕll fetch a box of the Swiss pralines.Õ
Jesseshook his head. ÔLeavethem. ItÕdbe a shame, IÕdeat the lot

without even tasting them.Õ
Shesmiled. ÔIÕvegot a small stash of my own.ÕSheput the kettle on to

boil and left the room.
Jesselooked over at Nubi, who was dozing on his blanket. A more

complicated break than the kestrelÕs,so he was likely to sleep for a while
yet. Jessesighed; he abhorred sedatives.Not even MatthewÕsmedication
had affected him like this. Then he grinned to himselfÑmaybe an
allergy?

While he ate and drank, Meg sat with her own thoughts till heÕdre-
covered enough for the trembling in his muscles to cease.

ÔHave you done any healing?Õ he asked.
ÔMygift is different.ÕShepaused and broke off a piece of chocolate for

herself, then pushed the chocolate bar back acrossthe table. ÔThereÕsnot
much left. Eat it all,Õshesaid. ÔIwas going to do spaghetti for supper, but
if you canÕt wait, IÕll make you something now.Õ

Jesse grimaced. The thought of food made him queasy.
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ÔNo,just this. SarahÕspromised to bring me some chocolate,Õthen ad-
ded in an undertone, ÔI think.Õ

ÔSo she knows?Õ
He shook his head. ÔOnly that I had a craving for chocolate.Õ
A few coarsegrains of demerara were scattered near the sugar bowl.

Jesseprodded them with a fingertip. An ant would see what? Large
craggy chunks of grit? A gift of the Great God Ant? An ecstatic chance?
He brought his finger closeand stared at the crystals clinging to his skin.
He tried to imagine what it would be like not to wonder, not to have a
life in his head. It was a damned lonely business, this noisy shuttered
skulling. Yet without it . . . He licked his finger.

ÔHow did you know I can heal?Õ he asked.
ÔBecause I can follow you in a bit.Õ
ÔYouÕre always talking in riddles!Õ he said crossly.
ÔWould you prefer an equation? You, of all people?Õ
He shrugged.
ÔEmpathyis not always a gift, you know. Sometimes itÕsoverwhelm-

ing . . . terrifying. And mostly itÕs just frustrating.Õ
ÔAreyou warning me off?ÕJesseasked with an edge to his voice. Then

he ducked his head and muttered, ÔSorry.Õ
ÔDonÕtapologise, IÕvebeen known to throw things after some of my

worstÑwell, Finn likes to call them trips to provoke me.Õ
ÔYeah,IÕvebeen wondering whether you use any of the hallucinogens

in your little black bag.Õ
Nonplussed, she stared at him for a moment. Then she chuckled.
ÔCompared to you, IÕm something like an ant asked to follow

Shakespeare.It can crawl between the pages. It can trace the path of the
printerÕsink. And it can certainly be crushed if you slam the book shut.Õ
With the edge of her hand she swept the sugar together into her palm, a
movement as sweet and cruel as a sonnet. ÔButit will still find its way to
the sugar from far off, wonÕtit?ÕShebrushed the crystals off into the sug-
ar bowl.

Jessefelt a crawling sensation along his skin. To hide his disquiet, he
broke up the rest of the chocolate and ate it piece by piece, in between
sipping his tea. PsychiatristsÕtricks, he tried to tell himself, but wasnÕt
reassured.

Meg went to the back door and opened it, letting in a gust of cool air.
It was still drizzling. The sky was grey and dull and featureless, hours
from nightfall. The lights in the kitchen emphasised rather than dispelled
the gloom.
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ÔIÕllcut some sweet peas,ÕMeg said. ÔTheirscentÕsbest at evening. The
kitchen needs cheering.Õ

ÔWould you like me to do it?Õ Jesse asked.
ÔNo,itÕsfine. I like to get out in the garden as often as I can, among

things that are growing.Õ She smiled. ÔAs you are.Õ
He raised a sardonic eyebrow, but she didnÕt seem to mind. If any-

thing, she was amusedÑquietly appreciative, as though they were shar-
ing a good joke.

ÔGiveit time, Jesse.YouÕllgrow into it. The mind has many rooms, and
strangely painted doors, which my straighter colleaguesthink of asmere
synapses. Some are bound to be dead ends. And others. . . who knows?Õ

She opened a drawer and took out a pair of scissors.
ÔIÕllbe very interested to seehow you develop. You might not want to

hear this, but yours is the most powerful mind IÕve ever come across.Õ
ÔThere are lots of smart people out there.Õ
ÔYou know thatÕs not what IÕm talking about.Õ
He ran his hands through his hair, once, then a second time. When he

spoke, his tone was convincingly offhand. ÔWill you tell Finn?Õ
ÔAboutthe healing?ÕMeg regarded him for a long moment. ÔIgive you

my word, only if itÕs ever absolutely necessary.Õ
She took down an old, drab olive rain cape from a hook behind the

door and shrugged it over her head, then kicked off her shoes.Another
person who liked to walk barefoot in the rain. She picked up a basket
that had seenyears of good use, laid the scissorsinside, and hooked it in-
to the crook of her arm. At the threshold she turned back to look at him.

ÔNever doubt that the mind is real, Jesse.Õ
She closed the door with a soft click and walked out into the rain.

ÔHow touching,Õ said Sarah from the doorway.
Seatedat the table, Jessewas handing Meg flowers one by one, which

she was arranging in a vase.A pot of tea steamed gently in front of him,
a book lay open to his left. The kitchen was filled with the rich smell of
garlic and tomato and oregano.

Sarahsauntered acrossthe kitchen to lift the saucepanlid, releasing an
even greater assault on her empty stomach so that it gave a plaintive
growl, and with a wooden spoon stirred the sauce,prolonging the activ-
ity with just the right dramatic timingÑnot too short to go unnoticed,
not too long to become absurdÑthen stomped over to Jesseand tossed
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her fistful of Cadbury bars onto the table, not caring if they broke into
piecesÑwanting them to break.

Nubi had raised his head when Sarah came into the kitchen. He
seemedmuch more alert. Still without another word she went to stroke
him. To her astonishment he rose to all fours and shook himself. Not
only had the sedative worn off, but he was paying no more heed to his
injured leg than to his leather collar. Sheset her chin. SheÕdbe damned if
sheÕdask him. It would be easy enough to tackle her mother on her own
afterwards.

ÔHow was your class?Õ Meg asked.
ÔFine.Õ
ÔWas Thomas there?Õ
ÔYeah.Õ
ÔWeÕll be eating in fifteen minutes.Õ
ÔNot hungry.Õ
Meg dealt with schizophrenia and severe depression and bipolar dis-

order and autism on a daily basis.A little temper tantrum didnÕteven re-
gister on her radar screen.

ÔNoproblem.ÕMeg turned to Jesse.ÔWouldyou mind fetching Finn up
from the office?Õ She was careful not to look at the intercom.

But Sarahalso knew a thing or two about mothers. ÔIÕlldo it. IÕmgoing
anyway.Õ

Sheturned on her heel and left, closing the door behind her. Not slam-
ming it, just letting it make a nice loud statement.

Jessethought heÕdhave a look at the gameson the laptop before going
to check on Nubi. He loaded the chessprogram and played a few games.
Despite his fatigue, he trawled easily through the advanced level but left
grandmaster for another time. No matter how much he ridiculed him-
self, he remained stubbornly loathe to lose to a machine. He had a rapid
look at the other games,all pretty much standard fare. HeÕdhave a go at
them eventuallyÑhe enjoyed a good cop chase as much as the next
bloke, so long as it stayed virtual. Smart people didnÕt tangle with the
police, ever.

Idly he doubleclicked on a last game, then frowned. The screen had
gone blank.

Or so it seemed.Reckoning the whole thing was a typical freeze, Jesse
was about to soft boot when the screen becamea uniform dark purple.
His hand hovered over the keyboard. He was curious, but he also

104



wanted to have another look at NubiÑthe femur had been in bad condi-
tion. Though Nubi could put his weight on the leg now, the healing pro-
cesswould be slow, and Jesseknew heÕdhave to go back in. It would be
foolhardy, of course, to make another attempt so soon. He leaned his el-
bows on the desk and massagedthe knots at the baseof his skull. That
deathly coldÑhe shivered, then straightened abruptly. It wasnÕtmemory
that frosted his computer screen,that exhaled a puff of white vapour. He
was suddenly afraid.

Presentfearsarelessthan horrible imaginings.The words floated in large
shimmering 3-D letters acrossthe display, then disappeared, leaving the
screenempty once more. Jessestared at it in disbelief. MacbethÕswords:
had he imagined them? Could he be that tired? Or . . . ? Jesseran a fin-
gertip across the screen. Cold, icy cold. Even his imagination couldnÕt
possibly produce the thin scraping of frost rapidly melting on his skin.
He shivered again and fetched a jumper from the wardrobe. His curios-
ity was stronger than his fear now. He might not be able to control what
was happening to the temperature, but a computer had never yet intim-
idated him, nor awed him either.

First he tried the mouse, then the keyboard. No response.The screen
remained purple, although the colour shimmered into blue at the edges.
The oddest system crash heÕdever seen.He could reboot and try again.
But if he wanted to fiddle around properly, he would need some time,
probably a lot of time. Jessedrummed his fingers lightly on the wooden
desktop. He knew himself. Once he began, he might not resurface for
hours. Nubi needed attentionÑand then there was Sarah.He hoped that
sheÕd calmed down enough to talk to him.

A movement on the screen caught JesseÕsattention. Impossible. The
computer had locked down. Chin on his knitted hands, he fixed his eyes
on the display, as if by fierce concentration alone he could will the com-
puter to yield up its secrets.He didnÕtdare touch the keyboard for fear
of interrupting what was unfolding before him.

A small sphere had formed in the exact centre of the screen.To begin
with it looked like a childÕsblue ball, but under JesseÕsscrutiny, land and
ocean and clouds appeared, not all at once but slowly, rising from the
depths of the display much like one of FinnÕsimages in the darkroom. It
wasnÕtthe earth. The shape of the continent on the visible hemisphere
was wrong. As the objectÑplanet, he assumedÑbegan to revolve, the
continent proved to be the sole landmass. Soon the planet was rotating,
then spinning, then whirling so fast that Jessecould no longer make out
any details on its surface. Uneasily he noticed that it now looked exactly
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like PeterÕstop. One hand stole into his pocket, where heÕdbeen keeping
the toy. It felt warm under his fingers and was vibrating slightly. In his
palm it seemed the same as usual, except that his skin was tingling by
contact with the wood. Jesseglanced back at the laptop screen.Startled,
he dropped the top, which bounced off the desk and fell with a thunk to
the floor.

It was very hard for him to believe what heÕdjust witnessed: cradled
by a hand, the blue top on the screen had novaÕdin a burst of brilliant
bluewhite light.

Now the screen was black, and blank. Like the interior of a camera
obscura after sunset, or FinnÕsdarkroom. The room was warm again,
and JesseÕs shivering had another source.

Just before Jessefell asleep that night, he remembered that the contin-
ent heÕdseenon the display wasnÕtunfamiliar to him. Rendered by geo-
graphers and later by computer modelling, it had been named Pangaea.
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Chapter15
ÔReady for your first lesson?Õ Finn asked.

ÔLesson?ÕJesselooked puzzled for a moment, then grinned. ÔItÕsnot
too wet, is it?Õ

ÔJusta shower. A bit trickier, but youÕllbe fine. The thing is, over the
next few weeks IÕmgoing to be away a lot, off and on, so I thought we
ought use whatever time we can find.Õ

Jesse glanced down at his jeans, his shoes. ÔI havenÕt got any rain gear.Õ
ÔCome down to my office.Õ
Sarah had been joking only about the chains. The black leather outfit

fitted almost perfectly, as if Finn had measured him in his sleep.
ÔIfeelÑÕJessestopped, searching for an adequate description. ÔIfeel

like a sleek black panther.Õ
ÔFeels good though, doesnÕt it?Õ
ÔBetter than I thought it would. Much better.Õ
Finn regarded JesseÕsfeet sceptically before passing him a pair of

boots.
ÔTrythese on. TheyÕrethe only spares IÕvegot, but it doesnÕtlook as if

theyÕll fit.Õ
Jesseunlaced one of his trainers. Despite his best efforts, he couldnÕt

manage to screw his foot inside. He was reminded of CinderellaÕsugly
stepsisters.

Finn must have been thinking the same thing.
ÔJustas I guessed.Forget the glass slipper. WeÕllhave to get you some

proper manly boots.Õ
ÔIÕve got big feet,Õ said Jesse, wriggling his toes in relief.
ÔImmaterial.They only start charging extra when your feet approach

yeti measurements.Õ
Jesse was quiet for a moment.
ÔDid you buy all this stuff for me?Õ
Finn shuffled some papers on his desk, his face suddenly inscrutable.
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FinnÕsmoney made Jesseuncomfortable. Not becauseFinn had it. Not
because JessedidnÕt like accepting it (though he didnÕt). But because
Jesse noticed that he minded accepting it less and less.

ÔThey belonged to Peter?Õ Jesse asked, realisation dawning.
ÔYes.Õ
They looked at each other, then Finn patted Jesseawkwardly on the

shoulder.
ÔGoon, get ready,ÕFinn said. ÔTakethe blue helmet by the front door

and leave the black-and-silver one for me. IÕllmeet you at the garage. I
need to make a phone call before we start.Õ

ÔWhere are we going? IÕm not old enough to drive, you know.Õ
Finn didnÕt succeed in hiding his smile. ÔYouÕll see,Õ was all heÕd say.
Jeansin hand, Jesseheaded for the stairs, then remembered that heÕd

taken his cigarettes from his pocket while changing and left them on
FinnÕs desk.

ÔSorry, I forgot myÑÕ Jesse began, as he opened the office door.
Finn was holding a pistol in his hand. Their eyes locked, then Finn

sighed and gestured for Jesse to enter.
ÔPlease shut the door,Õ Finn said.
He stowed the gun in a desk drawer before explaining.
ÔIwish you hadnÕtseenthat, but it canÕtbe helped now.ÕHe tugged at

his beard. ÔI suppose youÕre wondering what IÕm doing with a firearm.Õ
ÔYeah, you could say that.Õ
ÔI need it for my work.Õ
ÔAsa photographer?ÕWith some difficulty Jesserefrained from a nasty

crack about photo shoots.
ÔSomeof the places I go are dangerous.ÕFinn chewed his lower lip for

a moment, his eyeson Jesse.ÔOK,itÕsobvious youÕrenot convinced. LetÕs
just say that photography isnÕt my only work.Õ

ÔYou meanÑÕ
ÔImean,ÕFinn interrupted, ÔthatI canÕtand wonÕttalk about it. For a

lot of reasons. And IÕm relying on you to do the same.Õ

Jesseran swiftly upstairs, two at a time. Outside his room he cameface
to face with Sarah, who was carrying the satchel she used for dance
classes.Sheaverted her gaze and walked on past him, then spun round,
her eyes chasing the colour of thunder, her voice accusing.

ÔDid my father give you those biking clothes?Õ
He nodded.
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Sarah tightened her lips and strode off. PeterÕsHarley gear was the
one thing Finn had refused to pack up or give away. Now Jessewas
prancing around in it. Well, not prancing . . . he didnÕtprance. Not like
some, who flaunted themselves at every opportunity. Jesse danced
without taking a single step. The black leather was soft and suppleÑand
just a little savage. Sarah ignored the thistle unfurling in her belly, but
not the words her treacherous mind was whispering. Damn him. He had
no right to look so good. Soperfect. Sosexy. Shecould just imagine what
someone like Tondi would sayÑor do.

Jesse watched her leave.
In his room he tossed his jeans onto the bed and rubbed his hands

along the sensuousleather of the trousers, whose warmth reminded him
of melting chocolate,or EmmyÕsfresh-bathed skin. HeÕdnever clad him-
self inÑand certainly never ownedÑanything of this calibre. Wearing
PeterÕsgarments didnÕtmake him feel a trespasser,no matter how much
Sarah resented it.

Unable to find the elastic for his hair on the bedside table, Jessewent
to check his desk. As he shifted the pad of paper he was using for some
notes, he caught a whiff of anise and turned to look if heÕdleft the win-
dow open. This time the lad is lying on a rough cement floor, one eye
swollen shut, his face a mass of bruises, blood trickling from his mouth.
Help me, he says. YouÕre the only one who can.

Jesse gasps and takes a step forward.
ÔJesse!ÕFinnÕsvoice bellowed from the downstairs hallway. ÔWhatÕs

taking you so long?Õ

The Harley was a monster. A dream machine whose power lay not in
cc (1450,and no anti-gravity required for lift-off) nor its size nor its in-
your-face design, but in its mystique. Even Jessefelt it as Finn showed
him how to check out the simple stuffÑthe T-CLOCK inspection, he
called it (tyres, controls, lights, oil, chassis, and kickstand).

ÔAlwayslook your bike over carefully before even thinking about start-
ing off. You can avoid big problems, save yourself a lot of grief that
way.ÕHe grinned. ÔMaybeyour life.ÕThen he gave Jessea spare key and
told him to zip it into a pocket. ÔIduct tape it to a hiding place on the
bike when I havenÕt got someone riding pillion.Õ

He ran through a number of other instructions and safety tips, showed
Jessethe controls, explained a few basics about engine, clutch, brakes,
gears.He was a good teacher,patient and thorough and explicit. Then he
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verified that JesseÕshelmet was securely fastened, wheeled the bike out
of the garage, mounted, waited for Jesseto hop on behind, started the
engine, revved it onceÑhardÑfor the sheer wickedpleasure of it, saluted
the sky with a gloved fist, and they were away.

The rain was light, the tarmac slick and shiny. Their wheels threw up a
fine spray which billowed behind them as the Harley sliced through the
outskirts of the city, opening a rite of passageinto the hills. Surprised
that his visor didnÕt fog, Jessefound it difficult to gauge how fast they
drove. He was warm, though. Moisture simply beaded on PeterÕsleath-
ers, which must have been waxed or treated in some way.

Questions buzzed about in JesseÕshead, but he could do little more
than hang on tight to FinnÕswaist and wait for them to reach their des-
tination. JessehadnÕtbeen sure how he would cope with riding body to
body, entirely dependent on someone elseÕsskill. Perhaps it was their
protective clothing, but Jesseexperienced no discomfort whatsoeverÑno
uneasiness,no shrinking away. At one point, asFinn strafed sharply into
the next corner, Jessetightened his hold and leaned into the big manÕs
shoulder. Finn shouted something unintelligible back at him, then
slowed a bit, took a hand off the handlebar, and gripped JesseÕswhere it
lay acrosshis own generous midriff. Jessestraightened with a smile, an
indecent sense of gratitude filling his throat for a few moments.

After about thirty minutes, they passeda dip in the road, then a cluster
of derelict stone buildings, where they turned off into a narrow lane.
They were well above the river nowÑonce or twice Jessehad glimpsed
its long sinuous curve and the spread of the city, appearing from this dis-
tance to cling like a malignant lesion to both sides of a dark blue vein.
Even the Old Bridge had been visible. Finn couldnÕtmaintain his previ-
ous speed, for the lane was overgrown and muddy. The rain had just
about let up, and above the trees Jessecould seepatches of lighter sky
behind swiftly driving gunmetal cloud, though no blue as yet. There
were puddles in the lane, some deep enough to reach the axles,but Finn
was able to dodge the worst potholes. He maintained an even and alert
pace, never once skidding or losing traction.

A five-bar gate barricaded the end of the lane. Private, the sign said. No
Entry. Finn pulled to a halt and signalled for Jesseto open it. The lane be-
came a grassy track just wide enough for a vehicle. From the ruts and
flattened nettles Jessecould tell that a car had passed through here re-
cently. He slid off a little unsteadily, surprised to seethe treetops whip-
ping in the breeze. Once Finn had steered the motorbike across the
cattlegridÑthough no herd was in evidenceÑJesseclosed the gate and
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climbed back on board. Finn followed the track as it skirted a ridge and
twisted to the right, then entered a densely wooded tract. After about
three kilometres, the track forked, then began to steepen uphill. They
needed another twenty minutes to reach a small clearing. An ancient
Landrover was parked outside a stone cottage. When Jessedismounted
and removed his helmet, he saw that the track ended here.

ÔGoand have a look,ÕFinn told him, waving towards the rear of the
cottage.

Jesseexamined the dwelling, which had been built either by a genius
or a madmanÑor was a joint venture. Two-thirds of the walls were nat-
ural stone, more pinkish in colour than common in the area and intensi-
fying in places to a deep salmon; the remainder, cement painted a bright
sapphire blue. No two windows were of the same size or shape, and all
were asymmetrical. And although Jessecounted the outer walls re-
peatedly, he came up with a different number each time. There were no
90¡ angles to be found anywhere, and quite a few bulges and curves. The
roof surged and recoiled around an off-centre chimney. And Jesseswore
that he saw the fender of a steam engine mortared under one of the
eaves.

It was magnificent.
Jesselaid his helmet on the motorcycle seat, shook the stiffness out of

his shoulders, and walked slowly around the cottage, skirting a large
mound of straw bales. He stopped when he reached the back, and gaped.

The entire rear wall of the cottage was an amber-tinted mirrored
fa•ade, affording privacy but providing a breathtaking view. The cottage
was built into the bank of a large, stream-fed pondÑa small upland lake,
really. A wooden deck jutted far out over the water, so that its broad teak
planks appeared to be floating free like a raft, and on the opposite shore
a waterfall plummeted first into a rocky plunge pool, then spilled into
the clear depths of the lake itself. Immediately Jesseyearned to strip and
throw himself into the water, swim across to the falls. This was
something he understood!

Then he realised that they werenÕtalone. Under a large garden parasol
a man was stretched out in a deckchair, with a tartan woollen rug tucked
round him. He threw off the blanket and rose as Jessewalked towards
him, held out his arm, and smiled broadly. A long-sleeved jumper hid
his tattoos; one sleeve had been truncated and sewn shut.

ÔWelcome, Jesse,Õ Matthew said.
Finn was approaching from around the other side of the cottage, a big

grin on his face.
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Inside they sat down to strong black tea. There was a large tin of
homemade shortbread, too, and a fire that Matthew lit in the stone
fireplace.

ÔWhoseplace is this?ÕJesseasked, after heÕdeaten a frightening num-
ber of biscuits and had a chance to look round him. The interior was as
fascinating asheÕdexpected,but scantily furnished. They were seatedon
very simple armchairs and a sofaÑstraight clean lines, quiet colours. It
was the architecture itself that decorated the room.

ÔMine,Õsaid Matthew. ÔTheland belongs to my family, but I built the
cottage myself.Õ

ÔStoneby stone,Õsaid Finn, ÔwhenMatthew was stronger.ÕHe looked
at Matthew with a question in his eyes.

ÔHe knows,Õ Matthew said. ÔWe can talk about it.Õ
ÔYouÕrelooking better. Much better than last time I saw you,ÕFinn

said.
Matthew and Jesseexchanged glances. Jessegave an almost imper-

ceptible shake to his head, then turned to study the trees and rocky out-
croppings through the great stretch of glass. The surface of the lake re-
flected the sombre tones of the sky and the rain-darkened trees, except
where the waterfall foamed into its lap.

ÔIamfeeling better,Õ Matthew said.
ÔA new course of treatment?Õ
ÔYes.Õ Matthew let it go at that.
ÔExcellent.Õ Finn addressed Jesse. ÔI thought youÕd enjoy this place.Õ
Matthew indicated his missing arm. ÔFinnhelped me build the cottage.

ThatÕs why he gets squatterÕs rights.Õ
Jessemust have looked confused, since Finn laughed and explained. ÔI

use the cottage askind of retreat, when I need to do some quiet thinking.
I get fed up sometimes with the noise and the stink and the crowds. The
carnivorous city. And the telephone. Whoever invented the mobile should
be butchered in his own laboratory, or at least made to listen to that in-
fernal ringing day and night, till he goes mad from sleep deprivation.Õ

ÔUse your mailbox,Õ Matthew said.
Finn smote his head. ÔNowwhy didnÕt I think of that?Õ
Jessewas picturing FinnÕsspacious house, his complex of rooms in the

basement, and the quiet overgrown garden.
ÔIcan tell what youÕrethinking, Jesse.What have I got to complain

about?Õ
Jesse grinned. ÔYeah, something like that.Õ
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ÔDonÕtforget that I grew up with the northern wilderness for my back-
yard. ItÕsin my blood, which gets too thin on a steady diet of exhaust
fumes and neon lights.Õ

ÔOneof the reasons you like to take those long exotic assignments?Õ
Jesse asked, an ironic overtone creeping into his voice.

Finn pulled his pipe, lighter, and tobacco pouch from a pocket. He
spent some time filling the bowl, then clamped the stem between his
teeth without lighting up. ÔOne of them.Õ

ÔFinndoes a fair amount of shooting up here,ÕMatthew said. ÔPhotos,
not wildlife.Õ

Finn removed the pipe from his mouth.
ÔTheabstracts in the sitting room were photographed near the water-

fall,Õhe said. ÔThereÕsa lot that can be done just within a three-kilometre
radius of the cottage.Õ

ÔYou didnÕt bring a camera,Õ Matthew said.
ÔNottoday. This trip is for Jesse.ÕHe glanced out the window. ÔIÕmin-

troducing him to biking. If it doesnÕtstart to rain again, IÕdlike to let him
have a go on his own.ÕHe turned to Jesse.ÔThereare kilometres of
private road throughout the woodland. ItÕs a very extensive property.Õ

ÔMyuncleÕsbeen having the track near the ancient quarry cleared and
widened. ThereÕsa good-sized flattish bit where Jessecould practise,Õ
Matthew said.

ÔGood idea,Õ Finn said.
ÔAreyou going to light that thing?ÕMatthew asked, pointing at the

pipe. ÔIf so, IÕll fetch an ashtray.Õ
ÔMaybelater.ÕFinn poured himself another cup of tea from the pot.

ÔDriving back tonight?Õ
ÔTomorrow morning. Or did you want some privacy?Õ
ÔYou donÕt live here all the time?Õ Jesse asked.
Matthew shook his head.
ÔMatthewoften stays in the city, at his uncleÕsboathouse, when heÕs

notÑÕ Finn looked down into his mug.
ÔWhen IÕm not in hospital.Õ
They were silent for a few minutes, listening to the low crackling of the

fire.
ÔMindif I smoke?ÕJesseasked when the smell of the burning wood be-

came insistent, and uncomfortable.
ÔOnlyin so far as I know what cancerÕslike,ÕMatthew said. ÔThereare

fasterÑand lesspainfulÑways to kill yourself. Pills, for one. Or jumping
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off the Old Bridge, which would be a touch more melodramatic. And
add to the legends whispered about the bridge.Õ

ÔDonÕt be so bloody morbid, Matthew,Õ Finn said.
ÔMorbid?Me? BecauseIÕvegot my pills hoarded? I call it being a good

boy scout. Suicide is a perfectly legitimate option . . . sometimes.Õ
Jessehesitated. HeÕdforgotten how blunt Matthew could be. But Mat-

thew picked up FinnÕs lighter and tossed it across to Jesse.
ÔGo on, then,Õ he said. ÔIf you must.Õ
But Jesseleft his cigarettes in his pocket. He was not stopped by the

prospect of cancer in some far distant future. Nor was he intimidated by
Matthew. It was the flash of grief that heÕdseenin MatthewÕseyes,per-
haps not for himself, but for all the stupid and senselessand destructive
things people do to themselves with the little time theyÕre given.

And Finn in those few minutes of shared silence had watched Peter
sawing planks of wood for Matthew, loping off with his sketchbook to-
wards the lake, throwing a stick to a golden-coated dog.

ÔWhereÕs Daisy?Õ Finn asked.
ÔOut chasing lemmings,Õ Matthew said.
ÔForgot to buy dog food again, have you?Õ Finn asked.
They laughed, and Jesse helped himself to another biscuit.
ÔThoseare PeterÕsthings, arenÕtthey?ÕMatthew asked. ÔItÕsabout time

they were used.ÕMortality was a fact of life for him, not a nasty little
secret to be kept hidden in a cupboard.

Jessemanaged not to overturn the motorcycle, and he only stalled the
engine twice. Finn had him practise starting till he could do it smoothly;
the first few times he forgot about the kill switch, then tried to start the
engine while in gear. He had some trouble coordinating clutch and
throttle. Eventually he was able to drive in a wide circle without wob-
bling, though he still didnÕt trust himself entirely with the gear shifter.
Leaning to make a turn and braking seemed to come naturally to him,
but smooth throttle operations were less successful.

Jesseremoved his helmet and flicked back his hair. There was a line of
sweat along his brow. HeÕdforgotten what it was like for someoneto be-
lieve in you.

ÔThatÕsenough for now,ÕFinn said. ÔItÕsa big bike, and it would have
been easier to start out on a scooter or at least a lighter machine. WeÕll
work on changing gears, then swerving and emergency braking the next
couple of times I take you out, before you try to get up any speed.Õ
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Jesse mopped his face with his hand.
ÔYoudid fine, Jesse.Remind me someday to tell you about my first af-

ternoon on a motorbike.Õ
ÔWhat happened?Õ
ÔNotnow. I have to be very drunk to recount the story. Hop on, and

weÕll go back to the cottage.Õ
ÔDoyou mind if I make my own way back? IÕdlike to walk through

the wood, maybe go down to the lake.Õ
Finn glanced at his watch. ÔIcanÕtbe away for too long. How about if I

run you down to a path that leads to the waterfall, and you walk back
along the lake by yourself? Will that do for today?Õ

Jesse nodded.
ÔGood,Õsaid Finn. ÔThereare some things I need to go over with

Matthew.Õ
ÔHeÕs a very unusual man.Õ
ÔHow much has he told you about himself?Õ
ÔVery little. We donÕt talk much while we work.Õ
ÔThatÕslike him. HeÕsas open as can be about his illness, but thereÕsa

lot he leavesout. He was studying architecture when they discovered his
cancer. It changed everything for him. His father was devastated. Mat-
thewÕsan only child, and his mother died when he was eleven. Of a
brain tumour,Õ Finn said.

ÔShit.Õ
ÔThereÕsmore. Aside from the arm, I mean. He was living with a wo-

man. It had been a few years, theyÕdtalked about getting married, kids
were being mentioned. Within six weeks of the diagnosis, she was gone.
Packed her clothes and her books and her cat and moved in with
someoneelse.ShecouldnÕtdeal with illness, not serious illness. Fatal ill-
ness.In a way I could understand her. When I didnÕtfeel like throttling
her.ÕHe gave a small flat laugh. ÔHername was Daisy. To this day I canÕt
figure out whether it was longing or bitterness that made Matthew name
his dog after her.Õ

ÔOr masochism.Õ
ÔKnow something about that, do you?Õ
There was an uncomfortable silence. After a moment Jesseturned and

looked towards the open face of the quarry. Not once had he thought to
ask Matthew about his life. It would be easy for Jesseto pretend that it
was out of delicacy, but heÕdbe fooling himself. HeÕdbeen too preoccu-
pied with his own thoughts, his own issues. He swallowed, his mouth
tasted sour. He thought of Mal, who had needed those model ships; the
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glass bottles had contained a message for Jessethat heÕdrefused to
decrypt.

ÔButMatthew adopted DaisyÑmost people underestimate a huskyÕs
needs, and sheÕdbeen turned over to the RSPCAÑand started work on
the narrowboat. HeÕsgot a little family money and probably not a whole
lot of time, but heÕsone of the sanest men I know. Dying teachesyou
how to live, he always says.ÕFinn paused for a moment, examining
JesseÕsprofile, then braved, ÔIfI were trapped in a burning building,
thereÕs no one IÕd rather have trying to reach me, one arm and all.Õ

Without a word Jessestrapped on his helmet and went to stand by the
Harley until Finn joined him.

It was a struggle not to go for a swimÑa struggle which Jessequickly
lost. Ten minutes, he told himself, no more. He looked round, but of
course there was no one in sight. He stripped, debating whether to leave
anything on, then decided for onceagainst it. He didnÕtmind if a trout or
badger caught a glimpse of him.

HeÕdpicked a spot where he wouldnÕthave to fight his way through a
thicket of reeds or clamber over rocky ground to reach the waterÕsedge.
Tossing back his hair, he stepped quickly through the coarsegrass at the
bank, scanned for underwater hazards, and pushed off from the gently
sloping shelf. The lake was cold, but no colder than he was used to.

Jessestruck out for the centre of the lake. HeÕdhave to leave the water-
fall for another time. If he swam the circumference of the lake, he could
probably locate the outlet, unless it were far underwater. The lake must
flow into the river, eventually into the sea.As his arms parted the water
with his unhurried stroke, strong and true as an elegant theorem, he pic-
tured the cells his body was right now giving up to the waterÑa little
skin, some sweat, a hair or two, his spit, his peeÑand which would in
time arrive at the coast. How strange that he might encounter part of
himself there, when he finally reached it. And part of how many others,
too? HeÕdnever thought of it that way before. What had Sarah said?
Someplaces carry an imprint. Who knew what complex codes were still
to be deciphered in the most ordinary stuff?

He rolled over onto his back. Idly he flicked the water with his fingers.
What am I doing here?he asked himself. What are any of us?A few rain-
drops sprinkled his face,scribbled on the surface of the lake. He laughed:
getting wet. The universeÕsanswer to our frantic scrabble for meaning.
He wished Sarah were here to share the joke with him. Then he
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remembered her scornÑher hurt. He flipped over and slid beneath the
surface of the water. Apologise, you fool. The resounding silence of the
lake offered no rebukeÑbut no absolution either.

On the bank Jesserubbed his hands along his limbs to warm and dry
them. He squeezed out the excesswater from his hair, combed it back
with his fingers. HeÕdpulled on his pants, though his skin was still a
little damp, and was reaching for his T-shirt when he heard a soft footfall
behind him. Quickly he turned to hide his back from view.

ÔCold?Õ Finn asked.
ÔNot too bad.Õ
Neither spoke for a moment.
ÔI reckon youÕve seen them,Õ Jesse said. ÔThe scars on my back.Õ
ÔFrom the fire?Õ
Jesse nodded.
And that was that.
Finn picked up a stone and skipped it neatly acrossthe surface of the

lake. Quickly Jessedonned his clothing, leaving the leather jacket un-
zipped. He checked for the top, then searchedthe ground. At the waterÕs
edge he found a handful of smooth pebbles.

ÔChallenge?Õ he asked.
Finn broke into a wide grin. ÔLoser gets to climb up on the roof.Õ
ÔEven as a forfeit thatÕs rather extreme.Õ
ÔIÕmserious, thereÕsa broken tile to replace before we leave. I donÕt

want Matthew doing it on his own. ThatÕswhy I came to fetch you. One
of us needs to hold the ladder.ÕHe hiked his leather trousers, then
rubbed his hands together gleefully. ÔIhope youÕrenot afraid of heights.
Yearsago I was Olympic gold medallist in ducks and drakes.ÕHe looked
up at the clouds. ÔCome on, it looks as if the sky has got a bellyache.Õ

ÔPreparefor your ignominious defeat,ÕJessesaid. He divided up the
stones and let Finn choose the pile he preferred.

ÔYou wonÕt beat me next time,Õ Jesse said.
ÔIsthat so? Then perhaps a little timely practice might be in order,Õ

Finn said.
They smiled amicably at each other as they went to fetch the ladder.

ÔMatthew! What are you doing up there?Õ
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Matthew jerked at the sound of FinnÕsvoice, and the ladder on which
he was standing wobbled. Then, in excruciating slow motion, exactly as
in a film, it began to tilt. ThereÕsone single instant when it seemsthe fall
could be prevented. Loki peersat the board, cradles the diceÑhe loves to
play Snakesand Ladders. And what better chance?Matthew, suspended
in mid-air, carried by the sudden breathless silence, the silent breath of
wind. Jesseseesthe tiny figure clinging with one arm to the Lego ladder.
Hovering far above, he sees the toy dog, the bearded man with wide
staring eyesand a round O of a mouth, and the blond boy. His merciless
vision tells him that even with his speed he cannot reach the man soon
enough to pluck him safely from the ladderÑfrom the game. All he can
do is adjust, fractionally, the trajectory. And so he flaps his wings, once,
and tugs at the air, rises in a fierce steep climb, and is gone.

Matthew landed unharmed in the bales of straw. Once heÕdrecovered
his breath, he stared at Jesse.ÔJustbefore I fell, I saw you enter the
kestrel,Õ he whispered.

Jesseclosed his book and stretched. Time for a jog in the park, maybe
along the river. As soon as Nubi could run properly, theyÕdgo after
dark; even better, after midnight. Jessemissed the deep solitude of night,
its timelessness; its spatial singularity.

There was a faint but enticing smell seeping under the door. Could
Meg be home already? SheÕdsaid that she was taking on extra duty in
order to have a few days off next week to clear out the attic. A daunting
task. HeÕd stay that long, certainly.

There was still the road, and the sea.
Jesseglanced at Nubi, who was stretched out theatrically with his

broken leg on display, and snorted. Another performer. The bandage
was past its bestby date: grubby and starting to unravel. Nubi wouldnÕt
leave off tearing at it with his teeth. Finn was taking them by car to the
vet day after tomorrow.

There was still the sea.
Nubi would be a good travelling companion. It wouldnÕt always be

easyto feed him, but people trusted you more readily with a dogÑor left
you alone.

There was still the sea.
Jesserubbed a hand acrosshis eyes.MatthewÕsfacehad begun to flesh

out already, and to lose its telltale translucence, if not the deep lines of
pain. And he was paying Jessemore than he should. It was time to look
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for a second job, a room (though Finn would be hurt). At least until the
primary tumour deep inside MatthewÕs head had shrunk.

There was still the sea.
HeÕdpromised himself to swim the lake. JustasSarahhad promised to

tell him what Peter had been like. Promises . . .
And there was still the sea.
Someone knocked, a quiet and tentative sound.
ÔCome in,Õ Jesse called out.
Sarah opened the door, a plate in her hands.
ÔIÕvebaked some brownies,Õshe said with a hesitant smile. ÔWantto

try them?Õ
Shewas dressed in her usual jeans and T-shirt, but she looked differ-

ent somehowÑsofter, more troubled. There were dark rings under her
eyes,and her freckles stood out. Shehad very long feathery eyelashes,he
noticed. Like NubiÕs.He grinned to himself at the comparison. But Nubi
had very pretty eyes.

ÔWhat is it?Õ she asked, seeing his lips twitch.
ÔIwas just thinking about your eyes,ÕJesseanswered. Immediately he

wanted to thwack himself on the forehead. What a stupid thing to say.
Sarah didnÕtseem to find it so bad. She coloured some, but her smile

became less hesitant, and she prodded his chest with the plate. ÔCome
on, try one. TheyÕre good.Õ

ÔMm,Õhe said, chewing slowly and luxuriously, his mouth having de-
cided it had arrived at the garden of Eden. Apple? Adam hadnÕthad a
clue.

ÔWhat did you call them?Õ Jesse asked.
ÔBrownies,Õ Sarah repeated. ÔTheyÕre American.Õ
ÔNo,Õ he said as he reached for another, ÔtheyÕre Divine.Õ
They settled on JesseÕsbed, eating without saying much. Very soon the

brownies were finished. Jessepicked up the last crumbs from the plate
with a fingertip. He sighed and lay back with his arms under his head,
his eyelids heavy. Just now he would tell her he was sorry. And maybe
heÕdwait until later to go out. He was full and warm and a bit sleepy. He
could feel his mind slip its moorings, adrift on the wavelets lapping
against their old dock. A gentle breeze ruffled his hair. Thistle-light it
brushed his skin. He opened his eyes just as Sarah touched her lips to
his. Her long hair swung across his face like a fresh gust of wind.

Her eyeswere wide, liquid. With one arm Jessereached up and buried
his hand in her hair, pulled her into the kiss. The scent of chocolate
lingered on her breath. He felt his body stirring. Her small breasts
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nestled against his chest. He tightened his hand in her hair. She shifted
against him, and a line of heat raced from his mouth to his groin. Her
heart drumming. A sound like tearing silk in his throat. Could she feel
his erection, how did you tell with a girl, if he touched her, would it be
springy like LiamÕsor more like fine new grass, soft and full and lush
they must be to call them lips, warm too, moist there where sheÕdlet
Mick . . . his mind buckled like a metal girder being torn from its rivets.

ÔNo,Õ he cried. ÔNo.Õ
Jessepushed her away and sat up. His facewas blotched, his breathing

uneven.
Sarah rolled onto her side, her face hidden from him. Neither of them

said a word. Jessebecameaware that her shoulders were trembling. He
waited till he could lever himself upright, sat for a moment with his
hands between his knees,then rose and went to the window. He gripped
the sill, looking out. A few smudges of blue were leaking into the clouds.
Briefly a finger of sunlight poked its way through the canvas, gilding
everything it touched before being swallowed up again by greyness.He
leaned his head against the windowpane, the glass cool on his forehead.

Only when Jesseheard the door shut softly did he realise Sarah had
left the room.
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Chapter16
Pleased by NubiÕs quick recuperation, the vet removed the splint.

ÔWhata clever lad. HeÕsbroken all the rules,Õshe said, scratching Nubi
behind his ears and feeding him a handful of treats. ÔIfit werenÕtpat-
ently impossible, IÕd swear heÕs grown younger as well.Õ

Finn was about to joke about JesseÕsmagic touch when he got a
glimpse of JesseÕs face.

ÔLetÕsnot bother cooking just for the two of us,ÕFinn said as they left
the surgery. Sarahhad another evening classand Meg was on duty at the
hospital. ÔThereÕsa place near the boatyards I think youÕlllike. WeÕllsee
if MatthewÕs around. He can join us.Õ

ÔWhat about Nubi? HeÕs not allowed in a restaurant, is he?Õ
ÔDonÕt worry about it.Õ

ÔHairySpiderÕsplace?ÕMatthew asked when they removed the scraper
forcibly from his hand. ÔOK,why not? I suppose my ears can take it for
once.Õ He went to clean himself up.

ÔHairy Spider?Õ Jesse asked.
ÔThatÕsjust our nickname for Siggy. The owner.ÕFinn grinned but re-

fused to elaborate.
Matthew left Daisy in the boathouse. ÔSheÕsused to it. Terrific de-

terrent. Nobody likes to tangle with a wolf. TheyÕvegot no idea that
sheÕsreally a marshmallow, do they, sweetheart?Õhe said, addressing the
last to Daisy.

Finn was regarding Matthew with a strange glimmer in his eyes.
ÔYouÕrelooking even stronger than last time. YouÕveput on someweight.
That new treatment is working wonders.Õ

ÔYeah,well, itÕsstill early to speak of remission. But IÕmhungry all the
time. Mind you, IÕm not complaining.Õ

ÔIshould hope not,ÕFinn said, and left it at that. But Jessenoticed that
Finn kept stealing sidelong glances at Matthew as they headed past the
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commercial boatyard into a warren of small shops and cobbled lanes
crowded with street vendors.

Jessecould hear live music reeling them in like a good fisherman, slow
and steady, as they turned into a sunny courtyard. Both Jesseand Nubi
stopped in astonishment, NubiÕs nose quivering, JesseÕsflaring with
equal delight. Every centimetre, every millimetre of ground except for a
narrow paved walkway was covered with herbs, some that Jesserecog-
nised and many that he didnÕt.Scentsdense enough to tasteÑto spread
onto a piece of fresh bread. Slow hypnotic riffs swelled over themÑa
saxophone was playing hoarsely, achingly. The fine hairs on JesseÕsneck
stirred.

The music died away as they approached the door. The restaurant was
large and clean and plain, with white plastered walls, a flagged floor,
and only a few well-chosen photos of music instrumentsÑnot musi-
ciansÑfor decoration. It looked as if they might be FinnÕswork, for Jesse
could hear the luminous black-and-white instruments begin to sing as
soon as his eyes lit on them.

They took possessionof a table near the front, where a drum kit and
some music stands were set up. A basswaited on its side, a clarinet and
trumpet on a chair, and a tenor sax in a stand, but there was no sign of
the musicians. After a few minutes, a huge barrel of a man walked out of
the kitchen carrying a trayÑSiggy, Jesseguessedstraightaway. He had a
dark tangled beard shot with grey, eyebrows like black loofahs, and a
head of kinky hair that charged below his shoulders, tied back with what
seemed to be a pipe-cleaner. When he spied Finn and Matthew, he
shoved the tray at a young waiter, barked Ôthethree po-faced gits near
the bar,Õand came rushing over to them, laughing raucously and shout-
ing hello. Jesseunderstood why they called him a spider: his arms and
legs freewheeled wildly as he moved, so that it looked as if he had eight
limbsÑor even twelveÑinstead of the usual contingent.

ÔYouÕregoing to lose customers if you keep on insulting them, Siggy,Õ
Finn said by way of greeting.

ÔThatÕswhy IÕmthe businessman anÕyouÕrethe bleedinÕartist,Õbel-
lowed Siggy in return. ÔYoudonÕtunderstand a thing about runninÕ a
good chop-house. The more you kick Õemin the cahones, the quicker
they come back. Specially when I feed Õemso good.ÕHe raised his eye-
brows at Nubi, then at Jesse,who stared at them in fascination. They had
a life of their own.

ÔSiggy,this is Jesse,whoÕsstaying with us for a while, and his dog
Nubi,Õ Finn said.
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ÔNubi,eh? Like that Egyptian bloke who carted away the dead?ÕHe
chuckled when he saw a look of surprise cross JesseÕsface. ÔBiganÕfat
anÕ hairy I might be, but not dumb. No ways. AnÕ donÕt you forget it.Õ

Jesse,red-faced, muttered an apology but Siggy only laughed and
waved a hand.

Jessegot his second surprise when Siggy told them what to eat. ÔThe
crab bouillabaisse to start, then the Japanese beef. A special order.
Nobody else in the whole countryÕsgot any. Sweetand smooth like your
mamaÕsmilk. AnÕIÕllchose the wine.ÕHe grinned at Jesse.ÔSorry,lad,
but I follow the rules. At least most of Õem,Õhe said, gesturing at Nubi.
ÔButI got a great fresh mango juice for you. At SiggyÕsyou eat what
Siggy tells you.Õ

ÔAny bread?Õ asked Matthew.
ÔOhman, have I got bread. Just you wait.ÕThen he squinted at Mat-

thew. ÔTwopounds? Nope, three. What they do to you? YouÕregaininÕ
weight.Õ

ÔYeah, IÕm feeling a lot better. WhatÕs for dessert?Õ
ÔForthe two of you, the best berry tarts this side of heaven.With cr•me

chantilly. And for JessehereÑÕHe paused to reflect. ÔIcan see heÕsa
chocolate man. My own double fudge ice cream, with extra chunks.Õ

A moan escapedfrom JesseÕslips. Siggy laughed again. ÔOK,an extra-
large helpinÕ. I like a man who likes to eat.Õ

A girl with an alto sax and a skinny kid of maybe eighteen or nineteen
rose from a corner table and made their way to the front. Siggy cracked
his knuckles and spoke to Finn.

ÔYou playinÕ?Õ
Finn shook his head. ÔNottoday.ÕHe hefted his camera.ÔAfew photos,

if I may.Õ
ÔHey,Donna, OK with you if Finn here takes a couple of shots?ÕSiggy

called out. When she signalled her agreement, he added, ÔButyou be
careful now, he might make you famous.Õ

ÔCan Nubi stay here?Õ Jesse asked.
ÔIgot a messof soup bones anÕkidneys just for him,ÕSiggy answered.

He crouched and eyeballed Nubi, man to man. ÔButyou got to be quiet
anÕstay in my office, you hear now?ÕRising, Siggy laid his big hand on
JesseÕsshoulder for a moment and squeezed.He had powerful fingers.
Jesse picked up the paper napkin and began to tear it into strips.

Siggy addressed him shrewdly. ÔIÕll look after him, lad.Õ
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Lips moving in and out, in and out, Siggy combed his beard with his
fingers and continued to regard Jesse.The silenceat their table seemedto
swallow the sounds from the entire room.

Finally Siggy roused himself. ÔJesse,you need sweetninÕ.You got the
deepesteyesI seensince the islands. AnÕthat only ever once.ÕHe turned
to Finn. ÔYoulook after this boy good. Might be heÕsgoinÕto do us a few
things.Õ

With a sideways motion of his head Siggy beckoned Nubi, who sprang
up and padded after the big man through the swing doors into the
kitchen.

Jesseand Matthew listened to the music while Finn photographed. It
wasnÕta memorable performance, and Jessewatched Finn more than the
musicians. The girl on alto sax played well enough, though not with the
haunting quality theyÕdheard before. Then Siggy brought the food, and
Jesse stopped noticing the music altogether.

ÔLikeit?ÕSiggy asked once heÕdserved the beef and vegetables and
tiny buttery noodles.

Jessesearchedfor the right words to expresshis sensations.Finally he
compromised with, ÔI never knew food could taste this way.Õ

A grin split SiggyÕs face.
ÔWhowas playing sax just before we came in?ÕMatthew asked, while

Finn mopped up the last of the sauce with his bread.
ÔAnew bloke. Wandered in off the street to ask for a chance to play.

Got some real sweet blowinÕ,donÕthe?ÕSiggy nodded towards a small
table half-hidden by a group of older men, serious eaters from the look
of them. ÔJustcame back in from the alleyway. PicklinÕhis lights a sight
tarter than my sauerbraten, the way he smokes.Õ

Jessefollowed the direction of SiggyÕsgaze. The lad who was sitting
alone, hunched over his plate, seemedto senseJesseÕsinterest. He raised
his head, and they locked eyes.Jessecould feel the spurt of venom cross
the space between them, so blinding in intensity that he grasped the
table in order not to jerk away. Against, and despite, and contrary to: it
was Mick.

When they returned home, the house was still empty. Finn picked up
his trumpet and played for half an hour. Unsettled by the encounter with
Mick, Jessestretched out on the sofa and closed his eyes, listening to
Finn first run through scalesand some exercises,then some old mellow
favourites, then a bit of improvisation. He finished up with a couple of
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blues pieces,perhaps sensing JesseÕsmood. Sarah had misled Jesse.Her
dad had a real rapport with his instrument. No one would be knocking
on his door with a recording contract, but he was more than just a pass-
able amateur.

Finn laid his trumpet aside and sat down at the piano. He played a
few chords, then broke off and asked Jesse about a game of chess.

ÔWhere did you learn to play so well?Õ Jesse asked.
ÔHasnÕtSarahtold you? I did a couple of years in jazz before changing

to fine arts.Õ
ÔNorway?Õ
ÔNo, in London. ThatÕs where I met Meg. Now how about that game?Õ
ÔOK, fine with me.Õ
Finn drew white, and they made their opening moves swiftly. It was

soon clear that though Finn wasnÕtan inexperienced player, heÕdhave to
work hard to hold his own. There was not much chanceof his checkmat-
ing Jesse. Finn was relieved that they werenÕt playing against the clock.

While Finn considered his moves, Jessefound his thoughts wandering,
mostly to the evening at SiggyÕs.There was something he was missing.
How could anyone ascrude, assuperficial asMick play the sax like that?
It didnÕtmake sense.With a reasonableamount of practice it was always
possible to achieve competence,even a certain gloss. But not the sound
Jessehad heard. To play with such passion and sensitivityÑsuch com-
plexityÑrequired not only serious talent, but an intimate knowledge of
the darkest caverns of the self, a journey that Jessehad beencertain Mick
would be incapable of making.
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Chapter17
SarahÕs mate Thomas dug into the bowl of popcorn.

ÔWhat a boring movie,Õ he said.
Sarah switched off the TV. ÔWecouldtry a round of charades.Õ
Thomas snorted and pelted her with a piece of popcorn. She threw

him a kiss in return. Jessefrowned, then rose abruptly, snatching up his
cigarettes and the black Zippo Finn had given him.

ÔIÕm going to read,Õ he said.
Sarah and Thomas exchanged glances as Jesse stomped from the room.
ÔYounever did audition for the easy roles, did you?ÕThomas said.

ÔAnd just wait till Katy gets a look at him.Õ
ÔItÕs not like that.Õ
Thomas did one of his famous eyebrows. He had a long ugly pock-

marked face, pale eyesset very wide apart, and bushy hair that was not
so much white as colourless; he was an albino. But he had a wonderful
hearty laugh and a way of making fun of himselfÑand everyone
elseÑthat nobody could resist. And he did wicked imitations. His carica-
tures of politicians and pop stars always brought tears of merriment to
SarahÕseyes,though sheÕdseenhis shtik (as he called it) many times be-
fore. A brilliant dancer, he was headed for great things. ÔNobodynotices
how he looks the minute he comes onstage,ÕSarah had told Jessebefore
Thomas arrived. HeÕdjust won some huge scholarship to a school in
New York, and would be leaving next year. ÔWeÕvebeen mates forever,Õ
sheÕd said. ÔIÕm going to miss him something awful.Õ

ÔListen,thereÕssomething I want to tell you now that weÕrealone,Õ
Thomas said.

Sarah sat up straight. She knew that tone.
ÔItÕs about Jesse,Õ Thomas continued. ÔIÕve been hearing things.Õ
ÔWhat things?Õ
ÔLike heÕs a total screwtop just released from a secure psych unit.Õ
ÔThatÕs ridiculous! Who told you that?Õ
ÔBen. Aaron. Even Justine. You know how word gets round.Õ
SarahÕs face was flushed. ÔIÕll sort them.Õ
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ÔThereÕsworse.ÕThomas chewed his underlip for a moment. ÔYouÕve
got to promise not to do anything stupid.Õ

ÔThomas!Õ
ÔOK,OK. I met Mick at the Doorstop yesterday, he told me your

mumÕsgot one of her sexoffenders in the house, some sort of new pervy
treatment programme.ÕHe hesitated, as if the words might explode upon
release. ÔAnd that Jesse caught him in the loo and tried to bugger him.Õ

Thomas hadnÕt ever seen quite that expression on SarahÕs face before.

Jessewas halfway across the kitchen when he noticed the glow of
FinnÕs pipe on the patio.

ÔYou ought to be in bed with that cold,Õ Finn said.
ÔJust making a cup of tea.Õ
Finn pointed his pipe at the sky. ÔItÕsstrange how memory works,Õhe

said. ÔWhenPeter was very small, he used to count the stars. He made
up his own number for them. But no matter how hard I try, I canÕtre-
member the word.Õ

ÔKwakabazillion,ÕJessemurmured before he realised what he was
doing.

There was a long silence.
ÔSaythat again.ÕFinn spoke in a voice JessehadnÕtheard from him be-

foreÑslow and careful and uninflectedÑthe voice of a cracked bell, of a
father opening the door to a constable at three a.m.

Jesse bit his lip and cursed his treacherous tongue. ÔItÕs a commonÑÕ
ÔTrythat on the police or a teacher or a social worker, if you must, but

not on me. Not on us.Õ
Jessesighed and dug his hands into his pockets, encountering PeterÕs

top. What could he tell Finn? That he had no idea where the word had
come from? That it had dropped into his mind without bang or
whimper?

ÔI just knew it.Õ Jesse said. ÔI donÕt know how.Õ
A muscle in FinnÕscheek tightenedÑeven in the dark the movement

was visible.
ÔWhoare you?Õhe whispered. It sounded as though he were breathing

through a stab wound in his chest.
Jesserolled the top between his fingers. Who am I, he thought bitterly.

Even Finn needs to ask.
Multiple-choice question for Finn. Who is Jesse?(a) a bag of memories;

(b) a genetic code; (c) a skinsack filled with soon-to-be-discarded parts
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(some fungible); (d) an occasional thought; (e) a carbon-basedcomputer;
(f) a set of vibrating strings; (g) a murderer; (h) a fiction; (i) a fucking
freak . . . Choose one or more of the above. Or all. Or none.

But donÕt forget the feelings.

The next morning Mick answered the doorbell in nothing but cut-offs.
His skin was very tanned, and despite herself Sarah couldnÕthelp fol-
lowing the golden pilgrimage into the waistband of his jeans.He noticed
the direction of her gaze and smiled.

ÔSarah.What a surprise,Õhe drawled. ÔWhatbrings you out at this
hour?Õ

Sarah ignored his tone, determined not to lose her temper before she
began. ÔMay I come in?Õ

ÔMay you? Allow me to consider. The butler has the day off, but the
maid has finished downstairs. And I do believe the cook has already pre-
pared a light repast. Sounless you require a five-course meal, I can offer
you the hospitality of my humble abode.ÕHe swept into a bow worthy of
a royal audience, his accent perfect.

If she werenÕtso angry, she would have laughed. SheÕdforgotten why
sheÕdfirst gone out with himÑthough moody since Dan had left, Mick
could be funny and very charming when he chose. And he played sax
like a demon.

He took her hand and kissed it, holding it just a little too long. Sarah
snatched it away, the joke had gone far enough. Shemoved past him into
the entrance hall. The walls were painted, rather startlingly, a deep
sumptuous blue against the polished oak of the floors and banister. His
motherÕscollection of antique Danish porcelain was mounted along the
right wall. Again Sarah was impressed by the subtle good taste which
the decor reflected. MickÕsflashy personality seemed out of place here.
Sarah had never met his parents, and though he and his brother were
identical in appearance, Dan had always been quieter, more self-con-
tainedÑdark, Thomas had said even before the drug stuff. ÔThereÕs
something wrong, heÕsway too secretive. And I think he manipulates
Mick. Even for twins, itÕs a strange relationship.Õ

Mick crossed his arms and leaned one shoulder against the doorjamb
to the sitting room, watching her without speaking.

ÔCanwe sit down?Õshe asked. ÔThereÕssomething important I need to
talk to you about.Õ

The skin around his eyes tightened at the stiffness in her voice.
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ÔImportant,Õhe repeated. ÔYeah,OK. Maybe weÕdbetter go upstairs
where we wonÕtbe overheard.ÕHe added at her frown, ÔWereally do
have a housekeeper, a very nosy housekeeper, you know. Who likes to
spy on me and report back to my parents.Õ

Sarah followed him with reluctance upstairs. Mick didnÕt just have a
bedroom like most kids his age.His parents had converted the entire up-
per floorÑnot a loft, eitherÑinto a private suite for their sons, complete
with sitting room and en suite baths. Mick had his own study where he
kept his piano and saxophonesÑnot just one, of course,but an entire col-
lection, one of which he claimed had been used by John Coltrane. There
was even a small workout room, equipped with an assortment of body-
building devices. Sarah had tried the treadmill the last time sheÕdbeen
here, before they had fooled around in the jacuzzi. And his entertain-
ment centre would have been the envy of any pop star. DanÕsbedroom,
however, was out of bounds.

Sarah was dismayed to find a stranger lounging in a pair of boxer
shorts on the black leather sofa. He was watching TV and smoking. She
looked closer, sniffed. Not tobacco.

The bloke was a few years older than Mick, perhaps even in his early
twenties. He was as blond and good-looking as Mick, though in a more
finished way. The streaks in his hair swaggered acrosshis forehead. As
Mick and Sarahcame into the room, he clicked off the TV and stood up,
oblivious to his state of near undressÑno, not oblivious at all, Sarahreal-
ised. He didnÕt take his eyes off her as they were introduced. GavinÕs
green eyes were the colour of mouldy bread and faintly bloodshot.

ÔSarahÕs an old flame,Õ Mick said.
ÔAnold flame.ÕGavin said. His tongue curled wetly around the anti-

quated expression like a French kiss. There was definitely something
wrong with his eyes.

ÔSheÕs a fantastic dancer,Õ Mick said. ÔItÕs a real treat to disco with her.Õ
Sarahcould tell by the way that Gavin glanced at Mick that there was

a hidden messagein MickÕswords, but she had no idea what it could be.
She was beginning to regret her impulse. Seeing Mick on his home
ground reminded her of what she disliked most about him. A golden
boy whoÕdnever think of anyone but himself. Not someone you could
reason with. She turned to Mick.

ÔI didnÕt know you had another visitor. IÕll go.Õ
ÔI thought you wanted to talk to me.Õ
ÔAlone. ItÕs a private matter.Õ
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ÔGavinÕsa good friend. The very best, in fact. ThereÕsnothing you canÕt
say in front of him. Or reveal. . .ÕLazily he scratched his belly button.
ÔActually, threeÕs quite a comfy crowd.Õ

God, he really thought he was being so clever.
ÔNevermind, Mick, IÕll wait in the bedroom. Call me when youÕre

ready.ÕGavin flashed Saraha brief grin, then flicked his hair back osten-
tatiously. He gave Mick a long intent look, a look that raised the temper-
ature in the already over-warm room. With spliff and ashtray in his
hand, he sauntered into the bedroom, closing the door behind him.

ÔCome on, Sarah, sit down. IÕll fetch you a coke.Õ
Mick left before Sarah had a chance to refuse. The air stifling, she

thought about opening one of the windows but decided not to bother.
SheÕddrink her coke and go. Maybe Thomas would think of another
way to deal with Mick.

ÔSotell me, whatÕsthe problem?ÕMick asked, handing her a glass. He
sat down next to her, crowding her. She could smell his male-
nessÑdisturbing, familiar.

Sarah sipped her coke, both thirsty and glad to buy some time. Ice
cubes clinking like hail on a glass roof. Mick lit a cigarette and watched
her through the smoke, his gaze knowing. Sarah coloured faintly and
shifted a bit on the sofa. Her skirt was rather short, and her thighs were
sticking to the leather. Mick moved even nearer, his body pressing right
up against hers. She could feel beads of perspiration gathering on her
upper lip, under her arms, between her breasts.Mick was so close that it
was hard for her to breathe, to think. She longed to shut her eyes. Her
heart squeezed against her ribs. She needed some air. Why had Jesse. . .

Abruptly she realised what was happening. No. Not again. Not with
him, with Mick. She tried to push further into the corner, but there was
no place to go. Mick put his hand on her leg, just under the hem of her
skirt. She jumped and spilled a bit of her coke. She set her glass on the
table.

ÔDonÕt,Õ she said. ÔPlease.Õ
Mick took another drag on his cigarette and laid it on the edge of the

table. He smiled languidly but didnÕt remove his hand.
ÔWhy not?Õ he asked. ÔYou liked it before.Õ
Sarah shook her head, pushed at his hand.
ÔOh come on, Sarah. ItÕs no big deal.Õ
ÔI saidno, and I meant it.Õ
She tried to rise. Mick propelled her back against the cushions with a

casual flick of his wrist. He leaned towards her, ready to kiss her.
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ÔYou donÕt really mean no. Just relax and enjoy it.Õ
A tiny corner of her mind couldnÕtbelieve heÕdactually said that. How

could she want to laugh when his hand was crawling up her thigh?
ÔPlease, Mick,Õ she said. ÔNotnow. My period.Õ
Mick hesitated, then reached for his cigarette, drew on it, and blew a

smoke ring. He studied it until it dissipated. Then he grinned.
ÔI like bloodsports.Õ
Desperately she searched for an excuse, something, anything to put

him off. ÔYour friend. HeÕs in the next room.Õ
ÔGavin? DonÕt worry about him. He wonÕt mind.Õ A snigger.
ÔBut I thoughtÑÕ
Mick drew back a fraction. ÔYou thought what?Õ
ÔThat you and he . . . I mean, the way he looked at you . . . I

thought . . .ÕHer voice trailed off, some instinct warning her that she was
making a mistake, that in fact sheÕd already made it.

MickÕseyes narrowed and his pupils shrank to pinpricks. He extin-
guished his cigarette slowly in the ashtray.

ÔWhatexactly did you think?ÕHis voice was soft, dangerousÑa viperÕs
hiss.

ÔNothing,Õ she said as neutrally as possible.
ÔTell me.Õ
He leaned forward, at the same time moving his hand back up under

her skirt.
ÔNo.Õ
ÔNowhat? No, donÕttouch you hereÕÑhis hand slid to her knick-

ersÑÔor no, youÕrenot going to tell me what you were thinking?ÕHis
smile was suddenly friendly, teasing. As if he were just messing around.

Sarah swallowed. Maybe heÕdlet up if she gave him what he wanted
to hear. ÔIthought the two of you might be more than just friends. IÕm
sorry if I got it wrong.Õ

ÔWrong?Õhe mused, as if he were in a classroom and had been just cor-
rected by the teacher. He removed his hand and stared at it.

ÔIÕmsorry,Õshe repeated, feeling an immense senseof relief. ÔNotthat
it would matter. Nobody needs to hide being gay any more. Or bi.Õ

ÔGay, did you say?Õ He was still staring at his hand.
ÔLook, Mick, I misunderstood. Dan seemed not to mind ifÑÕ
He lunged so fast that the breath was knocked from her lungs. In an

instant he was on top of her.
ÔGay,Õ he spat. ÔIÕll show you gay.Õ
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He had one hand on her left breast, and the other on her throat. His
mouth ground against hers, his teeth cutting her lip. She could feel his
erection. She could smell his sweat underneath the musky cologne he
used. Her heart was pounding. She managed to twist her head to the
side. Shethought she would gag. Then she thought she would suffocate.
ShecouldnÕtseemto get any air. He tilted her neck back and moved his
mouth to her throat. Drawing in a ragged breath, she tasted blood in her
mouth.

ÔNo,Õ she croaked.
ÔYou know you really want it.Õ
ÔNo!Õ
ÔNobodysays no to me,Õhe said, leaning back just enough to look at

her face but no further. His eyes glittered, and his smile was cold; his
groin, relentless.

ÔNo! No!Õ
Suddenly everything spiralled out of control. Mick was no longer smil-

ing. He was spitting words like cunt and bitch at her. He slapped her
across the face. She gouged him with her fingers. He clamped his hand
on her wrist. Shewrenched it free. He yanked at her shirt and tore it. She
struggled against him. He reached under her skirt, hooked his fingers in-
to the thin cotton. Shewould not let him do this. He was strong, so very
strong. Why had she worn a skirt? Shetwisted, she flailed at him, she bit
his shoulder. He grunted in pain and grabbed a fistful of her hair, pulled
it hard to one side. Shegasped, and tears spurted into her eyes.Shewas
beginning to pant. To panic.

The door to the bedroom opened. ÔHey,ÕGavin called. Mick relaxed his
hold on Sarah. His eyes followed her gaze. For a moment she thought
that Gavin was coming to her aid. Then she saw that heÕdstripped com-
pletely. Mick stared, then looked away, then back again. He seemed to
be having trouble controlling his face.

ÔMan, youÕve got one hell of a boner,Õ he said.
ÔYoutwo are making a lot of noise,ÕGavin said. He walked over and

locked the door, picked up the remote, switched the TV back on. Pound-
ing music filled the room. ÔLetÕs bring the cunt into the bedroom.Õ

Sarah sagged back against the cushions and closed her eyes. She
couldnÕtbelieve this was happening. Snatchesof advice ran through her
head. DonÕtget yourself into dangerous situations. Say no. Kick him in
the balls. Scream. Always fight back. Say no.No. God no.

They half dragged, half carried her into the bedroom and dumped her
on the white shag rug. Gavin kicked her.
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ÔGet up,Õ he said. ÔStrip.Õ
She shook her head, knowing it was pointless. He kicked her again

while Mick shed his jeans.
ÔNot her face,Õ said Mick.
And again, in the small of her back. Gavin wrenched off her clothes

while Mick watched, breathing hard. He wiped his hand acrosshis face
and retreated a step, glancing at a poster on the wallÑa photo of Dan
and him on a beach, arms draped round each other, sunburnt, laugh-
ingÑthen back at her. In some part of herselfÑthe part that wasnÕtpara-
lysed by terrorÑshe suddenly understood the expression ÔtimefrozeÕ.
For it did. No one moved. No one spoke. Even the music seemed to re-
cede to a distant and ghostly place. It was as if the three of them were
poised together on the fulcrum of an invisible seesaw.Which way would
it descend? Sarah thought she saw something flicker in MickÕseyes,
some warmth, but at that moment Gavin grunted and lurched forward.
He grabbed up a leather belt lying on the bed and struck her acrossthe
belly. A red mist blossomed behind her eyes, clouding her vision.

Jesse, she thought. Jesse.
She must have spoken aloud.
ÔJesse?ÕMick sneered. Any compassion he might have been feeling

vanished. ÔThatfucking pervert? Tondi told me all about him. YouÕllget
nothing from him. He doesnÕt like girls.Õ

Gavin smashed his fist into her breast. She screamed. He clamped a
hand over her mouth. ÔShutup,Õhe snarled. The music beat against her
in huge waves, threatening to drown her.

ÔShe said we were gay,Õ Mick said.
ÔUs? Gay?Õ
They laughed together.
ÔShelikes gay. Nice. So letÕsstart with gay.ÕMick bowed, sweeping his

arm towards Gavin in a gesture of exaggerated deference. ÔGoahead.
Show her just how gayit can be.Õ

Gavin rolled her over onto her stomach. Sarahlet the music take her. It
becamea howl, then a savageroar. Jesse,she heard herself cry again as
the light gave way; gave way to deep-sea black.
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Chapter18
and a small winged dragon curls herself into a ball asa foot comesdown
and kicks her and her cries slice through his head into a jumble of limbs
and grunts while wake up he tells himself itÕsa nightmare of pounding
music and slick bodies dancing writhing with the hot smell of sweat run-
ning shrieking into the flames and their screams always the screams
wake up before they die this time wake up wake up wake

Jesse gasped and tore open his eyes.
ÔNo donÕt,Õ he said, his voice cracked and peeling.
He lay still while the images from his dream loosed their stranglehold.

HeÕdbeen sweating, and heavily; he could feel the sheet sticking to his
skin. Then he shuddered and held his breathÑthis was more than sweat
he smelled.

Jessefound Finn at the kitchen table, a mug of coffee, a dictionary,
scribbled sheets of paper, and a scattering of pens at hand, and his
laptop open in front of him. He looked up as Jesse came into the room.

ÔYouÕre awake,Õ Finn said. ÔHowÕs the cold? Still feel feverish?Õ
ÔWhereÕs Sarah?Õ
ÔSheÕsgone to an exhibit in the city,ÕFinn said, disconcerted by the ab-

ruptness of JesseÕs manner.
ÔCall her mobile.Õ
Finn stared at him.
ÔNow!Õ
JesseÕsurgency was beginning to affect Finn. He rose and fetched the

phone from the worktop, punched a couple of keys. He listened for a
moment.

ÔItÕsringing,Õhe said. Then he frowned. ÔShepicked up, but we were
disconnected.Õ

ÔTry again,Õ Jesse said.
Finn pressed redial and let it ring for a while. ÔUnavailable.Õ
They looked at each other.
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ÔTell me what this is about,Õ Finn said.
Jesseput a hand to his head. Suddenly he needed to sit down fast. He

pulled out a chair and sank into it, lowered his head to the table. Finn
came over to his side and laid a hand on his shoulder.

ÔWhat is it, Jesse? Dizzy?Õ
ÔSarahÕs in trouble. What are we going to do?Õ Jesse muttered.
ÔHow do you know?Õ
Jesseraised his head. Finn was shocked by the look on JesseÕsface.

HeÕdseen that kind of despair before, in far too many places. In the
mirror.

ÔWhileI was sleepingÑÕJessefloundered, unable to formulate a coher-
ent explanation. He grimaced as though Thor were using his skull for
hammer practice. ÔIdonÕtknow how I know. I just do,Õhe finished
lamely. It was becoming a familiar refrain.

ÔIÕm going to ring Meg.Õ
ÔMeg. Yeah, ring Meg. I hadnÕt thought of that. SheÕllknow if

somethingÕs happened to Sarah, wonÕt she?Õ
Finn hesitated. JesseÕsfaith in MegÕsabilities, though touching, was

misplaced. A mind like MegÕscouldnÕtbe switched on and off like a light
bulb.

ÔIt doesnÕt always work like that, you know,Õ Finn said.
Some colour had returned to JesseÕsface. ÔStopwasting time. Ring

her!Õ
To his surprise Finn reached Meg at once. She listened, then asked to

speak with Jesse.The conversation was very one-sided, Jesseanswering
mostly in monosyllables.

In the meantime Finn used his own mobile to try Sarah again. HeÕd
feel much better if he knew that she was really all right. Which was not
only unnecessary but clearly obsessive,wasnÕtit? He reminded himself
that anxiety was contagious. Sarah had only switched off her mobile.
HeÕddone the samea thousand times over while in a meeting or during
a shoot.

Jesse had known about kwakabazillion.
ÔMeg wants to speak to you,Õ Jesse said.
He handed Finn the telephone. Jessehad got his face under control,

but not his eyes.Finn thought that Jessewould never be able to mask the
depth of feeling to be plumbed there.

ÔFinn?ÕMegÕsvoice broke into his thoughts. ÔGiveJessetwo nurofen
and see that he goes back to bed. IÕll be home as soon as I can get away.Õ
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ÔThereÕsnothing the matter, is there?ÕFinn felt compelled to ask, even
though JessehadnÕtleft the room, was in fact watching him from the
window to which heÕdretreated, squinting as if the light were blistering
his optic nerve.

ÔWeÕll talk about it when I get there.Õ
FinnÕshand tightened on the phone. Meg spoke composedly enough,

but he knew her very well and recognised what he liked to call her shrink
voice. She always smiled whenever he teased her about it. Both he and
Sarah hated it when she used it on them.

ÔWhat is it? What arenÕt you telling me?Õ
ÔFinn, thereÕs nothing we can do for the moment.Õ
Now the first stirring of real fear. ÔMeg,donÕtdo this. Tell me whatÕs

going on.Õ
ÔI donÕtknowwhatÕs going on.Õ
That was when Finn realised Jessemight be right about Sarah.ÔWhere

is she?Õ he bellowed into the phone.
ÔLosing your temper wonÕt help anybody.Õ
ÔDonÕt give me that fucking line of crap!Õ
ÔFinn,listen to me. It may be nothing at all, just fever and bad dreams.

Jesseneedsyou to stay calm. Get him into bed till I come home. IÕlltry to
arrange for David to take over a bit earlier.Õ

Finn closed his eyes, took a few deep breaths, and succeededin hold-
ing his fearÑand his angerÑin check. ÔOK, I hear you. Do youÑÕ

ÔLook,IÕvegot to go. DonÕtworry. WeÕllsort it out.ÕAnd then she was
gone.

Finn slammed the phone down. She treated him like an adolescent
sometimes, like another of her children. Or a patient. It was intolerable.
Hands clenched, he strode to the refrigerator, yanked it open, and pulled
out a bottle of lemonade. Jesse watched him without speaking.

ÔWant some?Õ Finn asked.
Jesse nodded.
Finn poured them each a glass. He drank his at a gulp, the cold mak-

ing his teeth ache and his throat burn as it slid down his gullet. Jesse
sipped his slowly, as if it hurt for him to swallow. By the time Finn had
finished his secondglass,his temper had cooled. He went to the window
and stared out, chewing his lip. For all her gifts, Meg hadnÕtbeen able to
help trace Peter, had she?

ÔYouÕd better go lie down. IÕll bring you your tablets,Õ Finn said.
After putting his glass into the dishwasher, Finn moved to the table

and saved the changes heÕdmade while Jessehad been asleep. In no
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mood to work on the bloody translation, Finn wished he hadnÕtagreed
to do it, even as a favour to his brother.

ÔYou blame Meg, donÕt you? For PeterÕs death?Õ Jesse asked.
His facesavagefor an instant, Finn rounded on Jesse.Then, expression

softening like wax held too close to a flame, Finn turned away. After a
hesitation, Jesse went over and touched Finn tentatively on the arm.

ÔYoutold me yourself it doesnÕtwork like that,ÕJessesaid. ÔMegÕsnot a
fortune-teller.Õ

ÔItÕsgot nothing to do with palm-reading and tarot cards and all that
sort of crap,Õ Finn said.

ÔThen tell me why youÕre so angry at her.Õ
ÔI canÕt talk about it.Õ
ÔCanÕt?Or wonÕt?ÕJessepaused, then added, ÔIÕmjust a kid, arenÕtI? A

fucked-up street kid whoÕsgot no business asking. And who couldnÕt
possibly understand anyway.Õ

ÔBollocks. You heard me. I donÕt want to talk about it. So zip it.Õ
Jessemade a noise halfway between a sob and a snarl. ÔAnd if

something happens to Sarah, who will you blame then?Õ
Finn struck him across the face.

Huddled on the bed, Jessefound himself close to shaking. His cheek
didnÕtreally sting any more, only the memory of the slap. He picked up
the top and rubbed it between his fingers until heat began to rise from
the wood. The rest of him felt cold. HeÕdfailed Sarah. And alienated
Finn with stupid taunts. Jesselaid the top against his cheek. For the first
time in years, heÕdfound decent people, people he could respect. And
what did he do? He deserved to be struck.

ItÕsno good, Jessethought. Liam was right. Mal was right. Even I was
right. I canÕtlive with them . . . with anyone. It was stupid to try. Better
to be alone than end up like Mal and Angie.

He who is alone now, will remain alone. . . will wander the streets
restlessly. . .

A soft knock, and the door opened. Finn stood on the threshold, his
face sombre.

ÔMay I come in?Õ he asked.
ÔSuityourself,Õsaid Jesse,shrugging. After one quick look, he refused

to meet FinnÕs eyes.
Finn crossed the room and sat down on JesseÕsbed, careful to leave a

space between them. Leaning forward, he propped his forearms on his
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kneesso that his spare tyre rolled comfortably over his waistband. There
was a long silence, broken only by the faint snuffle of NubiÕs breathing.

ÔIÕmsorry,ÕFinn finally said. ÔIdonÕtknow what came over me. I
havenÕthit anyone in years.ÕHe gave a little snort of laughter. ÔWellno,
thatÕsnot quite true. There was this nasty bloke in Santiago last year . . .
You donÕt ever want to punch a policeman in Chile.Õ

ÔYouÕre kidding me.Õ
ÔNope. Spent a couple of nights in gaol fending off the cock-

roachesÑthe two-legged variety. IÕveeven got the releasepapers tucked
away somewhere to prove it.Õ

ÔIs Sarah back?Õ Jesse asked, although he knew the question was futile.
ÔNot yet.Õ
ÔHave you tried her mobile again?Õ
ÔThreetimes. Also sent her a text.ÕFinn eyed Jesse.ÔIgot an answer: be

back soon.Õ
ÔAnyone could have sent it.Õ
ÔSo you still think somethingÕs the matter?Õ
ÔYeah.Õ
Finn looked down at his hands. His wedding ring was a simple gold

band which had grown a bit tight in recent years. He slid it back and
forth a few times. He wasnÕtbeing entirely honest with Jesse.Of course
he knew why heÕdlashed out, just as he understood JesseÕsfeelings of
impotence and frustration. No one remembered better than Finn himself
how heÕdraged at anyone and everyone in the months after Peter had
left. It had been touch and go for a while with Meg. Sometimes he
wished there would be public floggings for the mistakes you made in
lifeÑfor the people you hurt, the kids you damaged.

ÔFear deranges faster than the worst addiction,Õ Finn said softly.
Jessefelt even more ashamed of his outburst. ÔIshouldnÕthave said

that to you.Õ
ÔButyou were right. ItÕsmore comfortable to blame someoneelse than

yourself.ÕFinn straightened his shoulders and scowled at Jessewith
mock severity. ÔAnd donÕt you dare tell me that we all do it.Õ

ÔIt would never cross my mind to say anything so banal.Õ
Finn grinned. ÔTouchŽ.Õ
Jesseran his hands through his hair. ÔMegtold me that sheÕdbeen

smelling burnt almonds all day long. Does that make any sense to you?Õ
ÔMegusually doesnÕttalk much about what she sees.But there are cer-

tain motifs that seem to recur. Smells or colours or sounds, anything
really. In a poem, youÕdcall them symbols, I suppose. But Meg says that
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theyÕrethe mindÕsway of processing, of conceptualising the unfathom-
able. Apparently we donÕt learn symbol-making. ItÕsan innate capa-
cityÑa biological function, evolved since god knows when.ÕHis eyes
gleamed. ÔMaybesomething like the godcellsin the brain neuroscientists
are starting to talk about.Õ

ÔYou still havenÕt told me about the burnt almonds.Õ
Finn began to play with his ring again. It took him a long time to an-

swer. ÔMeg smelled burnt almonds a lot after Peter disappeared.Õ
ÔIÕmfrightened,ÕJessewhispered. Had he ever admitted that to anyone

before? He couldnÕt remember.
It was an ephemeral gift, fragile and translucent as a soap bubble, and

Finn held it between his hands with surprising delicacy.
ÔSo am I, Jesse.Õ

The screen-saverwas upÑone of those impossible Escher staircases,
ascending and descending in a perpetual enigma, which usually amused
Jessebut now irritated him. He hit a key, expecting to seehis desktop ap-
pear. Instead, the image remained in place. Jessecursed, thinking that
the computer had frozen again. Then a flicker under the bell tower
caught his attention. A monk was pulling on the bellrope so that a large
blue top swung slowly from side to side, the only spot of colour in the
entire frame.

Jesseslammed down the lid of the laptop. Cursing himself even more
colourfully, he neverthelessgroped among the books and odds-and-ends
on the bedside table for the top. It wasnÕt there.

Jessesat down with his head in his hands. IÕmnot mad, he told him-
self. He knew he ought to forget the top, but instead he searchedthe bed
with care, lifting pillow and shaking out duvet, then dropped to his
knees and peered underneath the frame. The effort intensified his head-
ache. When he closed his eyes,a pattern of red and orange sparks fired
behind his lids.

ÔSod this,Õ he muttered. ÔWho needs a top anyway?Õ
A strong odour of lavender assailed him. His stomach clenched, ac-

companied by a renewed feeling of urgency. As he rose to his feet his
eyes fell on his pillow. The blue top lay in plain sight, a small length of
string dangling from its handle.

139


	Creative Commons License
	1.
	2.
	3.
	4.
	5.
	6.
	7.
	8.
	9.
	10.
	11.
	12.
	13.
	14.
	15.
	16.
	17.
	18.
	19.
	20.
	21.
	22.
	23.
	24.
	25.
	26.
	27.
	28.
	29.
	30.
	31.
	32.
	33.
	34.
	35.
	36.
	37.
	38.
	39.
	40.
	41.
	42.
	Chapter 43

