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Foreword
by Fay Weldon

It’s been a really good year! An excellent vintage. One of  our best so far. Inside

these covers you’ll find a great crop of  new writers, rich not just in literary skills

but in commercial awareness. Writers from the UK and all over the world – this

year including Finland, Canada and South Africa – come to us with new

inspiration, ideas, images.

In this year’s edition of  the anthology, history is rewritten, whole

societies are rebuilt, the young face the world in YA tales even as werewolves

take over, and the old and ill find good cheer in their infirmity. Unfamiliar social

contexts come to life as a new energy emerges for the new international

readership. That the world is large and that life is good seems to be this year’s

message.

The sheer richness of  imagery in some offerings astonishes me. If  some

of  these stories don’t end up as multiple episodes on Netflix I’ll eat my hat.

While at a different end of  the literary scale there is material with which the

TLS will have a field day.

Our graduates may not thank me for being compared to the grape

harvest, but the word ‘vintage’ does spring to mind: the ripest and best from

the bough, pre-selected for excellence – wine from Bath Spa’s Corsham Court

campus with its gracious Capability Brown grounds, its peacocks and giant yew

hedges. (We’re actually in the servants’ quarters there but that’s where the real

work was always done.)

The publishing industry may be ‘in crisis’ just now (though when was it

not?) but vocational writers go on being born. We like to think we nab the best
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ones early, selecting at interview for talent, accomplishment, energy and

enthusiasm for the job to be done.

The Bath Spa MA course is not easy to get into. Our graduate students

understand they’re in a practical business as well as making art. They realise that

though fine writing must be the goal, in novels something always has to happen –

and pretty quickly too, if  the reader is going to turn the page. Felicity of

expression is important, but so is a good plot. And you won’t find our graduates

resistant to editorial suggestion where change may be required – they’ve had

plenty of  that from us and they seem to like it!

In the 2019 anthology you will find the fresh stories, striking plots and

nuanced characters the industry is looking for. They pour fully formed from

the intelligent, imaginative, original and hardworking heads that have gathered

in the fermentation vat of  Bath Spa University’s graduate school. Here’s where

you’ll find the new Lee Child, JK Rowling, Ian McEwan, Gillian Flynn – so

come to the party!

Fay Weldon CBE (for services to literature) is Professor of  Creative Writing at Bath Spa

University and bestselling novelist.
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Roxanne Barbon

Originally hailing from hot and humid Miami, Roxanne now lives in Bath, where

she completed her BA Creative Writing and Publishing degree and has continued

pursuing creative writing at Bath Spa University. She has spent much of  her

time travelling throughout Europe, collecting stories about different cultures

and people to fuel her writing. Along the way she has discovered that, no matter

how far she goes, Miami and her Cuban heritage still course through her with a

vibrancy of  colour that pours out into her work, where she laces reality with

touches of  magic.

Synopsis

Set on the fictional island of  Mayuba, La Poción de La Fama follows Lazaro, a

local food cart owner on the Babacoa pier. Lazaro accidentally finds himself

entangled in a plot for vengeance against the town psychic, Madrina, after a

potion she had convinced him would save his turbulent relationship with his

wife, Margarita, doesn’t work. Lazaro’s unexpected journey of  retribution

unearths his rage, aimed not just towards Madrina but also at everyone he

suspects has been out to cause him to suffer.

roxanne.barbon14@bathspa.ac.uk

@roxannebarbon
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from La Poción de La Fama

CHAPTER THREE

Lazaro marches his way off  the Babacoa Pier toward the edge of  the

neighbourhood of  Conchas Rotas where Madrina’s home shop resides. He

decides sternly against taking the 17 Babacoa Pier conchita at the stop just off

the boardwalk. He resolves that he is going to start his weight loss journey right

now, by instead walking all the way to Madrina’s house. Who knows, maybe

some of  his belly will have reduced by the time he reaches her shop and he

won’t have to spend as many conchas on a stronger elixir.

What Lazaro had not expected when he makes it to Madrina’s one hour

later, drenched in sweat, his pits stained and his chest heaving for breath, was

that it would take as long as it did. When he went to Madrina’s the last time, he

remembered taking the conchita by his house, which had only taken fifteen

minutes. And, it had only been an extra five minutes because the conchita had

gotten stuck behind a blind and deaf  stray goat roaming the road toward

Conchas Rotas, that didn’t hear or see the large teal bike that pulled its four

passengers along in a domed shell behind it, blaring its conch-shaped horn at

him. The flustered driver had stomped off  the bike and picked the goat up by

its robust belly and chucked it off  to the side of  the road into a pile of  dry

grass.

Lazaro pushes the rotten wooden gate in front of  Madrina’s house open.

The lawn is overgrown and several chickens with red collars cluck between the

blades. A peacock flies up onto the limestone roof  and stares down at Lazaro

as he enters. It fans out its colourful tail and squawks. The house itself  has
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changed colour; the last time Lazaro was here the outside was painted a gentle

avocado green. Now, it is painted a bright, lemon yellow. The La Divina Botanica

sign, written in scratchy red font, hangs over the pink front door and screeches

every time a sudden breeze blows it. Lazaro knocks on the door loudly and, as

he waits, he can smell fish stock, cumin and black bean coffee wafting from

between the cracks in the door.

Madrina, holding her bean coffee in a stained orange cup, first opens

the screen door and then the front door to come face to face with him. Lazaro

watches her check the ticking perico-shaped wall clock inside that reads twenty

past four. Since it is afternoon, the perico clock now has the lids of  its eyes

slowly shutting.

‘I was not expecting any clients today,’ she tells him and sips back the

thick, grainy liquid of  her coffee. It stains her teeth with dark grey splotches

and Lazaro tries not to stare when he tells her that it is him, Lazaro, the one

that came with Margarita two years ago to buy a hair growth potion.

Lazaro waits. After two minutes of  Madrina standing, staring and

squinting at his round face and round stomach, at the pit stains on his yellow

guayabera shirt, at the shorts he attempts to inconspicuously pluck out from

against his crotch, she finally lets out an, ‘Ah, yes, yes. The man who needed

help with his business.’

‘I didn’t need any help. You offered it,’ Lazaro grumbles.

‘If  you say so.’

Madrina lets him into her house. The front is the entrance to her shop,

where several glass racks set against the wall hold various potions. Some bottles

are round, made of  clear blue glass, while others are long purple tubes. There

is even one, in the far corner of  the room, that is the shape of  an orange starfish

the size of  Lazaro’s palm. By the door that leads to the section that becomes

Madrina’s home is a ratty wooden table with a large shell-shaped money pouch

resting on it. Before it sits a bright yellow sofa. A cage hangs from a bar drilled

into the ceiling at the centre of  the room. It dangles in the air and holds three

chirpy yellow pericos that yap at one another without stop. The smell of  fish

stock and cumin is much stronger here and Lazaro has to refrain from lifting
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his shirt up to cover his nose because he is worried that his gut might stick out

from below his shirt if  he does.

‘What is it that you want, Lazaro?’ Madrina asks him, placing her orange

coffee cup onto the table.

Lazaro rocks on the heels of  his sandals and tells Madrina that he is

considering getting the belly reduction potion from her.

Madrina looks down at Lazaro’s stomach and nods. ‘Yes, well, I do

believe that you need it.’

Lazaro exhales in a flustered manner and tells her that he is only

considering buying it because of  Margarita, who has been nagging him for

months, no years, about it and it has been driving him insane. She has stopped

letting him rub her soft, brown thighs before going to bed. She no longer wears

her green perico apron without anything underneath. And there is this boy on

the pier who is the most demonic child he has ever encountered in his entire

life. The boy calls him the sweat monster because of  his sweaty pits, and mocks

him by miming a heat-stricken man with his arms outstretched, stomping along

the boardwalk. Today was the worst day of  them all because he wasn’t even

sweaty, so the boy decided to make fun of  his protruding gut instead. Even the

boy’s parents got involved in the scuffle because Lazaro had, now that he

realises, gotten a little carried away with his frustrations toward the boy and

shouted at him for much longer than he had originally intended. It’s just that

the boy is such a devil and he could not restrain himself. And then there is

Margarita, who never wants to hear him complain about his days, but who does

he have to talk to about it then? She is his wife and he is not allowed to talk to

her about his problems anymore. Or touch her. And sometimes he thinks that

he is so frustrated and feels like his temper breaks more frequently these days

because he has become so insatiably horny. His little Lazarito has no idea how

to relieve itself, and the one time he tried fiddling with it on his own in the

bathroom, Margarita walked in and gasped, then smacked him across the cheek

while calling him a filthy pig that did not know how to wait for his wife’s desires

to strike to use his grubby little Lazarito.

Madrina tries to shush Lazaro, who is mid-rant and whose face is getting
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redder with every word that he spits out. She shakes him by the shoulders when

he declares that he may have to head down to the Conchshell District and hire

one of  those sultry prostitutes to alleviate some of  the pressure before his little

Lazarito completely explodes off  his body. But when the shake doesn’t work,

Madrina ends up slapping her dry palm against his rambling lips.

Lazaro presses his hand against his mouth and pouts.

‘I think I have what you need,’ Madrina tells him, walking him over to

the starfish-shaped bottle at the far corner of  the room and pointing at it on

the rack. It sparkles in the afternoon light coming in through the windows. On

a loose piece of  ripped paper, it reads in Madrina’s scratchy handwriting, Poción

de la Fama.

‘This is the fame potion. You will be known in all of  Mayuba after you

drink this.’

‘But how will this fix my belly?’

‘Forget about your enormous gut, Lazaro, this is the solution to all of

your problems,’ Madrina says, fanning her hands before his eyes. ‘Margarita will

love you again because her real problem is not that you are too comfortable, but

that she is so unhappy that she has no idea how to fix it herself. But, if  you become

famous, then she will become the famous man’s wife and get the attention of  all

of  Mayuba, which will make her forget about her little squabbles with you.’

Lazaro thinks for a moment. ‘How do I know that it will even work?’

‘I have a one hundred per cent satisfaction guarantee, just read about it

in La Espiritista Revista,’ Madrina says with a slight smile. ‘And, if  it doesn’t work

after three days, I will give you a twenty per cent return from the original price.’

Lazaro steps closer to the glass and looks at the bottle as Madrina clacks

her fingernails against one other next to him. The starfish bottle sparkles down

on him and casts an orange light upon his round, flustered cheeks.

Madrina clears her throat as she waits. The perico clock at the other end

of  the room whistles when it strikes five.

‘I just made this one fresh the other day. Tweaked it a bit to make it

stronger,’ Madrina tells him to break the silence. ‘I’ll even give you a discount

because I know how much you need it. Only three hundred conchas.’
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Lazaro turns to look at her. ‘Three hundred conchas?’ he squeals. ‘But

that’s only fifty conchas off  the price written here,’ he tells her, pointing at the

tag attached to the bottle.

‘Every concha goes a long way,’ she says. ‘So, are you going to get it or

are you going to head to the Conchshell District instead?’

Lazaro grabs his beach bag and rummages for the three hundred and

seventy conchas he made selling Margarita’s goods at his cart that afternoon.

He hands Madrina three hundred of  them, which she stuffs into the purple

palm leaf  brassiere beneath her dress. The glass creaks as she opens the rack

and hands him the bottle with great care.

‘Remember,’ she tells him, ‘take this on a full stomach or else it will rip

right through it. Then you will not have to worry about your gut any longer

since you will probably be dead.’

Lazaro takes the bottle and puts it into his beach bag. Madrina walks

him out and shouts after him that he will soon get all his magical needs

manifested, then slams the front door shut on him, leaving Lazaro in her

overgrown front lawn with the clucking chickens to head towards the conchita

stop around the corner.
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Elizabeth Barling

Elizabeth Barling has spent her career as a journalist and press officer. After

many years of  procrastination, she finally took the plunge and enrolled on the

Bath Spa MA, where she gave herself  permission to write her own stories. She

lives between Bristol and Bath with her partner and two teenage sons.

Synopsis

Iris Scott has just finished treatment for breast cancer when she meets

septuagenarian Celia at a support group. Charismatic but unreliable, Celia

intrigues Iris with tales of  her adventurous life. On a trip to a commune in Wales,

Iris is caught in the middle of  a bitter feud when Celia’s past catches up with

her. Meanwhile, Iris makes waves of  her own, having a fling with commune

member Arlo and getting arrested at an environmental protest. Her month in

the country is far from peaceful, but it teaches her that living in hope, not fear,

will help her face an uncertain future.

lizbarling@gmx.com

@LizBarling
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from Singing in the Dead of  Night

CHAPTER TWO

Built in the 1870s in blocks of  buttery Bath stone, Café Revival was a tall, narrow

building that occupied a corner in the heart of  the city’s old commercial district.

Breast of  Friends met on the second floor, and Iris, already feeling tired from

her walk into town, felt a moment of  dizziness as she looked up the steep and

narrow stairwell. Gripping the well-worn wooden bannister, she took the stairs

slowly, pausing at each landing to catch her breath. 

When she finally reached the top, she pushed the fire door open to find

ten or so women sitting in a huddle around two tables that had been pushed

together. The room felt hot and oppressive despite the wide-open windows and

high ceiling. They turned around as one and she raised a hand in mute greeting,

acutely conscious of  her flushed face and sweaty forehead. 

‘Hello, a new member! Welcome.’ A small motherly woman wearing a

floral dress bustled over. ‘Teas and coffees are on the bar in the corner, do help

yourself.’

The women turned back to their chatter and Iris headed over to the tea

station, grateful that she was no longer the centre of  attention. Now she was

here, she felt shy and awkward. She hadn’t really thought about what it would

be like to sit in a room full of  women who’d all had cancer. They all seemed to

be at least twenty years older than her, and none of  them had the tell-tale short

hair or headscarf  either. She put a self-conscious hand on her own scarf  and

felt the bristles of  her new hair pushing through the thin material. Meeting new

people didn’t come naturally at the best of  times, and with her confidence at
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rock bottom, it was a huge effort of  will not to turn and run back down the

stairs. Instead, she forced herself  to walk over to a spare seat next to the woman

who had welcomed her.

‘Nice to meet you, Iris. I’m June. Have you finished your treatment,

dear?’ She gave a meaningful glance at Iris’s head.

‘Yes, just last week.’

‘Oh well done. It’s gruelling, isn’t it?’

‘It was alright. I just got on with it, you know.’ 

June patted her knee. ‘No need to pretend with us. We’ve all been

through it. Two thousand and three.’

‘Sorry?’

‘My diagnosis. Fifteen years, and not a day goes by without feeling

grateful I’m still here.’

Iris smiled and relaxed her shoulders a fraction. This was why she’d

come: to inject some positivity into her life.

‘Most of  us are original members,’ June said. ‘We’re the survivors, we’re

good news.’

A large woman wearing a pastel suit and an ostentatious pearl necklace

butted in. ‘We might be survivors, June, but it’s not all roses is it? I’m having

quite a few problems with my joints.’

There was a general murmur of  assent. ‘And most of  us are terrified

every time we get any aches or pains in case it’s the cancer come back,’ said

another. 

The glimmer of  hope that Iris had felt moments ago flickered and died.

June frowned. ‘Iris doesn’t need to hear that. Anyway, she’s probably on

Tamoxifen. Too young for the Change!’

‘Technically speaking,’ Iris admitted, ‘but chemo put my body into

menopause and Tamoxifen’s kept it there.’

‘Oh, poor you,’ chipped in Pearl Necklace. ‘Are you getting the terrible

mood swings and hot flushes?’

Iris shook her head. ‘Only some night sweats. My breast care nurse told

me to take the medication just before I go to bed, and that seems to have kept
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them under control.’ She couldn’t believe she was being so open with people

she’d only just met, but it felt oddly comfortable.

‘Lucky thing,’ June said.

‘I’m getting a bit thick around the waist though,’ Iris felt the need to

offer something negative. 

‘Oh, Tamoxi-tummy,’ cried Pearl Necklace whose own stomach had

certainly expanded beyond its natural contours. ‘It’s dreadful, all those drugs

they make us take.’

She stayed silent. If  they kept her alive, she’d happily swallow them,

even if  they did make her fat and infertile. 

The door flew open and hit the wall with a crash, disturbing the stale

air. Iris turned, along with everyone else, and saw yet another elderly woman in

the entrance. Her hand was clasped to her chest and she was panting hard. She

wore a cheesecloth top that may have been white once, a diaphanous ankle-

length skirt and sandals which revealed gnarled toes. Her iron-grey hair was

cropped too closely to be a deliberate style. 

‘Oh, another newbie, my goodness.’ June was in her element. ‘We never

have new people, and now we’ve got two. Come, sit here, next to Iris.’ 

The newcomer sank into the hard chair. ‘Oh, those stairs, they nearly

killed me,’ she announced. ‘That’d be ironic wouldn’t it? Survived cancer, it was

the stairs that did for her.’ She let out an alarming honking noise. 

June was defensive. ‘We find exercise keeps us mentally and physically

fit. We like walking up the stairs.’

‘Normally I’d be skipping up them like a lamb to the slaughter, but I’m

still feeling rather pooped.’ She honked again. ‘I’m Celia.’

‘Welcome, Celia,’ said June in her bright, professional voice. ‘Now, shall

we get on with our meeting? I’d like to introduce Dawn, who’s here today to

tell us all about traditional quilting.’

Dawn, a tall angular looking woman in her seventies wearing an

embroidered sundress and embittered frown lines, stood up, rustled a pile of

notes and began. Iris’s heart sank even further. She was not a natural crafter and

didn’t relish the thought of  spending an hour of  her life listening to someone
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talk about sewing. However, she didn’t see how she could extract herself  without

being rude. Celia was evidently having similar thoughts. She had dug her phone

out of  her bag and was jabbing at the screen with an arthritic finger. When she

noticed Iris watching, she leaned over and whispered a little too loudly, ‘I fucking

hate sewing.’ June shot her a narrow-eyed look and then turned back to Dawn,

arranging her features in exaggerated concentration.

‘Me too,’ Iris whispered back more quietly. ‘But we’re stuck now.’

‘Hmmm,’ said Celia. ‘Let’s see,’ and went back to peering at her phone.

Ten minutes into the quilting talk, Iris’s eyes were beginning to droop.

It was warm, and Dawn’s voice was monotonous. Celia got up and left the room,

making no attempt to be quiet, which put Dawn momentarily off  her stride and

woke everyone from their heat-induced daze. Iris watched her disappear down

the stairs, wishing she could follow. She dragged her attention back to the quilt

that Dawn was holding up, a crazy confection of  jagged patterns that 

reminded her of  having a migraine. A surreptitious look at her watch confirmed

that there was still almost an hour left of  this purgatory, but there really was no

way that she could leave without offending them. Despite the age gap and 

their obvious different interests, they had extended the hand of  friendship. 

They were kind and generous, and even though she didn’t want to dwell on 

the negatives of  having cancer, she had to admit that it was a relief  to talk to

people who’d been through it, not just her oncologist or the breast care 

nurse.

She took a notebook and pen out of  her bag and began to make a list

of  things she needed to get done this week. Check savings balance, she wrote. Call

Mum. Surely there was more to do than that, but she couldn’t think of  anything.

When had her life become so small? She doodled in the corner of  her book. A

fire alarm rang, sending her pen skidding across the page.

Dawn stopped mid-flow and the women groaned and tutted but made

no attempt to move until June stood up and clapped her hands. At this signal

they rose like a flock of  starlings, grabbing bags, quilt samples and notes.

June hurried them to the door. ‘Quick ladies, out we go. Gather in front

of  the cafe.’ She looked around. ‘Where’s the new person? Celia?’
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‘I think she might have gone to the loo,’ Iris offered. ‘But her bag isn’t

here, so maybe she left.’

June’s mouth set in a grim line, but she was too focused on ushering her

flock to safety to comment. 

Outside, the cafe’s customers were milling around on the pavement. It

was even hotter out here and the air smelled of  traffic fumes and melting tarmac.

Iris spotted Celia on the edge of  the crowd and waved. Celia made her way over. 

‘We weren’t sure if  you’d left. June was worried.’

‘Was she?’ Celia cocked an eyebrow.

‘Well, perhaps more annoyed than worried.’

Celia honked again, a booming vibration that turned nearby heads and

stopped conversations. Iris realised that it was actually a laugh. ‘Quilting, for

fuck’s sake.’

‘I know, it was pretty boring. I was jealous when you got up and left.’

‘Wasn’t leaving.’ Celia folded her arms across her chest and held Iris’s

gaze. ‘Just arranging a distraction.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘D’you want me to spell it out?’ She nodded in the direction of  the cafe,

where the fire alarm was still wailing through the open windows.

‘No.’ Iris’s eyes widened. ‘You didn’t.’ 

Celia shrugged. ‘Told you I didn’t like sewing.’

Iris looked at Celia a little more closely, caught between grudging

admiration for such a bold move and indignation on behalf  of  June and her

group. She was certainly eccentric, with her grubby old hippy clothes and the

wicked smile that lurked in the corners of  her mouth and eyes. But Iris couldn’t

work out if  she was just impulsive and thoughtless or deliberately cruel and

unkind.

‘Oho, here comes June.’ Iris followed Celia’s gaze and watched as June

picked her way through the crowd towards them.

‘False alarm. The chef  burned some toast, I think. They’re letting us all

back in now.’ Her tone was reminiscent of  a primary school teacher encouraging

a class of  reluctant five-year-olds to perform a task.

22



Celia gave Iris the ghost of  a wink and looked at her watch. ‘Actually

June,’ she said, ‘I’ve got to get going. Busy day and all that.’

‘Shame.’ It was clear June didn’t mean it. She turned to Iris. ‘But you’ll

stay, won’t you?’ 

‘Er …’ Iris saw Celia smirking. ‘I … I’ve got a hospital appointment.’

She felt herself  go red. She was such a terrible liar.

June’s face fell. ‘I was so looking forward to getting to know you. And

you didn’t get a chance to take part in our raffle.’

‘I’ll come next month.’

‘Will you, dear?’ It was clear she didn’t believe it for a minute. ‘We’re

planning a talk on Italian fashion houses.’ She touched Iris on the arm. ‘Stay

well,’ she said before returning to her ladies.

‘Italian fashion,’ Celia honked. ‘Almost as good as quilting. Fancy a

coffee somewhere else?’ 

Iris hesitated, weighing up her ambivalence towards Celia and the fact

that there wasn’t anything to go home for. 

‘Go on. There’s a nice Moroccan place around the corner. Does fantastic

mint tea.’

‘Well …’ She still wasn’t sure.

‘Just like they make it in Marrakesh.’

‘Have you been? It’s one of  my favourite places.’

‘Have I? Now, there’s a story.’ Celia linked arms with Iris and led her

away.
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Synopsis

In an unnamed and hopelessly divided nation, separated only into ‘West’ and

‘East’, the army is deployed from the Capital to quell an Eastern uprising. In

the aftermath of  a chaotic, doomed city assault, Sergeant Mischa Hubanko leads

his platoon on an uncanny journey through the woods and back to the home

he fled years before. But his home has changed in ways he could not have

imagined – and, as Mischa’s demons resurface, he finds himself  once again

fighting a personal war between madness and sanity, authenticity and safety, with

consequences far beyond himself.
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from The Things They Buried

CHAPTER ONE

At first they were not told it was a war. There was no formal declaration, only

a series of  escalating conflicts in the East. Open dissent from the government

there. That was new.

None of  the men could explain when exactly it became a war. Not that

it made much difference anyway: they had duties. Manning the sentry posts,

patrolling, digging trenches. When they’d first heard about the conflicts some

of  the men were excited, thinking at least this meant a chance to do what they’d

trained for. That was a month ago, and many of  them had yet to see combat.

They’d not expected war to be so dull.

So they played cards and they ran. They marched and they crawled.

Practiced their movements over and over again: advance to combat, suppressing

fire, outflank. Watched State war films on a flickering cinema screen and read

cheap novels about men whose valour revealed itself  in desperate last stands.

Even gave each other nicknames, as much from boredom as anything. 

Oleg they called Rock because nothing could break him, not extra runs,

not reduced rations, not Captain Belko screaming in his face. Pavel they called

Thunder because when pushed he could explode. They’d heard him on the

bayonet range and it left all of  them with a cold, sick feeling inside. Constantine

they called Joker because he thought he was funny, and because he didn’t know

when to stop. Stefan, Brains. Dasha, Killer. Daryl, Farmboy.

Mischa Hubanko was their Sergeant. At first they called him Hawk

because of  how fast he was in an ambush. Came from nowhere, almost silent.

26



Swept in and took you down. Later he was Seneca. One night Constantine

picked up the wrong kitbag and opened it to find Mischa’s books. Didn’t realise

what he had. ‘Lucius Seneca,’ he read aloud. ‘On the Shortness of  Life.’ He wrinkled

his forehead. ‘Fuck’s reading this gloomy shit, lads?’

They’d all been quiet then, watched for Mischa’s reaction. Never knew

with the quiet ones, never knew when they’d lose it. Mischa didn’t lose his cool,

though. Just held out his hand, calm as anything, said to Constantine, ‘I think

you’ve got my bag, soldier.’

Constantine whistled. ‘Shit, Sergeant, I am sorry. No offence meant,

you know. Just took me by surprise, is all.’

Mischa gave a tiny nod, held out his hand for the bag. Never said

anything else about it. Constantine was clearly on edge for the rest of  that day,

glancing over at Mischa and wondering if  something would snap in him, but it

never did. Counted for a lot among them, a man who knew how to control his

own temper. They respected that. Gave him a reputation as someone to be

trusted. Didn’t mean it was true, but that was what they saw.

CHAPTER TWO

He’d grown up in an orphanage, a place that ran on routines. Same time every

morning he’d wake to a stick clattering against the banisters. Same time every

morning he’d wash. For a while he’d owned a wristwatch, his father’s, its face

cracked but the hands still ticking round. Eventually it stopped, but by then he

knew the times of  things perfectly. Even in Winter, when the days were short,

it was the same pattern.

Same time every morning he’d march with the others to the dining room

and sit down to that day’s gloop – buckwheat porridge, or semolina, or tapioca

– its taste always the same, salty and acrid, and just above body temperature.

Same time every morning he’d leave the table for the schoolroom. Always the

same lessons in the same order. The whole endeavour some enormous

27



clockwork contraption that had always run this way, and would continue running

long after he and the others were gone.

The important business happened in the gaps. The transitions between

breakfast and lessons, dinner and bed: that was when treasured objects were

stuffed into holes in the wall, or furtively removed and pored over. Dolls, toys,

wooden figurines. One boy had his father’s wallet, his party card and train tickets

still tucked inside. Didn’t hide it well enough, though. To his credit, he didn’t

cry when it disappeared. Or at least not anywhere people could see.

Took years of  Mischa’s life, the orphanage. No way to count how many,

or at least he’d stopped counting, anyway. Calendars lost all meaning. There was

only the next task, the next point of  assembly. He couldn’t remember his own

birthday: nobody could. Wasn’t like it meant anything anymore, not when there

was no one to celebrate with.

Couldn’t remember the date his parents had died either – only scattered

fragments of  their last night on earth. His mother’s anxious bedtime kiss, her

whole body tense, her embrace painful. It had kept him awake that last night,

eventually driven him through into the kitchen. His father sitting there hollowed

out, his every gesture weary, his skin receding and his bones too visible.

Scratching a groove into the table with his thumbnail, not looking at Mischa.

Lost in himself, in his own thoughts.

If  she’d only looked up and met his eyes on that night, even for just a

moment, Mischa might have seen the terror in her face, or the love she had for

him. Might have been enough to keep him going. Something to hold on to. But

that wasn’t how it happened, no matter how he tried to rewrite the story. In his

memories he forever willed her to turn, but she never did, not to him, only

towards the door as the knocks came. His father rising from his seat, his jaw

set. Crossing the floor slowly. His mother at the table, shouting for him to stop.

When his father opened the door the soldiers didn’t even give him the

chance to greet them. Cracked him across the head right away, dragged him out

the door. The rest of  the memory was gone, blurry. Buried somewhere in

Mischa’s memory, too deep for him to dredge up. Didn’t matter now anyway,

not really. All that mattered was the next task, the next point of  assembly.
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Couldn’t be late. Punishments if  you were: beatings, food withdrawn, being

made to stand out in the cold at night. Mischa seemed to remember his mother

telling him he had to hold on. Or maybe he’d just told himself  that, as a

comforting story to get him through the night.

Whatever the case, he’d survived this far. God knew how, but he’d

managed it. And he knew he owed this much to his parents: he would survive.

He’d stay alive. Whatever that might take.

Years later Julia would ask him, ‘Why didn’t you run?’

‘Where would I have gone?’ he’d say. ‘That place was my whole life.’

It had stained itself  into the very fabric of  his life, and nothing would

bleach it away. Some nights he dreamed that he was still walking down its

corridors after dark, knowing he was expected somewhere but unable to find

it, turning ever further inward in a great and endless spiral. 

And yet in those dreams he was not afraid. He was never afraid. It felt

peaceful, hypnotic, like watching waves break on the shore. If  he kept walking

then he would be safe: that was enough. That was all that was required of  him.

‘But didn’t you hate it?’ Julia would say, shaking her head.

‘No,’ he’d reply. ‘It wasn’t so bad.’

She’d shrug. ‘I guess I don’t like the idea of  being trapped,’ she’d say.

He wouldn’t know how to tell her he couldn’t remember being free.

CHAPTER THREE

On the outskirts of  the Capital there was a checkpoint. A flimsy, hastily-constructed

thing, really just four plywood walls fitted together like a jigsaw. Next to it stood a

soldier with a white helmet and a clipboard. As the truck rolled towards him, he

held up his hand. Walked around the back of  the truck and peered in.

‘Who’s your CO?’ he said wearily. His uniform was spattered with mud

and he looked like he’d been awake for hours. 

‘Hubanko,’ Oleg said. 
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He checked his clipboard. ‘You’ll enter the city through from the North.

Take the track to your left, curves round through the trees.’ He squinted at his

list. ‘Hold up a second,’ he muttered, glancing back in the direction of  his hut.

‘Present for you from Captain Belko.’

A moment later he returned holding a pair of  heavy shovels. Their ends

rusted and battered as though they’d seen good use. Set one against the side of

the truck and then lifted the other up to Dasha, who took it and placed it across

his lap. 

‘What’s this for, soldier? Trying to send us a message?’ Mischa called

over.

The soldier stared at him for a second. ‘For the roads, Sergeant. Nothing

more.’

‘Well, thank God for that.’

The man sucked his teeth. ‘Save your thanks until you get to the meeting

point.’

The shovels came in handy. The roads outside the region’s Capital were little

more than dirt tracks, not equipped to deal with the movement of  so many

vehicles. Mud churned up into great roiling peaks, high as a truck’s wheel, heavy

and viscous. 

Wasn’t long before they were stuck. First the engine roaring, the truck’s

wheels seeking purchase on the slick ground, then the strange weightlessness

of  a skid. The engine rising to a whining, desperate pitch, the wheels turning

with fruitless, growing aggression. Finally these noises ceased, with something

like a sigh.

When Dasha jumped down from the back he sank a little way into the

ground. Lifted his foot with some effort, accompanied by a wet sucking sound.

His legs were coated in thick mud almost as far as the knee. Before long that

was the case for them all. 

Oleg and Dasha were the first to plunge their shovels into the bank of

mud that held the truck’s left-side wheels. Each blow carving out a thick chunk

of  earth to be thrown away. Silence broken by the sound of  shovel cutting soil,
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the squelch as it came away, the grunt as Oleg or Dasha tossed it aside. A

repetitive, monotonous sound.

In time it was done. Mischa motioned for Sergei to try the engine and

the wheels spun, churning in their grooves, seeming for a moment to sink even

further into the dirt. A harder burst on the accelerator, a spray of  mud that

reached even to the roadside where they all stood.

Again Sergei switched off  the engine and called out the window for

them to dig. This time Stefan and Constantine took up the shovels. This time

they took the lids from two supply cases and made ramps to lift the truck from

the dirt. Again they dug, and then, again, a roar on the engine, a creak of  metal

bending, a moment where it seemed like the truck, lifting itself  out of  the hole,

might just tumble back again.

But somehow it didn’t. By some miracle it stayed on the flat, and there

was a great cheer, the men clapping Stefan on the back for his idea of  using the

lids.

‘Thank God for Brains, huh, Sergeant?’ Constantine said, forgetting

himself  in his triumph. He was good-humoured again now, his temper as fickle

as the sun on an overcast day. Mischa didn’t respond: couldn’t let himself  get

close to any of  them. Not on the eve of  an assault. They needed someone in

charge of  them. Needed rules.

Constantine didn’t even seem to notice. Just climbed back into the truck

with the others, all of  them mud-spattered and sweating now, but filled with

the goodwill that came from having overcome adversity together: their first taste

of  war.

Several minutes later the truck was stuck again.
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Synopsis

Denver, Colorado.

Alone after twenty years of  marriage and grieving a future she’d planned

perfectly, Liv is off  the rails according to her family: sleeping around,

directionless and desperate.

In 1909, Liv’s great-great grandmother, Belle, had six kids, a jealous

husband who drank too much, and only one way she knew to make money.

A violent unsolved murder, abandoned children, and consequences that

reverberate generations later.

Go Devil is historical fiction with strong Up Lit themes including women

and agency, motherhood, middle-age, transitioning divorce, and the insights we

gain when we unearth our maternal histories.

toni@tlchappell.com
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from Go Devil

DECEMBER 1909

Two days after Christmas on a nearly cloudless night. Moonlight glints off

fractured shards of  glass as they spit and shatter from the outside in, hundreds

of  them pelting the old pine floorboards like winter hail: remnants of  what was,

only seconds ago, the dirty kitchen window at the back of  the house. 

Huddled together, the children listen as their mama runs to the kitchen.

They hear her shout. Then one – two gunshots crack the night.

Their mama’s coming back. They hear her feet moving fast, they can

hear her frenzied breathing. Ernie worries she’s cut herself  running on the

broken glass in her bare feet. She’s back, her face in front of  his. Stay Put!

It’s the last thing she’ll ever say to them. Quick as that, she turns and

gun in hand races to the sitting room and out the front door.

Hours later, eight-year-old Ernie thinks: if  he could have stopped time, if  his

mind alone could freeze moments, he would have frozen them then. Stopped

everyone moving. Stopped his mama as she grabbed for her gun. Stopped the

man outside the kitchen window. And then, with just one part of  his brain, he

would have turned the man around, whoever he was, walked him down to the

river and into the water until he froze like an icicle and floated far and away. 

This is how it works. People die, they get buried, their families make promises.

All kinds of  promises about ‘never forgetting’ and ‘always remembering’ as

mourners pick their way through crusty snow and freezing mud following six
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men from the railroad carrying the box, six little children puddling at the feet

of  their father.

Aged and stoic grandparents – who’ve lost their share of  loved ones,

you can bet – bending over the oldest girl, all of  nine, and the oldest boy, barely

eight, dabbing the children’s eyes with dirty cotton handkerchiefs, drying grimy

tears and snot, while they urge the children closer to the edge of  the hole, help

them grasp a handful of  red dirt, guide their arms forward over the deep dark

black, release the tiny fingers of  their little fists, the first of  the dirt sounding

like rain on the box in the deep dark pit in the ground where their battered

mama sleeps.

A man in a black suit says some words. People shuffle from foot to foot

trying to keep warm, the man speaks faster, claps his Bible shut. Large rough

hands, hands that work hard every day, lead the little children away.

A policeman in his everyday clothes puts the handcuffs back on their

papa and he’s led off  too. Everyone leaves. There will be a stone marking the

place at some point, if  someone can scrape together the money. Granite or

marble. Scrolls or angels with wings. Soft things carved with diamond hard tools

into something that will last. That’s what they promise.
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Synopsis

This contemporary novel explores the destructive nature of  lies within a family,

questioning the common assumption that truth is always best. Lizzie, a woman

with a stifled ambition to become a singer, is determined to conquer the

crippling stage fright that silenced her thirty years ago. Husband Mitch, a keen

guitarist, is losing his memory and lets an old secret slip. But his confused

confession is only half  the story and soon Lizzie’s musical plans, and the stability

of  their marriage, are under threat. La-La Means I Love You is narrated by three

members of  a family torn apart by secrets and deceits but healed and reconciled

through music.
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from La-La Means I Love You

CHAPTER SEVEN

MITCH

The doctor asks lots of  questions about my sleep issues, his eyes sliding backwards

and forwards across the computer screen while he taps on a keyboard that looks

far too small and flimsy beneath his chunky fingers, as if  meant for a child.

How often does it happen? How many hours am I getting? Have I taken

anything for it? I tell him that it varies, how occasionally I lie awake most of  the

night. And I describe a few things Lizzie has bought for me, watch him twist

and untwist his lips when I mention the yellow liquid that knocks me out, but

makes me feel really groggy the next morning.

I don’t say that it reminds me of  the weekday hangovers I had for a few

years after Becks hit the pre-teens and became more challenging, when the rows

and upset between her and Lizzie were hard to bear and things were getting the

better of  me. Alcohol made me numb to some of  the sharper feelings.

‘I take it you work?’ the doctor says, turning his chair to look at me

squarely for the first time.

‘Yes, I’m a quantity surveyor.’

‘Stress levels?’

‘Pretty high, I guess. It’s very busy. And we’ve got a few difficult clients.’

‘Would you say the lack of  sleep’s affecting your work?’

‘Being knackered’s not helpful.’

He nods, then quizzes me about the headaches, tells me to avoid screen

activity later in the evenings. ‘Any other problems?’
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I think of  Lizzie, how I seem to be upsetting her a lot lately, and how

all her worrying and fussing has made me lose my temper a few times.

‘Not really,’ I say, and the doctor’s eyes linger on me a bit too long, as if

they might have special access to my thoughts. I look away, to a poster on the

wall that asks, Do You Need a Flu Jab? Maybe I do.

‘What are your energy levels like?’ the doctor says, springing up from

the chair. He’s taller than I expected, and more like a country vet with his rolled-

up checked shirt sleeves and huge hands.

‘Pretty good,’ I say.

The doctor stands in front of  me, fingers pressing on each side of  my

neck, feeling around while he asks about my hobbies, what I do to switch off

and relax. I tell him about the guitar playing and running.

‘That’s great,’ he says. ‘I play the guitar too. Very badly.’

I’m not surprised. I can’t imagine how he’d jam those fat fingers together

to play a D chord high up the neck. Virtually impossible.

He grabs a blood pressure gadget from his cluttered desk, and behind

it there’s a photo of  two children in matching green jumpers and striped ties. A

little girl and her older brother. His children, I assume. It could be Becks, with

Lewis – the brother I denied her, although the age gap would be much bigger.

I remember, with a start, how the only photo I have of  Lewis, taken when he

was a baby, has disappeared. I’ve always kept it inside the Delfonics’ La La Means

I Love You album, but someone’s been rifling through my record boxes and now

it’s gone. If  Lizzie had found the photo, she’d surely say. Ask who it is. God

forbid that ever happens. Maybe I put it somewhere else? But I don’t remember

doing it. I need to search again. When Lizzie’s out.

I look down and there’s a black band around my arm. Up close, the

doctor appears a little older, skin lined around the eyes. Maybe forties. He

squeezes a pump that looks like my old bicycle horn and the band gets tighter

and tighter. It’s a weird sensation. Unpleasant.

Neither of  us says anything. I wonder what he can hear in the metal

earphones, whether it’s like the marching beat that thumps inside my head when

I’m running, or more complex, layered sounds? Maybe it’s the echoey,
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whooshing noise you get when you hold one of  those big seashells to your ear.

The doctor’s staring at the wall, still listening.

In the silence, I decide I have to say something about the other stuff

that Lizzie keeps going on about. She’ll be cross if  I don’t.

I take a deep breath. ‘My wife says I’m getting forgetful.’ I try to make

it sound casual, and I’m surprised at how relieved I feel to have said it.

The doctor doesn’t react. He’s watching a dial on the monitor and I’m

not sure if  he can hear me with the earphones in, whether the sound of  my

blood is too loud.

I say it again.

‘I wasn’t going to mention it, but my wife’s getting worried,’ I add.

‘Making a big thing of  it, as they do.’ I laugh, but the doctor doesn’t. He manages

a weak smile, and nods slowly, almost as if  he knew that this wasn’t just going

to be about insomnia and headaches. No doubt he’s used to hearing similar

things from middle-aged men with anxious wives who take too much notice of

all the scaremongering, the newspaper headlines telling us how all those everyday

symptoms we ignore could be the sign of  some awful illness. Like cancer. Or

Alzheimer’s.

I feel a little light-headed, glad when the band finally deflates and

loosens.

‘What sort of  things?’ the doctor says. ‘Your blood pressure’s fine, by

the way,’ he adds, pulling the band from my arm with a loud rip of  the Velcro

that reminds me of  Lizzie. For a few years she used it all the time in her sewing.

It was the latest thing. Zips and buttons were old school. And Becks had it on

several pairs of  shoes, always a magnet for grass and mud.

‘Nothing major,’ I say. ‘Only sometimes, you know, senior moments.

Actually, you probably don’t, not at your age.’

He smiles. ‘Like what?’

‘Oh, stupid things, like forgetting to buy milk, or where I’ve put my

mobile. I’ve double-booked myself  for a couple of  appointments at work. The

usual stuff.’

‘And do you forget words?’
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‘Now and then.’

‘How about doing everyday things, like paying a bill, or making a cup

of  tea. Do you struggle with these?’

‘No.’ An image of  shaving comes to mind, the morning I couldn’t

remember what to put on my face and used soap, rubbing for ages to get a

lather. But I don’t tell him because I know how stupid it will sound and it was

only once, and I was still half  asleep. It was probably after taking that bloody

yellow medicine. ‘I’ve done a few silly things in the car, taken the odd wrong

turning, but it’s a new one. Takes a while to get used to them, doesn’t it?’

The doctor nods an agreement. I wonder what car he drives. Nothing

showy or sporty. Probably something practical, like a 4x4, or possibly an estate.

‘I’m going to ask you some memory questions, and to do a few tasks –

if  that’s OK?’ he says.

‘OK.’

‘What’s today’s date?’

I’m puzzled, wonder why he doesn’t know, then realise it’s the first

question of  the test.

‘May 12th,’ I say. I saw it on my mobile in the waiting room.

‘Your birth date?’

‘1968. November 8th.’ He glances sideways at the screen, presumably

checking I’m right.

‘Can you spell the word ‘world’ backwards?’

‘D …’ I stop to picture it written down, take my time to get it right. 

‘R … L … O … W.’

The doctor maintains a blank face. ‘Can you subtract 7 from 100?’

‘93,’ I say quickly, glad we’ve moved to maths.

‘And can you carry on subtracting 7?’

‘86.’ I shift in the chair as my mind does the sums. ’79 … 72 … 64, no …’

I pause, sifting through numbers jumping around my head and a noise inside my

ears that’s off-putting. It feels like I’m back at school, being quizzed by a teacher.

‘You can stop there, that’s fine,’ the doctor says. ‘OK. I used to live in

Shurdington. 36, Langton Street. I’d like you to remember that.’
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I repeat it in my head, imagine it underlined: thirty-six, six squared.

Langton Street. Shurdington. And again. Sixes. Think sixes. The doctor draws

a square on a notepad. Adds lines. It’s a box. He pushes it towards me.

‘Can you copy that?’

It’s years since I’ve drawn a box, though I see enough of  them at work.

I start with the square, add several lines. There’s a slight tremor in my hand. I

draw one diagonal the wrong way and scribble through it. It looks right, if  a

little wonky.

‘Drawing’s not my strong suit,’ I say.

The doctor rips off  the sheet. ‘Can you draw a circle and then add

numbers, make it into a clock face?’

I think of  the worksheets Lizzie used to print for the kids at school, and

the wooden puzzle clock we had for Becks. I feel a bit irritated, patronised, but

I do it as quickly as I can.

He peers at it. ‘Great. Can you name twelve animals?’

‘Dog. Cat. Rabbit …’ I pause. I see fields, a farm. ‘Sheep. Cow.’ A zoo.

‘Elephant. Giraffe … monkey.’ Where to next? My parents’ house. ‘Cat,’ I say.

He raises his eyebrows, so I wonder if  I’ve already said that.

‘Any more?’

I feel stupid. I’m making hard work of  it. This isn’t difficult, but his

stare is off-putting. So many animals to choose from. The alphabet. ‘Zebra,’ I

say, ‘umm …’

‘OK,’ he says, nodding.

I’m not sure if  I’ve said twelve. I try to go back through them in my

mind, but he interrupts.

‘Finally, where did I used to live? The address I gave to you?’ 

‘Shurdington … number 36 …’ The street? Try to picture a sign. No.

‘I’ve forgotten the street name.’

‘That’s fine.’ He taps on the keyboard. ‘We need to run a few blood tests

– check your organs, and for any vitamin or mineral deficiencies. The thyroid

can get a bit sluggish in middle age. And bearing in mind the headaches, I think

it’s worth arranging a brain scan – just to rule things out.’
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So much information. A brain scan? I wasn’t expecting that. Should I

be worried? The doctor doesn’t appear to be. He sounds pretty calm, and

unconcerned.

‘What about the memory tests,’ I say. ‘Do I get a score?’

He flashes a brief  smile. ‘There appears to be some suggestion of  mild

cognitive impairment, but at your age a slight decline is not unusual, and there

can be a number of  causes. Let’s see if  anything comes back in the tests. I’ll

book you in with the nurse.’

Mild impairment. Mild sounds good. Not unusual. Just as I thought. But

all those questions and silly tests have left me a bit edgy, and I’m startled by a

strange clunking noise I realise is a printer. The doctor grabs the sheet of  paper,

holds it towards me.

‘Here’s a prescription for something that may help you sleep, but it’s

strong stuff, and not for the long term, so I’d like to see you back here in a week

or so.’

‘Oh, right. Thanks.’ I head for the door, keen to leave. Now I can tell

Lizzie that I’ve seen a doctor and everything seems OK, which should stop all

her fretting.

‘And can you bring your wife with you to the next appointment?’

My grip on the door handle tightens. Damn. I look back, unable to stop

a frown.

‘I’d like to hear from her,’ the doctor says. ‘That’s if  you’re OK with

that?’

‘OK, fine,’ I say, and I think we both know I don’t mean it.
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from A Ghost Online

The employment office was full, as usual. Marion had to push through the

crowded search terminals to get to the advisory desks, where Kayleigh would

have been waiting for her for over an hour. She didn’t realise how quiet the street

had been until she was in here, where the printers trudged on rhythmically at

the back of  the office and it sounded like everyone was talking at once, all with

the same Anglo-American accent, even though anyone she caught a look at was

stern-faced, sullen, mouth closed. 

There was some plain-faced girl with glasses at Kayleigh’s desk, an

adviser that Marion had never seen before. She looked brand new, kept fiddling

with her pen or tapping too gently on the computer screen. When she spotted

Marion she tapped it a few more times, faster. Then she held out a register and

Marion touched it with her index finger. 

‘Did Kayleigh get my message about the –’ Marion started.

‘You’re an hour late,’ the girl said, and pushed her glasses up her nose.

‘There’s a client that’s supposed to be in now, but I can see you after that.’

Marion searched the girl’s face for any hint that she’d heard about what

happened. Didn’t get one. ‘I had to give a statement to the police,’ she said

carefully. ‘I left a message about it. There was an accident, in town. Car crash.

Some kid died.’

‘Oh.’ The girl went wide-eyed, reached past her computer monitor for

a battered-looking tablet and scrolled down the screen, blinked, then looked up

at Marion. ‘Were you involved?’

‘No, I just saw it.’ 

She nodded. Stroked a finger down the tablet screen. Narrow fingers,
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bitten-down nails. Eventually she said, ‘Alright, Miss Finley. There won’t be a

sanction this time.’

‘Very generous of  you.’

‘I still can’t see you now, though,’ the girl said. ‘If  you take a seat I’ll see

you after.’

All the lime green benches were full, so Marion found a place between

them where she could lean back against the wall. The guy closest to her glanced

over, wrinkled his nose. Because she smelled of  the crash, she realised. Because

the smell of  burning rubber and fuel and meat had clung to her clothes. She

caught the girl’s attention and gestured towards the bathroom. The girl nodded. 

The stalls were the same lime green as the benches and walls in the main

office, and there was one woman at the sink, washing her hands. The woman

didn’t have a handbag, which meant she wouldn’t have anything to mask the

smell, and Marion hadn’t brought anything but her phone and keys. She thought

she’d be home by now. Hadn’t anticipated becoming a witness, being held up as

a visored officer registered her and took a statement. An officer who felt like

he could call her by her first name. Who told her to pass his regards on to her

father.

She washed her hands and waited for the woman to leave before she

washed her face. The water was cool and she stayed like that for a minute, bent

over the sink, with her wet hands pressed against her eyes. And her throat

tightened. She could see the kid: face down, arms out. Split open. She didn’t

know the smell would stick to her. 

She washed her hands again. Harder, squeezing her fingers together,

twisting them while they were covered in soap, wishing the water would get

hotter, but it wouldn’t because the employment office didn’t want to get sued.

The dryer was so powerful it moved the skin on the back of  her hands, and she

stood there longer than she needed to, watching it dent around the bones

underneath, made eerie by the germ-killing blue light.

By the time she left the bathroom her spot by the wall was taken, so she

moved to the other side of  the office, by the only open window. Neither of  the

two older guys there acknowledged her, just stared into the middle distance
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instead. Waiting, like everyone else. The new girl who’d replaced Kayleigh still

wasn’t with anyone. She picked up her tablet, put it back down. Pushed her

glasses up her nose.

Marion figured the girl wasn’t modified. The glasses didn’t give it away

– they could be for show, and usually were, but Marion didn’t think so this time

– the fidgeting did. The atmosphere of  not-belonging that lingered around her.

The looks she threw at an adviser by the printer, probably a superior, who didn’t

notice or didn’t care. She definitely had a government handbook on that tablet,

and she was going to treat it as gospel from this day until her last day, because

that’s what being employed just for being unmodified did to you: it made you

grateful. And it made you hyper-vigilant. Because any minute someone might

realise you’re eating from somebody else’s plate.

Marion folded her arms. Got comfy, because who knew how long the

girl was going to keep her waiting? She decided she might as well pass the time

in here the same way she did every week: by spotting the clients who were

modified. That guy by the search terminals is, given away by a black-hair-jade-

eyes combo and perfect posture. The girl on the desk opposite isn’t, because

she’s taking too long with whatever form is in front of  her. The girl with the

Glasseye is, the adviser by the printer isn’t. Looking like a supermodel was a

dead giveaway, but you didn’t need to be a genejob to be good-looking. It was

more fun to spot the little things, like how long it took them to answer a

question, or if  they needed to write something down to remember it. Things

Marion had learnt to hide. 

Had the kid been modified? A generically handsome, generically

intelligent, athletically proficient kid, driving fast in an expensive retro-auto,

enjoying it because he was in control of  something easy to lose control of ?

When his parents designed him, did his father slide the ‘vehicular competency’

tab (Only five-hundred pounds extra to adjust!) into the red and have his hand slapped

by his wife, and did they both laugh because their kid was going to be a good

defensive driver who’d pass his test first time?

It didn’t feel real, still. She saw that kid erupt from his windscreen, and

even though she was sure the tearing sound she’d heard was his shirt, some part
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of  her thought, now, that it was his stomach, and thinking that made her want

to throw up. She wanted to call Will and tell him what happened, but she knew

if  she did that she’d cry, and she didn’t want to cry in the employment office.

There were too many people who came in here and cried.

The new girl waved to get her attention. ‘Miss Finley?’

Marion went back to the desk. Sat opposite the girl, who looked at her

tablet. When she eventually smiled, it was all teeth and no charisma.

‘Hi Miss Finley. I’m Farrah. I’m your new opportunity adviser. I have a

dog named Jake, he’s three.’ She glanced at the tablet. ‘Why don’t you tell me

something about yourself, as well?’

‘I’m sorry, where did you say Kayleigh was?’ Marion said.

‘My apologies, Miss Finley, I see you’ve got some personal facts on here

already.’ Farrah tapped the monitor a few times. Frowned. ‘I’m sorry to hear

about your sister.’

Marion narrowed her eyes. ‘Thanks.’ 

‘It says here you’ve been a client for –’

‘Is Kayleigh on holiday?’

Farrah cleared her throat. ‘You’ve been a client here for three months,

and –’ she looked at the tablet, looked at the monitor ‘– and your ideal vocation

is in administration and management.’

‘What? No, in teaching. I’m an English teacher.’

Farrah blinked. Tapped the monitor with her brow furrowed. ‘Those

aren’t the notes I have.’

‘But that’s what I’m telling you.’

‘I can only work with the notes your last opportunity adviser left you.

Me. With the notes your last employment adviser left me.’

Marion sat back in her seat. A line of  sweat ran down from her hairline

into her shirt collar; the increasing body count and the ancient computers made

the office even stuffier than usual. She hadn’t appreciated how nice it was by

the window. It would only get worse as the summer drew on, and the thought

that she might still be here, months from now, was harrowing. Only slightly

more harrowing than being stuck somewhere working admin.
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Or management.

‘Are you ready to complete this week’s opportunity report?’

She wasn’t, but she did. Marion’s ‘pursued opportunities’ were usually

secretarial, with a few teaching positions if  one had come up. She’d even started

applying for opportunities completely out of  her field, in music and chemistry,

half  sure Jenny or Will could teach her the syllabus the week before. ‘Missed

opportunities’ usually consisted of  what Kayleigh used to call ‘minion’ work;

domestic, food, and hygiene services. She was past the point of  being able to

pass those jobs over, Farrah said. She’d been past that point a month ago.

‘Me and Kayleigh were holding out for something better,’ Marion said.

Farrah pushed her glasses up. ‘I’m going to advise you to pursue at least

two of  your usual MOs, Miss Finley.’ Her outdated keyboard clanked noisily

under her fingers while she spoke. ‘And it says here that you’re hesitant to reskill,

but I’m going to recommend it.’ She paused to look at her tablet, then at Marion.

‘Do you agree?’

‘Farrah, I – Look, I can do better than that. I can do better than ... ’ The

girl stared at her, hands hovering over the keyboard. Marion sighed. ‘Fine. OK.’

‘Thank you. In the meantime, Supervisor has found five new possible

opportunities for you.’

Unlike Farrah, Kayleigh didn’t have a dog, and unlike Marion, she didn’t

have a degree, because she was supposed to be a ballerina. All the looks and

none of  the talent, Kayleigh said, no matter how hard she tried or how much

her mother sobbed about it. She was easy to talk to and came in hungover the

same days Marion did, and on those days they’d see how much Marion could

make dancing in Body Double and call it good. And maybe that’s why Kayleigh

wasn’t doing the job anymore, and Marion felt horrified for a moment that one

day she’d walk in here and see Kayleigh over by the search terminals, red-eyed

and sniffling, tapping the ‘next opportunity’ button over and over.

Farrah scheduled their next meeting. She recited the debrief  –

opportunities are everywhere, the government is ensuring a healthy economy

and flourishing workforce, all tasks must be completed by next week,

uncompleted tasks will result in a sanction – from memory, and held Marion’s
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gaze the whole time. She passed the register over again. Marion touched it, then

got up to leave.

‘Oh,’ Farrah said, frowning. ‘You’ve got something on you.’

‘Huh?’

‘Here.’ She rubbed the back of  her arm. ‘Right there.’

Marion turned her arm, looked over her shoulder. Three red lines, where

the guy at the crash had grabbed her. 

Blood, she realised. Blood from the kid. 
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from Composing Hallelujah

On Wednesday Adam met the woman of  his dreams. The pity of  the situation

was that he was already married, and the woman did not have long to live.

When he first saw her, she was struggling with an umbrella. ‘Would you

like to join me?’ she said, smiling cautiously – for in London, city of  strangers,

even the offering of  shelter from the rain is a gross intrusion.

Moments later the umbrella was up, a scandalous splash of  colour

layered over conservative blacks and greys – a beach ball bobbing against pale

rocks on a sluggish sea.

‘Are you sure?’ he said.

‘You’re going to get very wet, very quickly,’ the woman observed, raising

the umbrella a little higher, as if  thinking that the difference in their respective

heights was the only thing holding Adam back.

He was already feeling the cold: the wind, funnelled and directed by the

expansive streets, was as warm and welcoming as a supermarket freezer aisle.

Water was pouring onto him from above and splashing up from below. The

faint grey filter that had rested over the morning’s blue sky had darkened into

swirls of  shadowed ebony.

‘Well,’ he said, suppressing a shiver. ‘If  you don’t mind ... ’

When Adam left the flat that morning the sun had been shining like the

tabloid promise of  an English summer. He had expected neither the rain nor

the ominously unspecified incident on the underground that abruptly 

curtailed his journey. Having decided against taking an umbrella, he had selected

a coat that was little more than a glorified sweater. He’d have been better off

with a hoodie – though too old for them, and Westfield security guards might
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have viewed him with dark suspicion, he would at least have kept his head 

dry. 

The bland announcement had crackled through the loudspeakers just

as the tube approached Piccadilly Circus. The train had unexpectedly passed

straight through Oxford Circus, and the driver sounded as resigned as the

commuters. ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’ve been informed by control ... There’s a

problem on the line. This train will be terminating here. You’re advised to make

your way to the surface and use the buses. Or your feet. All change, please.’ The

train wheezed into the station, stopped, and the thick metal doors opened.

‘Everyone out!’

By the time the passengers reached the lower steps of  the escalators, the

exclusion zone around each of  them had started to decay. Though some continued

to stare at their smartphones, desperate for a signal, others decided they had little

alternative but to engage with their travelling companions. There were a number

of  conflicting explanations for the termination of  the journey. One exasperated

passenger spoke to anyone who would listen of  a perfect storm of  signal failure,

multi-vehicle breakdown, and rain seeping into one of  the tunnels. A couple of

suited businessmen, simultaneously deep in conversation and preparing fumbled

messages on their phones, blamed the unions for waging de facto class warfare.

Others had heard that a young man had been arrested on a charge of  having a

large rucksack and a suspicious manner. No one used the words ‘Muslim’ or

‘extremist’, but the unspoken syllables twisted in the dank air like motes of  dust.

‘Bet it’s a false alarm,’ said a pale woman, weighed down by glittering

pink shopping bags. ‘Some transport cop with an overactive imagination and

too much Red Bull.’

Adam suspected a jumper, though he kept his thoughts to himself. He

wasn’t sure how one poor soul’s passing could bring the entire network to its

knees, but he’d seen it happen before. The script being read out over the station

PA was full of  phrases like ‘tube station closure’, ‘interrupted service’ and ‘bus

services running as normal’. Each was a dagger through the heart of  the

professional commuter.

Though Adam was in London for a business meeting, he rather

55



welcomed the interruption. The ensuing chaos was a commendable if  distant

cousin of  genuine excitement. At least it wasn’t just a normal day in the capital.

At least something was happening.

And, as the passengers poured out of  the exits, this peculiar day seemed

to have another trick up its sleeve. A woman had offered him, a stranger, shelter

from the unanticipated deluge.

She raised the umbrella still higher, her blue eyes bright in the mid-

morning gloom. After a clumsy mating dance with their hands, Adam grasped

the handle while the woman struggled with a bus map.

‘Got far to go?’ he asked.

‘I’m just temping,’ replied the woman, as if  that said enough. And then

she added, dismissively, ‘Elephant and Castle,’ and, after another pause, and yet

more map analysis, ‘Might not bother. I was only supposed to be there for the

morning.’

She spoke with a slight accent – South African, or Dutch perhaps – but

it was buried and hardly marked her out in that modern Babel. And yet the

strength of  her voice, the decisiveness of  her actions, her daring engagement

with a stranger – all were somewhat at odds with her features. As she

concentrated on the map, and relaxed, some of  the lustre drained from her eyes.

Despite her square jaw, there was a fragility about her, as if  prolonged exposure

to the city air would see her crumble to dust. As if  she were, as she clearly viewed

herself, only temporary.

Adam imagined she was in her early thirties. Though weighed down by

a heavy coat, she appeared athletic and broad-shouldered, all subtle arcs rather

than pencil-straight lines. There was a playfulness about her poise that suggested

she might be younger, but this vigour was balanced with a palpable resignation.

What had she seen, what had she experienced, that could affect her so deeply?

Adam wondered if  he was being rude, and staring, but she hadn’t

noticed. She was looking down, frowning at a message on her brick-like mobile.

She wore little makeup, and her almost-blond hair seemed not to have

been troubled by scissors for a while. Her skin was unblemished, perhaps

indicating good sense and early nights as much as an expensive pampering
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regime. It gave her the honest appearance of  a film star papped in Sainsbury’s

buying a carton of  milk. Her nose was slightly crooked – a sporting injury,

perhaps. It skewed her face a little, but somehow the asymmetry only made her

more captivating.

Adam revised his thoughts in a rare moment of  clarity. She was more

than merely pretty; she was beautiful, and beguiling, and her flaws were

somehow to her credit. And when her eyes burned brightly, when her mouth

broke into a smile, everything seemed to make sense, like a painting of  seemingly

random parts snapping into focus.

Adam looked away, watching instead the people who surged after

harassed taxis, or ambled towards distant buses, or hopped into gutters to avoid

static tourists. He liked looking at this woman, which meant he had to ask

himself, rather sternly, if  this was quite the right thing to do. Though she’d made

the first approach, there was nothing at all sexual or romantic about their few

words. And Adam was married – happily married, he always added, both eagerly

and truthfully. He was a well-educated man in his early fifties, and so had certain

expectations of  temperance and self-control. Broadly feminist in instinct and

outlook, he had always felt that staring at women puts you only fractionally

above whistling builders and the connoisseurs of  Page Three.

Of  course, he didn’t want to leap into bed with her, so perhaps ...

Perhaps it was acceptable. After all – surreal image, but let’s run with it, he

thought – if  an elegant doe chose that moment to dart out of  Lillywhites,

shaking its head loftily ... Would that not be beautiful? Likewise, this woman

was beautiful, and to pretend otherwise would be an insult to ... What? Her

genes, her maker? Blind chance?

Perhaps, Adam reflected, his entire life was actually a tissue of  self-

justification, of  bending morality to thought rather than the reverse. But he

loved his wife Hannah, and brought her readily to mind; Hannah, who was a

wholly separate individual, yet absolutely indivisible from him. A woman who

at times knew Adam more intimately and honestly than he knew himself, and

from whom he had never hidden the least thing. Sometimes the world – the

modern world with all its vagaries and paradoxes – puzzled Adam greatly, and
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he’d say that he didn’t know much, about anything. But he knew he loved

Hannah, and that she trusted him unconditionally.

Adam was certain that Hannah would not condemn him, for he had

done nothing wrong. You don’t stop finding people attractive just because you’re

married, she’d once said, not unreasonably. And this was a random encounter,

ephemeral and meaningless: in a moment it would be over, lost in the

remorseless ebb and flow of  everyday life.

The stranger looked up at Adam suddenly, grinning as if  at a joke,

seemingly aware of  his lengthy analysis of  her features – of  the exquisite turmoil

she had provoked. ‘Rachel,’ she said, extending her hand. ‘Rachel Anjo.’

Adam shook her hand. It felt warm and delicate within his; he could

almost feel the fragile bones beneath the skin. ‘Adam Jarrold.’

She paused, peering at him more closely. ‘Like the TV guy ... ?’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Very like the TV guy.’

Adam used to carry business cards that listed his roles as ‘Presenter –

Producer – Writer.’ He thought the order of  words implied how he was generally

seen: first as a commodity, then as an overseer of  content, and finally something

a little more creative. However, taken in reverse, the words hinted how he would

like to have been perceived: as an author, and a thinker, and only (if  his arm

was twisted) a face on a screen. Read in order, the words indicated not his public

profile, but his thwarted aspiration.

‘I’ve heard of  you,’ Rachel continued, without a trace of  embarrassment.

‘Never seen any of  your stuff, though. Don’t have a telly.’

‘Probably just as well. At least I don’t have to apologise for anything.’

She nodded seriously, as if  she’d not grasped his self-deprecating humour.

‘Fancy a coffee?’ she said suddenly. ‘I’m assuming you’re not in a rush ... ’

And, to establish a contrast, she gestured towards the station entrance.

It was disgorging another angry wave of  passengers, and two briefcased men

were already arguing over an Uber. Adam felt that he and this woman were the

one still point in a kinetic universe, two motionless figures huddled under a

shared umbrella.

He glanced at his watch, an involuntary gesture as he knew what the
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time was. His propensity for disorganisation and low-level chaos meant that he

worked hard at finding ways to keep a tight grip on his timekeeping, at least on

those days when he absolutely had to be somewhere. In practice this meant

factoring in time for unforeseen eventualities, and consequently he often arrived

at his destination over an hour early. Better that, he thought, than rushing in

late, his potentially ordered mind shot to bits before he had even started.

‘I’ve got a meeting now,’ he said. He did not say that he had a gap in his

diary later. What he meant was: This is London. Strangers just don’t go for coffee.

‘Lunch, then,’ said the woman, skating over his words with a smile. ‘After

your meeting. Nothing flash. A flapjack and a coffee in Starbucks. You buy what

you want, I buy what I want, and we just ... happen to sit at the same table.’ She

shook her head. ‘Actually, not Starbucks. Bastards ... ’

He paused. In that moment, all his fine words and aspirations fell from

his shoulders like an old coat. He was simply a man, about to make a decision.

Two futures branched in front of  him; which would he take? The ending of

neither was in sight. But a harmless encounter with a woman did not

automatically make him disloyal. He loved Hannah. This was just lunch.

‘Sure,’ he heard himself  saying. ‘Why not.’
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from Chamberlain Road

The TV blared out at its usual volume when Beth let herself  into her dad’s house

after work, but there was no shout from the sofa to check who was there. It

was enough to raise a flutter of  uncertainty in Beth’s stomach when she was

the one who had to call out. ‘Dad?’

There was no answer.

Without stopping to take off  her wet coat she stuck her head around

the lounge door.

It was empty; a TV gameshow shouting to itself. The flutter grew and

she headed a little more quickly to the kitchen.

‘Dad?’

‘What d’you keep shouting for? Half  the bloody street’ll have heard you.’

Beth’s panic receded before it had properly risen, though it left a hollowness

low down where uncertainty still fluttered. It took a beat to register why.

He was on his hands and knees by the back door. The top panel where

the window had been was covered with a sheet of  thin plywood: two sides

machine straight, the other two wobbling along rough edges. The top line

followed a wrong angle, falling short at one corner. There were tools littered

about the room and the floor around him sparkled under the fluorescent light

with a scattering of  silver screws. He had been picking them up, one by one,

down on his knees. Beth’s frustration felt dangerously close to tears.

‘Why are you here anyway?’ he demanded. ‘You were only here yesterday,

what d’you want?’

She dumped her bag on the counter. ‘I’ve got Bruce coming round to

board up that broken window. Why are you doing it yourself ?’
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With effort, he pushed himself  to his knees. ‘I don’t need Bruce. I’ve

already done it.’ He reached up to the counter with one hand and began the

difficult task of  hauling himself  to his feet. Beth resisted the urge to help; it

would only annoy him. ‘Since when do I need someone else … to do a little …

job like that?’ The exertion snagged his words. ‘Call Bruce … tell him … it’s

done.’ He finally reached standing and tipped four screws onto the worktop.

‘No. He’s coming. He’ll need to measure up for a new piece of  glass

anyway.’

‘I’ve got glass in the shed.’

‘The right size?’

‘Are you telling me I can’t measure a piece of  bloody glass now?’

‘It’d be a bit of  a coincidence, wouldn’t it, to have one exactly the right size?’

‘It’s not a bloody coincidence. I’ve got a stack of  panes out there. Bruce

can bring some putty though, I need that. Tell him to bring some putty.’

‘Did you even take the broken glass out?’ Beth couldn’t see any.

‘It’ll be fine.’

‘You can’t leave broken glass behind that …’ She wanted to say that the

plywood didn’t look as though it would hold. She wanted to point out the gap

at the corner that was already letting in a stream of  cold air. She didn’t say it,

but he seemed to hear it anyway because he looked back at his own handiwork

and she saw his embarrassment and upset. And then he was angry.

‘What are you doing here anyway?’ he demanded again. ‘If  you’d

bothered calling you’d know it’s fixed. I fixed it.’

‘I’ve been calling all day. You never pick up the phone.’

‘Didn’t hear the bloody phone. Be useful, then. Get all this cleared up.’

He pushed off  from the counter, launching his bulk past her, not looking at

her. ‘And put my tools away properly.’

‘I know.’

‘They’ve all got a place.’

‘I know.’

‘And lock up the shed after you.’

‘I know!’
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The slow shuffle finally took him out of  the door, breath pulling quickly

in, pushing slowly out. He had developed a limp. She didn’t ask.

For a moment she stood quite still. Her nerves were raw from not

enough sleep, from nobody calling out when she opened the front door. From

a lot of  things. 

She just needed a minute.

Then she took a proper look at the plywood. The bottom of  it was quite

firm but the higher the screws got, the more he had clearly struggled. She

tightened them as much as she could. Then she tidied the rest of  the spilled

screws back into their jam jar, gathered up his tools and set off  down the dark

garden to the shed.

When it ran, Mick Doyle’s business had been based in its own builder’s

yard, but there had always been overspill and the ‘shed’ had been constructed

to contain it. It was several times the size of  a normal garden shed and part

brick-built, because at the time he’d had some spare. His best tools had always

been stored there, each with its own space on the shadow-boards that lined the

walls, or in their allocated compartment in his tool box. It was a shock for Beth

to turn on the light and see the state of  it now. Bits of  drainpipe, lengths of

timber and assorted detritus had been chucked in haphazardly. Half  of  the

shadow-boards were empty, the tools they once housed either hanging in the

wrong outlined shape or discarded elsewhere. His big metal toolbox, with his

name stencilled on top from his apprenticeship, stood wide open with the trays

lying around. She could see where he had dragged it across the dirty floor and

realised that he hadn’t been able to lift it. He’d had to take out the tools he

needed for the back door. She wondered how many times he had shuffled up

and down the path to carry it all, and it occurred to her that boarding the door,

a job he would once have called a ‘ten minuter’, had probably taken him most

of  the day. The saw horses were still set up outside with the offcuts of  plywood

lying in the wet grass and she could follow his waning energy along the sawn

edges, starting straight and gradually worsening as he went.

The tears were close again. They didn’t come.

Beth took her time tidying up; she couldn’t face waiting for Bruce with
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her dad. She put all of  the tools away, not only those he had taken into the

kitchen. She rearranged the shadow-boards properly, ordered the jars of  screws

and nails back in their correct size ranking and put the toolbox away. As she

was sliding the saw horses back in their place she noticed the stack of  glass

propped up nearby, and that one piece had been brought out and left aside. It

looked about the right size for the back door.

Beth halted. She knew how her dad’s mind worked. He knew he hadn’t

done a good job on the back door. More than that, he knew that she knew too.

Which meant that he now had something to prove. To both of  them. If  he

could get hold of  some putty he was certainly going to try and replace the glass

himself  and Beth couldn’t think of  any way of  stopping him. She wondered

about taking the padlock key so he couldn’t get into the shed at all. But he would

be furious with her, and anyway, he had another key somewhere. There was a

proper mortise lock in the door, but both keys to that had been lost long ago.

Not that Beth needed a key now.

She didn’t notice that thought straight away. It stole in. Gradually, it

became the obvious answer. She could lock the mortise without a key and still

put the padlock on so everything looked normal. He wouldn’t be able to get in,

any tools he might use to try and force entry would be on the wrong side, and

he couldn’t blame her. She didn’t stop to notice how easily the decision came.

She glanced back towards the house. Bright light spilled from the kitchen

window, as it spilled from the kitchen window of  the house to the left. The

house on the right had a blind drawn that muted the glow. There was nobody

watching. Even if  there was there would be nothing to see.

She turned off  the shed light and shut the door. Then she concentrated

on the keyhole for the old lock.

She used the other sense. The one that understood shape and contour

and mass in a different way. The one that contained a kind of  muscle. It felt

strange after so many years, like the fragile return of  movement to a broken limb.

Carefully, the other sense reached out. It found the old, tarnished

keyhole. It found its way in, around the spider’s nest that lodged there. It felt

the shape of  the tumblers where the key should fit.
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And then it fumbled.

Beth frowned, struggling to make out the inside of  the lock. Maybe the

sense was weaker now. Except Gulati had said it was stronger.

She concentrated harder, trying to find a way past the cylinder to the

deadbolt.

She used to know how to do this.

It was like when she had tried to do a handstand with a friend’s little girl

the previous summer. She knew how handstands worked, she knew how it

should feel when her hands hit cool grass, the strength of  her locked arms and

the curve of  her back as she held herself  in perfect balance. Instead her wrists

had jarred against hard earth, her arms had felt too weak to support her and

her legs had flailed up and straight back down, one by one. She had been

surprised and frustrated and let down by her own body. 

Like her dad.

She concentrated harder still, any thought of  who might be watching

forgotten. Sturgess had always said it needed practice, like any muscle. It needed

practice to become muscle memory. She hadn’t practised for over twenty years.

Beth closed her eyes and pressed her hands flat against the shed,

focusing absolutely on the inside of  the lock, on how it felt. She found the tiny

gaps. She flowed through the cylinder and found the back of  the deadbolt, as

stiff  from lack of  use as she was. She pushed.

The knife had been a simple lift. Turning the key in her bathroom door

had been only a little split pressure, pushing in one direction at the top and the

other direction at the bottom. She had done both without thinking.

An old, forgotten pride pointed out that even a split like that had been

beyond everyone else.

Had been. Yesterday, Gulati had drawn all the blinds in the boardroom.

What if  everybody else was better now and she was worse?

The bolt gave a little.

Could Gulati get into a mechanism like this now? She hadn’t been able

to before.

But Gulati had drawn all the blinds.
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Now that she had the feel of  the deadbolt, now that she knew it hadn’t

completely seized up, Beth gathered everything in sustained pressure on that

single point. There was another tiny jerk, and then the bolt slammed into the

doorframe, so suddenly that she jumped backwards.

She glanced around quickly to make sure nobody had seen that odd

movement.

A lift of  adrenalin washed through her, chasing away the tiredness she

had battled all day. Her hands tingled as she used them to put the padlock on.

It was the secret triumph of  having got away with something; the risk of  being

caught. She had forgotten that rush, but it had always felt like that at the

beginning.

The breeze carried a welcome drizzle against her hot, bright cheeks.

It needed practice. She wondered how much training Gulati had been

doing. She thought about talking to Al and the adrenalin surged again; the sense

of  doing something others couldn’t. Wouldn’t. And then she saw Bruce in the

kitchen window and she pushed her excitement down before going in. To save

it for later.
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from Wootton Hall

CHAPTER NINE

‘Can you press the red button? There, on the wall.’ Laura spoke as calmly as she

could, directing the father-to-be with a sideways gesture of  her head. Her right

leg throbbed with cramp. She was kneeling beneath the pregnant woman, who

stood beside the bed, bent forward, elbows on the mattress, groaning. 

‘Why? What’s wrong?’ The man didn’t move. 

‘Nothing’s wrong, I just need you to press it. Please.’ 

He crossed the room slowly and touched the button with his forefinger. 

‘Hold it down,’ said Laura. ‘Old wiring.’ She forced a laugh. 

He placed his palm on the button and pressed.

‘That’s it.’ She switched the heart rate monitor off  and on again, wiped

the probe and tried once again to find the foetal heartbeat. 

Outside, the urgent slap of  shoes on linoleum grew in volume, pausing

near the door. Laura turned in hope. There was a murmur of  voices followed

by the sound of  the footsteps receding down the corridor. Laura looked up at

the button; a red light pulsed in its centre. 

‘What’s happening?’ The man ran a hand over his head. Perspiration

glistened along his hairline.

‘The baby’s coming soon,’ Laura said. ‘Why don’t you sit down? I’ll tell

you when it’s time.’ She gestured to an armchair in the corner. He looked at it

as though it was a trap that would open up and swallow him alive. 

Laura spoke to the mother. ‘I need you to move. To stand straight.’

The woman shook her head. ‘Hurts.’
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‘Now. Stand up.’ Laura’s brusque tone had the desired effect. The

woman shuddered and began to raise herself.

‘If  you don’t want to sit,’ Laura turned to the husband, ‘take her arm,

let her lean on you.’

Between them they helped the mother upright. When Laura was certain

the man had a firm hold of  his wife she crouched down and ran the monitor

over the taut skin of  the belly. Pressing and listening, desperate to find a sound

that would give hope. 

‘Wiggle about,’ Laura said. ‘We need to shift the baby to a better

position.’

‘Shift?’ The word twisted from the woman in a strangled gasp. ‘I can’t … ’

Laura placed her hands over the abdomen to see if  she could feel

movement. At least it wasn’t breech, that much was something. She checked the

cervix for evidence of  a prolapsed cord. Nothing visible. 

The light flashed, still no one came. 

She slid the probe across the skin once more. 

There. 

At last. 

A faint but discernible thrum that suggested there were not three living

people in the room, but four. 

Thank you. Thank fucking God. 

She listened carefully. Anything under 120 was bad. She bit her bottom

lip as she watched the numbers on the machine: 112, 110, 111. There was a

sudden burst of  accelerated beats, like a pianist thumping out a passage of  semi-

quavers, then it dropped back to a sluggish 110. 

Laura checked the progress. The infant’s head was crowning; if  the baby

was out in the next minute or two, it might be all right. Any longer and …

It had gone out; the light on the alarm. 

The man was gripping his wife under her arms as if  his life depended

on it. Which in a way it did, Laura thought, as she strained across the bed and

slapped her palm hard on the emergency button. His creation for posterity,

stuck, locked in a sweating, sobbing woman.  
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Laura crouched back down to listen to the heartbeat. It was faint and

slow: 111, 110, 109 … 

The next contraction was mounting. ‘Push with it,’ she said, ‘push down,

as hard as you can.’ She could feel the head. She placed a gloved hand over the

woman’s perineum. It was essential to get the infant out, but too fast and both

mother and baby could be damaged. The woman groaned and strained; the head

emerged a third of  the way and sank back in. 

102 … 101 … 99 …

‘I need you on the bed,’ she said to the woman. ‘I have to do an

episiotomy.’

‘No. Please, no.’

‘We have to get the baby out. Now. On the bed.’  

She pulled the mother – whose weight and stature far exceeded her own

– from the man’s arms and forcibly manoeuvred her onto her back. It was, she

thought, how a vet might grapple with a pony. The only advantage she had was

that the woman was weak with exhaustion. 

‘Now,’ Laura said. ‘The baby’s heartbeat is too slow.’

There was no time for polite consideration. With the woman on her

back on the bed, Laura took the operating scissors, pushed the woman’s knees

apart and expertly sliced from the edge of  the vagina, down and out at an angle

from the midline. The skin curled apart, revealing white cutaneous layers

speckled with scarlet blood. 

There was a thud; the sound of  something heavy hitting the linoleum.

The man was sprawled on the floor, white-faced and – by the look of  it –

unconscious. 

Another contraction was building. Laura refocused. ‘Push – ’

The woman strained, her cheeks inflamed, her eyes bloodshot. The

baby’s head emerged, then its shoulders and in a gush of  darkened waters it

slipped into Laura’s hands; one catching the neck, the other grasping its ankles.

A boy. 

Blue. 

Not breathing. 
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She laid him on the bed, clamped the cord and severed it, hoping it

would stimulate respiration. Fathers often asked to be the ones to make the cut,

imagining it was similar to snipping the ribbon at a fete; a symbolic and

celebratory moment. The reality was different; the cord was sinewy, it took

strength to hack through its tough exterior. And the babies themselves – blood

splattered, stippled with waxy vernix – were more alien than human. 

She grabbed a towel and rubbed the infant vigorously. His lips were the

translucent grey of  winter sky. A doll cast in the wrong colour plastic.

Throwing aside the strip of  fabric – now damp with fluid and blood –

she wrapped him tightly in a clean blanket and stepped over the father to place

the child on the examination table. Her back was to the mother; she hoped her

body blocked the woman’s view. She hit the timer on the wall. 

There was a second call button beside the table; she pressed and held

it, leaning with the weight of  her desperation. Someone should be with the

mother, delivering the placenta and stitching her up. 

‘Where’s my baby?’ The woman craned her neck. ‘I want to hold my

baby.’

Laura unravelled the equipment for resuscitation. 

Five seconds, six, seven. Where the hell was everyone? 

‘What’s wrong with him?’ The woman was pointing at her husband. 

‘He’ll be fine,’ Laura said. ‘He fainted.’

Twelve, thirteen.

‘Dan?’ The woman’s voice wavered. ‘Dan, wake up!’  

There should be a second midwife. A paediatrician. Hell, they needed a

nurse for the father.

She did a second assessment of  the infant. Breathing: none. Heart rate:

hard to ascertain. His colour was paling to white. She attached a saturation

monitor to his right hand, rolled a small towel and placed it under his neck to

prevent compression of  the airway. Taking a suction catheter she cleared his

airways, then pulled the pressure mask over his face and began the application

of  air, keeping an eye on the monitor; too much oxygen was as damaging as

too little. 
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The woman called repeatedly to her husband. Laura wished she would

quieten; it made it hard to concentrate. Where was the emergency team? She

had no spare hand to press the bell again and wondered if  she leant forward

and sideways whether she could reach it with her elbow. 

‘I’m bleeding.’ The woman’s voice was tight.

‘That’s normal.’ Laura couldn’t turn, she had to watch the monitor. If

the mask failed she’d need to start chest compressions. It was unusual for a

midwife to perform them; she couldn’t remember the last time she’d done it. 

Twenty-eight, twenty-nine.

‘There’s so much blood.’

‘It’s like a heavy period,’ Laura said. ‘It’s normal. You’ll need to wear

pads for two or three weeks.’

‘I don’t feel right.’

Laura glanced back at the woman, who was attempting to sit up in bed.

Her skin was pale and damp. Around her hips the white sheets were saturated

red, blood pooling in rivulets across the cotton.
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from The Park, After

WildFrontier (an extract)

When little Jonny Bartik got bit by that rat, we knew it was finally time to move

on out, to find some place better to live. For proper this time.

First thing I knows of  it all is when I hears the kids shoutin’ from a

pretty far way away, all hollerin’ an’ kickin’ up an awful racket. So I grabs up

Dolly’s shovel an’ rushes out to ’em, thinkin’ them Higgit boys are back an’

causin’ trouble again an’ ready to hide ’em real good if  they’re so much as

breathin’ too close to our sweet Marcie. I follows the sound of  the screamin’

an’ it leads me to the doors of  the ButterChurnDairy, where it turns out the

kids are playin’ inside despite me tellin’ ’em on numerous occasions that it ain’t

safe, what with the walls all rottin’ an’ the roof  all cavin’ in in places.

When I looks inside, I sees there ain’t, in fact, no Higgit boys about

anywhere. Instead, I finds most of  the kids, our Marcie included, standin’ right

back up to the walls, all starin’ at Jonny who’s in the middle, jumpin’ about an’

screamin’ like a madman with this sizable lump of  vermin stuck real tight to his

ankle, its teeth sunk into his skin real deep an’ blood all drippin’ down from its

mouth. So I does what comes right natural after 12 years of  followin’, if  I does

says so myself, Exceptional Parenting Procedure, an’ instinctively sets myself

about removin’ the Immediate Issue (that bein’ the rat hangin’ from Jonny’s leg)

through Positive Action Implementation (that bein’ whackin’ it real good with

Dolly’s shovel).

Now, I ain’t exactly the best at sports, an’ I sorta misses some swings,

an’ instead of  every time clobberin’ the rat like I was meanin’ to, I sometimes
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ends up catchin’ Jonny on the shin an’ the knee bones a few times. I ain’t a bad

man, reckons in fact I’m as far from bad as can be, but I ain’t gonna say it ain’t

givin’ me a certain happy buzz hittin’ Jonny for all the danger him an’ the others

is puttin’ our Marcie into right now. I ain’t ashamed an’ I ain’t sorry, just

sometimes a kid needs a good sortin’ to get them on to that straight and narrow.

But not our Marcie, never our sweet Marcie; I ain’t ever so much as rapped along

her knuckles. She ain’t the type what needs straightenin’.

Anyways, in part cause of  the rat an’ in part cause of  my hittin’, Jonny’s

screamin’ loud as anythin’ an’ I’m still swingin’ Dolly’s shovel an’ the rat’s still

chompin’ down hard an’ causin’ him to bleed a load all over his shoes an’ socks.

Jonny, who’s gettin’ paler an’ more closer to shock by the second, gives me a

look what says Please help I’m in agony here, so I decides to step up my Positive

Action Implementation just a notch in the hopes of  quickly findin’ a Mutually

Agreeable Outcome (that bein’ the removal of  the rat for once an’ all).

I takes one huge swing of  the shovel, one last great wallop, an’ catches

the rat dead right in the middle of  its back, causin’ it to let go its teeth an’ go

scurryin’ quick as anythin’ to under some old tarp piled up in the corner.

Enraged by the rat infringin’ on their precious playtime an’ bein’ a proper

Menace to Society, the kids (’cept for Jonny who’s now just slumped whimperin’

an’ starin’ at his ankle) all start peelin’ bits of  the wooden panellin’ off  of  the

bountiful, rottin’ walls of  the Dairy an’ we all gets to beatin’ the livin’ shit outta

this tarp, least five or six of  us wailin’ down on it, hopin’ to crush the rat an’

teach it that we ain’t here for eatin’ an’ that we ain’t havin’ any more of  its type

comin’ round here thinkin’ the same.

An’ our beatin’ causes the rat to come flyin’ straight back out an’ runnin’

right between our Marcie’s legs an’ off  out the door, an’ we all as one starts

chasin’ it, an’ the kids is screamin’ loud as all heck in their best, bluest curse

words. I don’t do the Right Thing an’ tell the kids not to be yellin’ no curses as

I reckons this is as good a time as any for ’em to be cursin’, what with all our

bloods up an’ our hearts poundin’ fast, an’ anyways, if  they already know the

words, what good would it do to shush ’em up now? Life is for learnin’ after all,

an’ I don’t want to be the one stiflin’ their Personal Developments.
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The rat gets only as far as the HoneyCombBridge before our Marcie

catches up to it an’ gives it a right decent smack to its head an’ there’s a loud

crack an’ the vermin stops its runnin’ an’ slumps down an’ we all catches up an’

start to finishin’ it off  for good, batterin’ it into the street as hard as we can.

When there’s nothin’ more left than a black an’ red furry smear on the cobbles,

the kids stop their whackin’ an’ start to high-fivin’ each other, chuckin’ their

bloodied planks into the river an’ whoopin’ at their winnin’ ways.

Bein’ the responsible adult what I am, I leaves the kids to their celebratin’

an’ heads on back to the Dairy to check in on Jonny, who I reckons by now is

in a much worse way, what with havin’ time to realise what’s just been done to

him an’ what pain he is, in fact, in. Sure enough he’s cryin’ for proper now,

clutchin’ his ankle real tight, an’ the noise of  his pain finally brings his damned,

lousy, grubby, good-for-nothin’ parents to peekin’ outta their trailer, sittin’ as

close to the Dairy as it is. Soon as they realises it’s their Jonny doin’ the screamin’

they comes runnin’ over fast as they can, an’ Jonny’s wailin’ at the top of  his

lungs It hurts Ma, Da! It’s real hurtin’! an’ his Ma’s smoothin’ his hair an’ huggin’

him tightly, sayin’ Shush now Son, Shush, don’t you be cryin’ like that in front

of  all yer little friends, you don’t want ’em all thinkin’ you’re some big blouse

now do ya? I knows even the best of  us need to let it all out sometime, an’ I can

see you’re in some great an’ terrible pain, but for our Holy Lord’s sakes keep

the cryin’ for when we gets Home, you’re makin’ us here into a scene! An’ his

Da, in what I sees as a less-than-glitterin’ moment of  Fathership, says Hold on

Son, this’ll take the pains right away, an’ he opens up Jonny’s mouth right wide

an’ chucks the contents of  the AdultAppleJuice bottle he’s forever holdin’ down

into it.

Course Jonny’s never had a taste of  it before, nor never had such a

strong beverage as what AdultApple is, an’ gags an’ heaves before chuckin’ his

guts up all right down himself, causin’ a right mess of  his jumper an’ his already-

bloodied shoes. An’ our Marcie, who’s come back in from the celebratin’, who’s

standin’ real close to Jonny with a full face of  worry due to her ever so carin’

an’ compassionate nature, well, our Marcie gets a real splatterin’ of  the sick all

on her dress, an’ she turns to me an’ she starts bawlin’ Look Da! holdin’ it up
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for me to inspect, Look at my pretty dress! It’s ruined now with Jonny’s sick

mess! an’ now she’s startin’ up with her cryin’ an’ I have to deal with all this,

cheers for nothin’ Jonny.

That night, in an effort to make her feel more like herself, I cooks our Marcie’s

favourite dinner, reads her favourite story of  The Spacegirl Andromeda And The

Moon Of  Sighs, hugs her tight, kisses her on the forehead, tells her I loves her

an’ puts her to bed. She’s asleep before I even gets back to the door to the

bedroom, an’ the sound of  her ever-so-sweet snorin’ starts to seepin’ out into

the rest of  the house.

I’m dozin’ on the sofa when Dolly gets Home. She’s been out all day

tradin’ what little wares we’ve got, an’ is understandably pissed to find her shovel

an’ our Marcie’s dress out on the steps with their respective fluids still caked all

over ’em an’ so, rightly so, she kicks open the front door an’ she’s immediately

flyin’ off  the handle, yellin’ that blood an’ vomit ain’t got no place in our

Domestic Bliss, that I can’t be trusted to not screw this all up while she’s away

makin’ us a livin’, an’ who’s blood an’ who’s vomit is it anyways, encroachin’ into

our Home Life?

So I sits her down an’ explains to her what went on that day in the Dairy,

givin’ her mostly every detail, slightly emphasisin’ the heroic nature of  my own

actions an’ leavin’ out the fact that our Marcie was the first to bludgeon the rat’s

skull in case that looks too badly on my own Fathership. I makes sure to tell her

how well I carried out my Positive Action Implementation an’ how real effective

it was at Resolving The Situation, hopin’ this’ll chill her right out an’ make her

real proud.

But, when I’m done with the tellin’, Dolly ain’t at all calmer, an’ she’s

launchin’ into shoutin’ at me again, yellin’ how this place ain’t no good for raisin’

a kid, how we should be livin’ somewhere nice, somewhere where there ain’t

been no rats for years, where there ain’t no risk of  bullies, how she knew we

should’ve left here a long while ago as here ain’t no good for us or for our

Marcie, an’ I says Dolly, my Emerald Light in the Dark of  a Thousand Nights,

my Safe Haven in the Storms of  Life, Dolly calm it would ya? We’ve had a tough
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time already today, our Marcie an’ me, an’ she’s tryin’ to sleep away the trauma

in her room, an’ don’t you think I’ve been questionin’ our futures too? Don’t

you think I’ve been wonderin’ also about what if  maybe it was our Marcie who

got bit today instead of  Jonny, or about what if  I hadn’t been around to rush

out an’ be so heroical in my day-savin’? Don’t you think, my Darling Moon and

Stars, that I’m wantin’ for us three to be livin’ somewhere better than this also,

away from all our woes an’ from them Higgit boys always pickin’ on our Marcie

an’ her friends? That maybe I was thinkin’ that this is the last straw, the actual

final one this time, for real, an’ that now I says tomorrow we pack up only what

we need an’ head out to find us a new little Home?

An’ she looks at me with them big beautiful green eyes of  hers an’ says,

without even a hint of  anger this time, You’re right, my Ever-Present Daydream,

my Symphony of  Unbreachable Serenity, you did do good today, savin’ ’em kids

like you did, an’ if  you’re as dead serious about leavin’ as me then I says let’s do

it, let’s go find us somewhere right nice an’ decent for what’s left of  our Marcie’s

childhood. I says let’s find ourselves a nice little place, away from all the troubles

we’ve been havin’ recently an’ start right new an’ fresh.

An’ we both nod in our agreement, an’ she plants a big, passionful kiss

on my mouth an’ says that after she’s done eatin’ we could maybe have a Sugar

Night tonight, to make up for all the shoutin’ an’ arguin’, only if  I’m not too

tired from all the life savin’ I’ve been doin’ today?

An’ I says I ain’t ever too tired for a Sugar Night, seein’ as it is part of

my Husbandly Duties, a real big part in fact, an’ I serves her food up right quick,

my feet itchin’ as I watches her scoff  it down.
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from The System

I dragged the sack through the damp earth. It was too heavy to carry. I

desperately wished I could have used my backpack, but I couldn’t risk it 

splitting.

The twilit woodland used to be thick with ferns and nettles but was now

stripped bare from the cold, revealing rusted Coca-Cola cans and yellow

polystyrene kebab boxes. Mud caked my boots.

The sack – a frayed-edged hessian thing – was almost full; there was

only room for a few more handfuls of  twigs and snapped off  logs. I looped my

hands into the handles of  the bag once I’d found wood dry enough to burn and

hefted it over my shoulder.

I stopped at the edge of  the woods, in line with the wall of  faded bark

and bare limbs, and looked out over the town, searching for signs of  movement.

A small number of  birds, including the solitary arced outline of  a swan, waded

through the algae-skinned lake. Far off  to the right, London loomed behind a

thick curtain of  fog, Canary Wharf ’s light winking like a lighthouse guiding the

affluent. I’d never seen it so ethereal before.

I walked down the hill, the sack ploughing a rough track behind me. If

the sack split now I would have to make at least three more journeys and I wasn’t

sure if  my nerves could take it.

As I drew closer to town and the buildings surrounded me, my footfalls

began to echo. The emptiness of  the streets was something I wasn’t used to. I

could remember the Wednesday markets with clarity: the record salesman,

whose salary seemed to consist of  smiles and conversations with old ladies; the

foghorn-voiced butcher with his oversized van full of  sausages and pork joints;
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and a strange woman who looked like a politically incorrect pastiche of  a gypsy

and sold t-shirts with stretched photographs of  Elvis’s face.

By the time I’d pulled myself  from my reverie I’d arrived at the alcove

leading into my building at the end of  Silver Street.

The brambles edging the courtyard were choked with bees. Great fat

stripes of  noise. They droned from one branch to another, landing and then taking

flight again. The brambles themselves were usually ripe with blackberries: swollen

black blobs flecked with the occasional orb of  red. This year, though, they’d gone

into hibernation. The fruit hadn’t flowered. I yearned for some evidence of

seasons: the bloom of  berries, the plum purple of  the summer-hazed dusks. The

uniform steel was all that remained of  the once vibrant palette and made me wish,

more than ever, that I were anywhere but this town of  brick and litter.

A hoary frost ate at the remains of  a mange-ridden rat beside the

wheelie bins lined up against the brick wall dividing my building and the one

next door.

I checked my wrist for the time: 7:15AM.

The sun was up now, hidden behind the grand Gothic archway leading

into the courtyard, emitting a weak ray of  light and an even weaker discharge

of  warmth. As the year marched on, the temperature had retreated.

Beneath the archway I plucked the roll-up from behind my ear, lit it with

a click from the last of  my electronic lighters. Warmth filled my throat and chest,

accentuating how cold the rest of  my body was.

The grey ceiling of  sky looked heavy, clogged with vapour.

The town was silent, save for one or two whistles from birds that would

occasionally dot the sky as dark pinpricks of  speed. Sparrows, thrushes. Most

of  the seagulls were gone. The closure of  the schools meant less scraps for

them to feed on. They’d moved on. I envied them and their ability to escape

any given situation with a few flaps of  their wings.

The smell of  wet concrete was overbearing; a smell that seemed to have

been imprisoned beneath the frost by the moon, freed by the sun.

I toked the last of  my cigarette – right to the filter – and stubbed it out

along the chipped brick, tossing the butt on the ground.
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I closed the communal door behind me, loped up the stairs in a slow,

inebriated lurch as the nicotine worked its way through my body. A heady rush

tilted the steps, making me dizzy. The sack of  wood almost pulled me back

down them a number of  times. A rush of  wind whispered through the cracks

of  the building and my on-the-latch door opened, and closed with a muffled

slam. When I reached the top step I pushed my way inside. The sun was in line

with the skylight window, a vague halo behind the white-grey clouds.

The flat was as I left it, cold and static. The television, useless and alien

looking, faced the grey IKEA futon.

My stomach parped. I moved a hand to it and rubbed gently. It had been

so long since I’d eaten that the idea of  food made me feel sick. My supplies

were running pathetically low: a small half-empty bottle of  Lucozade and a Pot

Noodle the last of  it all. Even if  I could hold it down it wouldn’t be enough to

sustain me for much longer. Today was the official day of  moving out – on.

Like the seagulls, it was time to take flight to find a more bountiful supply of

food.

The question of  what to pack wasn’t a difficult one considering most

belongings required some sort of  charge to work. I filled my backpack with the

half-empty Lucozade and Pot Noodle, a fork, knife and spoon, the powdery

remains of  the tobacco, its flavourless menthol filters and Rizlas, and a single

book from the dust-clung bookcase: The Stranger. I wondered, not for the first

time, whether there was any point in my actions; if  it would not be better to

stay put and let my body sink peacefully into itself  as hunger ravaged on the

remaining fat.

I zipped up the backpack and leant it against the door ready for my

departure. A collection of  worn-out lighters was on the kitchen side. I pushed

them into one corner and fought to squeeze the overstuffed sack through the

kitchen window above the stove; the wood rolling around inside the sack,

making it difficult to manoeuvre. I pulled myself  up onto the counter and

shimmied my way onto the flat roof  of  downstairs’ flat. The slabs of  concrete

I’d laid out created a mosaic affect; the sparkly, coal-black material beneath,

pulled taut over the roof, was encrusted in patches of  a white lichen of  frost. It
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grew like mould from the corners, pockmarking its way to the long length of

frost-spotted bin bag in the centre. The sight of  the bin bag brewed a cocktail

of  emotions inside of  me: repulsion, regret, love.

I wasn’t ready for this moment. But it had to be done.

With shaking hands, I ripped a small hole in the top of  the bin bag. A

rancid smell oozed out. I’d assumed two and a half  months in freezing temperatures

would have kept the putrefaction process at bay for longer. I was wrong.

I pulled my hands away, looked to the monotone sky and took in a deep

breath. I returned to my task, peeling away at the bag as Abi’s face came into

view: pale skin, bruise-purple lips. There was a morbid beauty about her. I traced

my fingers along the lines of  her face. A growl tore at my throat, and I swallowed

down a sob. I forced my eyes closed, and tears ran down my cheeks.

When she’d been fully exhumed from her plastic coffin, I tossed the bin

bag over the side of  the building. It took flight on a gust, fell, and eddied along

the ground with a series of  bouncing rustles until it smacked flat against one

of  the fences of  the estate houses: a modern council project tacked onto the

edge of  town consisting of  three curving rows of  terraced houses. Each one

uniform: a square squat of  green at the front, enclosed by black painted metal

fences. I watched it awhile as it fluttered angrily across the metal bars. Each

second watching the bag was a barrier between me and what I had to do next.

I gathered my resolve and turned back to her.

I knelt by her side, brushed my fingers through her hair. Kissed her cold

forehead. I secretly hoped my lips would revive her. Turn this upside-down

world on its head and resolve everything, like in a Disney movie.

There were no more excuses, so I laid the wood around and then on

top of  her, took the can of  lighter fluid and doused the pile until every inch

was covered.

I held the lighter at arm’s length and flicked the wheel.

Then I burned my wife’s body.

Later, I scooped up Abi’s ashes with a dustpan and brush and dropped

them into a round red biscuit tin. They pattered on the thin base like rain on a

roof. I wrapped the tin with elastic bands to ensure the lid wouldn’t come off,
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scattering the remains, then placed it gently on its side in the largest pocket of

my backpack.

I shouldered the backpack and took down the front door key from its

hook above the kitchen spice rack. I was on the landing and was about to slam

the door closed before I realised what I was doing. I held the door ajar, threw

the key onto the futon and closed the door on my old life. It was something I’d

thought long and hard about: whether I should keep the key in my pocket ready

for a safe return. It was a get-out-of-jail-free card for when times got difficult –

and they would. I needed to bury Abi’s ashes and running back to the apartment

wasn’t an option. I felt sadness in the pit of  my stomach at leaving the house

Abi and me had made a home but it was numbed by the weight of  Abi’s ashes

in my backpack. None of  this felt fair.

The courtyard rattled with the chill wind. A whistle blew through the

archway. I swung the backpack off  my shoulders and rolled a cigarette. As I

smoked it, the smell of  burning hair and flesh came back to me in waves. It

clung to the back of  my throat and made me retch. I stubbed the cigarette out

and tossed it to the ground. It landed beside the dead rat. The wind bowled it

into the crook of  the bent carcass, singeing the matted fur. A glob of  phlegm

rose up into my mouth; I spat it onto the tarmac, where it landed with a heavy

smack. Smoking, my last vice, was off  the cards for a while.

I shouldered the backpack again and stepped through the alcove. The

street was deserted, the only sound coming from the squeak of  the wind-rocked

wooden sign outside The Black Swan. Midway between our apartment and

Sainsbury’s – where I was sure there’d still be food – was the church. One of

the churches. Although the town didn’t feel particularly religious, the number

of  prayer points suggested it once was. A tree stood before the church,

overgrown and bare. The town drunks would gather beneath the canopy of

leaves before they disappeared – the leaves and the drunks. Both fell away from

their groups, one by one. Empty beer bottles carpeted the ground among the

yellow and brown leaves. A row of  shops faced the church. Around the corner

from these stood the town. A collection of  roads and avenues branching off

into even more roads, avenues and shops.
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I continued down the street, aware that should I run into trouble now

I’d be done for. I suddenly regretted leaving the key behind. The road bent at

the church. The traffic lights at the crossing were blank: two circular voids. I

crossed the road where Sainsbury’s comes into view, the orange signage a ray

of  hope. A dog, frail and limping, whined. I looked back and saw it loping

towards me. A man, his black hoody ripped, joggers baggy and blotted in blood,

advanced on the dog. The hood masked his face, all I could see were his hands,

outstretched for the animal.

Until he turned to me.
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from Lulu

2

Lulu should have been here.

In the Welsh valley town of  Pontypool, the park was crowded as a

prolonged heatwave greeted the approach of  school holidays. Television and

newspaper headlines had given out dire warnings about the scorching

temperatures, warning of  drought and the risk to the old and young of  sunburn,

sunstroke and dehydration. This made no impression on the people of  Pontypool.

The weather was tropical and they would make the most of  it. Huge thighs and

heaving bosoms were turning scarlet in too-small mini dresses brought out from

hibernation, and men’s chests sizzled beneath greying hair as some, ignoring the

expanse of  belly hanging over their trouser-tops, even discarded their vests.

In the children’s playground area, nestled among rolling fields and trees

in the sprawling expanse of  the park, some older boys kicked their football

around. Some people tutted that there was ample room outside the playground

for football, but no one said anything to the teenagers until a stray kick sent the

ball into the face of  a seven-year-old boy. As he howled in distress, his foul-

mouthed granny ran at them with surprising speed and hurled the ball back at

them, yelling, ‘Get out of  here, you little bastards, before I kick you up the arse.’

Not wishing to take her on, the footballing boys moved away, jeering at

her from a safe distance, ‘Yeah, fuck off  and die, you old cow.’

Having seen them off, she consoled her sobbing charge by taking him

for ice cream, to the busy booth outside the Paws cafe, so named because of  its

designated area for dogs and their owners. The little boy’s tears rapidly subsided.
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A five-year-old dangled by one hand from the top of  the climbing frame,

yelling, ‘Mum, look at me. Mum, Muuum.’ His mother, unconcerned, sat on a

bench nearby, smoking and chatting to other mums. Eventually his calling caused

her to turn briefly and nod at him, then return to her conversation. It was all he

needed, and all he was likely to get. An Asian woman, in a garish yellow and black

tracksuit, guided her pink-frilled toddler down the lower end of  the slide in the

gaps between the older children whizzing down it. As far as everyone was

concerned, all was well with the world. How quickly this impression would change.

Cherie, a pretty young woman with scratches and a bruise on her face and

wearing jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt despite the heat, pushed a battered pink

pushchair. She looked about her calling, ‘Lulu, Lulu, where are you?’ 

Absorbed in their own pursuits, few people noticed her at first, until her

calling grew louder and shriller. Frantically, she asked people if  they had seen a

little girl in a blue spotty dress. Each person she asked shook their head and

gradually her agitation spread to the other parents, resulting in a brief  search,

then a mass exodus of  the playground as parents dragged unwilling children

home to safety. In a short time, only a few people remained, looking around for

a parentless child. Adrienne, a neighbour of  Cherie’s asked, ‘Have you called

the police, love?’

Cherie shook her head and, in a panicked voice, replied, ‘No, I should,

shouldn’t I?’

Adrienne made the decision for her and called them on her mobile. For

the next few minutes Adrienne fielded questions from passers-by, anxious to

help. ‘What’s happened?’ ‘Oh no, has anyone called the police?’ One by one, the

concerned onlookers stood back, wishing to help, but unsure how. A cup of  tea

brought out by the cafe staff  lay untouched on a table near the playground.

Before long, Cherie and Adrienne waited in the centre of  the now eerily

silent playground, the blazing sun giving the lie to the mood pervading the park.

The swings hung empty and still, and the slide lay undisturbed by any child.

Adrienne’s long, elaborately decorated fingernails tapped aimlessly at her mobile.

She checked her baby every few seconds and glanced at Cherie occasionally,

tentatively attempting to speak, then abandoning the idea. How should you
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behave in these circumstances? If  she knew Cherie better, she might hug her,

say comforting words, but what could she say? She checked her watch for the

hundredth time and peeped at Cherie again, absently noticing that her restless

pacing was inhibited by her cheap white plastic sandals which, wet with sweat,

caused her feet to slip out of  place occasionally. Between bouts of  weeping,

Cherie forlornly called Lulu’s name. It was obvious that, exhausted from her

earlier panic and wild searching, she now held out no hope that Lulu would

appear from some hiding place.

In the pram Adrienne’s baby began to whimper, giving her a strong urge

to hold him tightly to her. Resisting the urge for Cherie’s sake, she gave him her

finger to hold, and quietly rejoiced in the wave of  love and reassurance this

produced. She scanned the park and street beyond, glanced again at Cherie,

checked her watch again, then said, ‘Look, I’d better go. Jamie needs feeding.

The police will be here any minute to sort things out, I’m sure.’ She sighed as

Cherie absent-mindedly took a proffered cigarette and, giving no other

acknowledgement that Adrienne had spoken, continued chewing at her

fingertips, whimpering and pacing back and forth, the unlit cigarette resting,

forgotten, in her hand as she scoured the park with mournful eyes. She would

not register the clop of  Adrienne’s rapidly retreating spiky heels. 

Other visitors to the park made uncoordinated efforts to search or hung

around, not helping, but not wishing to leave Cherie alone. Most of  the parents,

shaken by the frantic cries of  a woman suffering the worst imaginable fate,

would now hide their fractious children indoors for several weeks during an

unusually hot summer.

This was how the South Wales police found the distressed figure of

Cherie Brown in the almost empty playground of  Pontypool Park.

3

My poor baby! Mum was right. I’m a terrible mother. Should never have had

her. Should have had her adopted. Should have stayed away from Dan. I hate
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you, Dan. I hope your dick shrivels and drops off. Lulu, sweetie, where are you?

What’s happening to you? Come back to mummy. 

There’s a policeman in the kitchen making tea. What’s the use of  that? I

told him he should be out there looking for my baby. Where is she? In the

garden. No. Can’t see her. Lulu, where are you? Look at him. He looks lost. He

doesn’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do. 

‘I don’t want any fucking tea.’ Oh, poor thing. He looks like he might cry.

‘Yes, sorry, I will have some tea.’ I don’t want his stupid tea. 

‘What’s happening? Is anybody looking for my little Lu? Why haven’t they

found her? How far can she go? She’s only four.’ 

He doesn’t know what to say. Look how red he’s going. Poor bugger, he’s

got no answers. What can I do? I don’t know what to do. Oh, my head. Where’s

my little Lu? Can’t find her. Why isn’t anything happening? Lulu, come home

baby. Sorry, sweetie, so sorry. I love you, baby. She doesn’t love me. I let her

down, should have looked after her better. Rubbish mother. Sorry Lulu, sorry.

4

Shortly after leaving a victim of  domestic abuse in the hospital and trying to

quell the indignation she felt on behalf  of  the woman, Detective Sergeant Alison

Lloyd resorted to her usual distraction of  studying the faces and body language

of  people she passed. There was an anxious relative; there was someone who’d

just heard bad news; there was a mother forcing herself  to be jovial as she led

a child toward the children’s outpatients. It was conjecture, of  course, but based

on evidence. For Alison it was both a pastime and a way of  honing her detective

skills. Sometimes it was the distraction she needed to cope with the things she

had to deal with in the job, as well as in her private life. She headed back to the

station wishing she had a secret superpower that enabled her to wreak revenge

on violent husbands.

Cwmbran police station looked, from the outside, like an anonymous

red-brick square of  a building, small enough to miss as shoppers headed for the
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nearby sprawl of  chain stores, and the battle to secure a parking space in the

multi-storeys that surrounded them. Inside, however, it was Tardis-like,

extending far back from its insignificant frontage. Who would have guessed how

many lost property and evidence storerooms, cells and departments, that

building hid within its walls? To the passing shoppers, it was a mystery they

hoped never to have to penetrate. To Alison, it was simply her domain. She felt

at home here and would have liked to keep it as an escape, where home and

family never intruded, never entered anyone’s thoughts or conversation. If  only!

Alison was working on a grip strengthener while the Inspector discussed

progress on some mundane crimes, but her mind was focussed on cigarettes,

how much she wanted one, and how to deal with that craving without giving in

to it. There were seven detectives sitting at their untidy desks as she scanned

the room, their bored faces, and tried to shake off  her bad mood. Her old

partner had recently left and died within weeks of  finding out he had a brain

tumour. It was rumoured that it was suicide and the thought of  that made her

feel angry and guilty about the anger, when she should have been grieving. Jeff

Green had tried to cheer everyone up with a joke or two, but they were in such

poor taste, he had been greeted with groans rather than laughter. 

The DI’s voice broke into her thoughts. ‘Now, we’re expecting a new

detective constable today, Krishna Patel. Just transferred from uniform in Bristol.’

‘So, who is he working with?’ That was DS Mike Davies, who had

trained with Alison but been promoted well before her. She had struggled to

accept that he was good at his job, believing that if  only she had been male, that

promotion should have been hers. Now she’d caught up with him, she found it

easier to forgive him. He couldn’t help being a bloke.

‘DS Lloyd, he’s with you.’

‘What? Why me? Not all women enjoy babysitting, you know. Why do

I get the newbie?’

DC Green smirked and Alison had a strong urge to punch him.

‘Decision’s been made, and it’s nothing to do with gender. You need a

new partner and he’s it. He ought to be here by now. I told him 2.30 knowing

you’d be back by then.’
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‘Yes, right! Well, thanks a lot. He’ll have to come and find me when he

arrives.’ 

Sulkily walking into reception, Alison spotted a restless, frustrated-

looking Indian man waiting in a queue. At around five feet eight, slim and

formally dressed, he reminded her of  an estate agent. 

‘Excuse me,’ he called as she entered the room, ‘I’m supposed to start

work here today. DC Patel.’

‘Bit late, aren’t you?’

‘Yes,’ he sighed. ‘Your receptionist keeps telling me to wait in line when

I try to tell her who I am.’

Alison had to suppress a smile as she gestured to him to join her. Polly

had done the same thing to her when she started work here. Wicked sense of

humour, that woman had. 

‘Hah! Fell at the first hurdle,’ Alison told him as he came near her. ‘I

don’t hold out much hope for you. You’re with me. Come on through and we’ll

explain to the Inspector what a wimp you are.’ She considered that he could

have been good-looking if  it were not for the monobrow and imagined herself

approaching it with tweezers.

A rather red-faced Krishna followed her, casting an angry look at the

grinning receptionist.
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from The Convent of  Sorrows

PROLOGUE

15th September 2008

Art & Money

‘Lot 105, ladies and gentlemen, Damian Hirst’s “Shark in silicone and formaldehyde”. Who

will start me?’ Sotheby’s is packed, mostly with spectators. All the action is on the

phones …

‘Sir, your car is here!’

Harvey R. Miller rises heavily from the fine ergonomically designed

leather desk-chair his wife bought him for his last birthday. Only he knows what

he’s about to do and that it will ruin thousands and cause a few deaths too.

‘Thank you, Irma,’ he calls, taking his briefcase and walking into the

outer office.

‘Have you got all of  the paperwork?’

‘Irma!’ Miller shakes his head.

‘Well sir, it wouldn’t do to get all the way down there and find out you

forgot it.’

‘I got all the paperwork.’

‘Good!’ Irma nods.

‘Six million, ladies and gentlemen, Six million is bid … ’

The journey to the Southern Bankruptcy Court is essentially a straight

line from Weil, Gotshal and Manges’ offices on 5th, with a left-hand kink onto

Broadway. The irony of  this is not lost on Harvey R. Miller. He notices his left

98



hand has the shakes. Not nerves, but the Lou Gehrig’s disease that is going to

kill him long before this mess is sorted. He takes another pill.

‘Any journos, Mikey?’

‘No, it all looks calm, Mr Miller.’

Not for long, he thinks, not for long. ‘I’ll be about twenty minutes.’

‘Seven million bid - Seven million on the phone … ’

Inside the courtroom there are a few casual observers in the public seats

– law students and the like. Boy, will they have a story for their grandkids. The

clerk of  the court appears.

‘All rise! Judge James M. Peck in the Southern Bankruptcy Court

presiding, docket number 08-13555 United States versus Lehman Brothers

Holdings Inc.’

‘Morning Harvey,’ nods Judge Peck. ‘Shall we get this done?’

‘Your honour.’

‘Eight million, four thousand – we’re going to sell it here … ’ The auctioneer

turns to the woman with the auburn hair. ‘Chris, no change?’ She shakes her head

and he swings back to the man on the other phone. ‘Eight million five hundred

thousand!’ The gavel comes down. ‘Sold to you, Graham. Ladies and gentlemen, thank

you very much … ’

CHAPTER ONE

Florence 1290

Power

‘I will boil that stringy little priest in aspic when I get my hands on him!’ snarled

Urgulino Alberti as he threw his fur across the room almost flattening the page

who stood waiting for it. The other pages snapped to attention.

‘“The meek shall inherit the earth.” He looked straight at me as he said

it. He’ll inherit a stint on Tercheba, see how he likes that!’ The other pages busied

themselves collecting the rest of  the guests’ cloaks and gloves.

‘You can’t chastise him for doing the thing you asked him to,’ said
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Sacchetti, holding on to his cloak: Urgulino’s audience chamber was freezing,

and while the other guests might be happy to shiver just to honour their host,

he was not. 

‘I know, I know! I just thought he’d concentrate on chastising the little

grots, not his lord and master.’ 

Gaiascone, Urgulino’s brother-in-law, took a cup of  wine from the

server and walked towards Sacchetti, rolling his eyes.

‘Three of  his tenants have upped and left him – gone off  to make their

fortunes in Lucca, so he’s in a bad mood.’ He sat down beside Sacchetti. ‘You

don’t have any bad news for my brother-in-law, do you Oberto?’ Gaiascone

smiled knowingly.

‘Urgo … ’ his brother-in-law cooed, ‘it looks good – he ticks you off  in

front of  your people, and they go home, content with their lot, thinking “Well

if  that’s what Urgulino Alberti gets from his own priest, I’ll keep my head down

and be a good peasant!”’ Typical Gaiascone, always the peacemaker. He had his

tongue so far up Urgulino’s arse, he could have worn it as a belt.

‘I suppose,’ said Urgulino, calming down. You could judge his level of

irascibility by the wildness of  his hair – just now he was running his fingers

through it.

The Donna Alberti appeared and behind her the kitchen boys with trays

of  food. She curtseyed to her husband and his guests. Urgulino put his hand

on her arm to stay her. From a distance, the gesture seemed full of  affection.

‘Have you found her yet?’ he hissed.

His wife smiled at him sweetly.

‘I was not looking.’

Urgulino sometimes wondered what he had done to be so plagued by

people who either did not listen to him or when they did, took no notice of

what he said.

‘I asked you to bring her before Sacchetti in her best gown!’ His voice

rose, and his wife gave him a stern look.

‘And I chose to ignore you. She’s too young to be married off  – and

he’s too old; in two years’ time, I will countenance it, but not before.’ Betta
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Alberti knew her mind in most things, and on this she was adamant. True, she

had been married off  at thirteen, but she was a stronger character than her

daughter. She had kept Urgulino from her bed for more than a year after their

betrothal and had staved off  childbirth for another year after that. Her daughter

was feckless and flighty, thanks to being too much indulged by her father.

‘In two years’ time it will be too late, and we will be ruined,’ said Urgulino,

who favoured the melodramatic. Betta was more interested in politics and power;

like Sacchetti, she could see the world was changing, and marriage, as with

everything else concerning a woman’s lot in life, was a political manoeuvre.

‘Our friend Urgulino is taking advice from his wife! I love my sister

dearly, but she’s a woman; what does she know about anything?’ Gaiascone

shrieked with laughter, pushing his fingers as close to the fire as possible without

actually sinking them into the flames. Would anybody notice if  he put another

log on?

‘You know her best.’ 

You had to watch yourself  around Gaiascone. He was such a little rat,

he could take what you said straight back to Urgulino, and suddenly you’d find

yourself  blackballed.

‘Making an alliance with another old family is pointless in these times –

I have told you this time and time again. We need one of  the new men. One of

these merchant money-men for her husband,’ Betta Alberti continued.

Alberti grunted.

‘Where is she anyway – do you actually know?’ He thought his daughter

vain and silly, and with little notion of  what went on in the women’s part of  the

house, blamed his wife.

‘The Da Costa’s dog has had puppies, she and Ermellina have gone to

see them.’

‘Puppies – ha!’ 

As the kitchen boys began to withdraw, Betta made her curtsey and left

with them. The other ladies followed after.

‘Well now, gentlemen, to business,’ barked Alberti, glad to be back in

the world of  men.
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‘You will not like what I have to tell you.’ This was the moment Sacchetti

wasn’t looking forward to.

‘What is it?’ barked Urgulino.

‘Oberto has sold his land.’ Sacchetti held more than a hundred canna to

the west of  Urgulino’s estate.

‘Sold? To who?’ asked Urgulino.

‘One of  his tenants.’ Gaiascone was enjoying himself. Sacchetti liked to

lord it over him acting as if  he were the bee’s knees just because he had land, a

pedigree and Gaiascone didn’t. 

‘My tenant has been trading his grain with the Jews for nearly a decade,

and he’s made a fortune. He gets more out of  his land than I do from mine, so

he asked me if  he could buy it all.’

‘Well, you should have put up his rent or increased his indemnity to you.’

Urgulino was shouting at him.

‘And do what with it? I already have more grain than I need. My business

is in the city now. I rarely visit the place – better to sell it to someone who can

do something with it, than see it run to poachers and bandits.’ 

There was a sudden silence and Donna Betta Alberti appeared again,

only this time she came in backwards, curtseying low.

‘Your Grace,’ she said loudly, ‘you are most welcome to our hall.’

All conversation stopped, and eyes swivelled towards the beautifully

bejewelled presence of  Cedric, the new Bishop of  Florence. He slid through

the throng offering his beneficence gracefully, until he reached Urgulino, who

had had enough time to bend himself  into a deep bow.

‘Your Grace, I am honoured.’

‘I like your priest,’ said Cedric. ‘That young chap. Fine sermon.’

‘Faggioli?’

‘Very … spiritual.’ Was that good? Was that bad?

‘Donna Alberti, such fine food on God’s day … ’ He paused, his face a

cipher as he glanced at those around him.

Betta’s stomach lurched. It was no simple Sunday fare. There were

sweetmeats and truffled eggs – she had not been expecting a Bishop, she had
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been expecting her husband’s wealthy colleagues who expected to be treated 

well.

‘And why not break our fast with the best food he can give us?’ There

was an inaudible but visible sigh of  relief  as those gathered realised he was one

of  their own.

‘Come on Fagiolino, you must be able to get through that gap – even fatso Salva

could manage it!’ 

Aringhiero Faggioli’s legs dangled from the window exactly like string

beans. If  he’d come out head first, then they’d have been able to pull him

through the narrow gap easily, but he’d come out arse first in the rush. Strictly

speaking none of  them should have been out at all, according to the rules of

their apprenticeships, but at 15, rules are made to be broken, and it was tradition

amongst them now to escape into the city on a Sunday afternoon and sneak

back into their lodgings in the early hours of  Monday. 

‘Perhaps his balls have grown too big, sticking it to the man!’ said Gio,

laughing. Fagiolino, String Bean as they liked to call him, was not truly one of

their number, nor was he usually part of  their Sunday night roustabout. Having

completed the first element of  his training for the priesthood, he had been

appointed private cleric to the Alberti family to hone his skills and develop his

practice as a pastoral leader. He had invited them to hear his first sermon, an

excoriating speech in which he seemed to berate his benefactor for his wealth,

at his benefactor’s own request. 

Fagiolino, who knew what the boys got up to on these nights, was

desperate to be invited along. In the end, it was good-natured Gio who asked

him, hence the undignified exit through a tiny side window, where the same Gio

stood doubled up with laughter at the sight of  the wriggling man. 

‘Shut up Gio, you’ll draw the watch!’

Guido, Ardo and Taddeo were trying to pull String Bean free.

‘I swear if  I don’t get a poke soon, my balls will explode.’ Taddeo was

easily the coarsest amongst them.

‘You are a foul and lascivious fellow, who will no doubt go to hell after
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a good few centuries in purgatory,’ said String Bean, finally popping from the

window.

‘Says the priest who’s on his way to a night at the brothel.’ 

‘As Saint Augustine says, “Suppress prostitution, and capricious lusts

will overthrow society.” Besides, how am I to serve my flock if  I do not

understand their sins?’

Salva smiled to himself. Priests and politicians.

‘Can we go, please – it’ll be dawn, and we’ll still be standing here

bickering.’

The young men turned and sauntered down the Via Pinzochere with

the swagger that only the young can muster. They drank some weak, small beer

at a nondescript tavern, taunted some old widows on the way back from

evensong and flirted with the girls on the corner.
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from Operation Puff  Pastry

CHAPTER ONE

Frank put the last of  his wet washing into the dryer as his doorbell rang. He

quickly spun the timer to 50 minutes and pressed start, before striding from his

utility room to the front door. When he opened it though, there was no one

there. He wondered if  he’d imagined the sound of  his doorbell, but he noticed

the garden gate had been left open, and he was certain he’d closed it. Frank felt

silly, assuming it’d been someone’s idea of  a joke. Before heading back inside,

he had a final look round and discovered that someone had left a parcel on his

doorstep.

This troubled him. He knew he hadn’t ordered anything, it wasn’t close

to a special occasion and his family knew better than to send him a random

package. His relatives still chuckled about the time he’d been traumatised at his

eighth birthday party, when his uncle hid in a giant box disguised as a present

and jumped out when he opened it. He might’ve been able to cope if  his uncle

hadn’t worn a Scream mask, or chased him round the garden, his long, black

cape billowing behind him, while brandishing a knife. His mother had later

insisted it was a rubber joke knife, but despite only being eight, Frank had known

what he’d seen. Now that he was too old to have birthday parties, Frank wouldn’t

put it past his uncle to find other, sinister ways of  terrifying him. Therefore,

Frank didn’t want to open it. He didn’t know what was in it and he was certain

he wanted to keep it that way.

He was perplexed, though; there was no name or address on it. No stamp

meant there was no postmark and upon closer inspection, he couldn’t see any
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mention of  the sender. The parcel itself  gave nothing away. It was just a smallish,

insignificant box. He knew he couldn’t stand on his doorstep watching it forever,

and he was also letting the heat out. He wondered if  he could leave the box on

his neighbour’s doorstep instead, but the fence partitioning their gardens was

too high for him to see over and check the coast was clear. He knew there was

nothing for it; he was going to have to bring the parcel into his home.

Frank bent at the knees and kept his back straight as he picked it up. He

discovered it was light enough for him to easily lift, but not too light to be empty.

He tried shaking it, but nothing moved. He tried smelling it, but it just smelled

of  box. Holding it at arm’s length, he headed to the kitchen, using his foot to

close the front door behind him. He carefully placed the parcel on his worktop.

Without touching it again, he tried to see if  there were any other markings on

the box, but he couldn’t see any. Feeling slightly daring, he toyed with the idea

of  ending his misery by tearing the cardboard and discovering what was inside.

It only lasted a few seconds, though, and he put it down to a moment of

madness. Giving up, he indulged in helping himself  to two of  his homemade

cheese twists and retreated to the lounge.

He decided he had three options: number one was to actually open it,

number two was to move house, and number three was to leave the parcel in

the kitchen and try to ignore it. He realised one of  his options was ludicrous,

and it was too late in the day to ring the estate agents, so he settled down on the

sofa to eat his twists and watch TV. He made sure he closed the lounge door,

though, and hoped whatever was in the box didn’t have opposable thumbs.

Frank spent the rest of  the day watching TV and eating more cheese

twists. He also realised he would have to spend the night alone with the box.

He switched off  the TV, drew the curtains, and lastly, turned off  the lights. He

double-checked that the box was exactly where he’d left it and took the stairs

two at a time until he reached his bedroom. He hastily changed into his pyjamas,

hauled back the covers, had a quick check to make sure there was nothing hiding

under his bed and got in. He pulled his duvet all the way up to his chin and

moved around to warm up the bed.

Frank couldn’t settle. Trying to drift off  lying on his back, he quickly
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sat up in bed. Not sure how it’d popped into his head, he remembered that he’d

left his washing in the tumble dryer. He tried to resist the urge to get up and

take his dry clothes out, but the thought kept niggling away at the back of  his

mind. Resigned to not getting much sleep, Frank got out of  bed. He descended

the stairs slowly and paused outside the kitchen. He could only hear the sound

of  his fridge humming, so he risked a quick peek inside the room to double-

check the box was still where he’d left it. To his relief, the cardboard was still

intact, and the box hadn’t moved. Satisfied, he walked to his utility room, opened

the dryer and took out his now cold and crumpled clothes. He added his very

creased t-shirts to the ironing pile and folded his socks into small bundles. 

Frank was getting used to the idea that he was having a very restless

night and rather than read in bed, he decided he’d watch more TV. He dropped

his socks onto his armchair and felt slightly naughty as he pressed the power

button on his remote. He’d never been up at two o’clock in the morning with

the TV on before. He sat down on the sofa and put his feet up on the footstool.

As the TV came on, Frank suddenly heard Brad Pitt saying, ‘What’s in the box?’

He fumbled with the remote, as even louder this time, he heard, ‘What’s in the

fucking box?!’ He managed to turn it off  and the screen went back to black.

Frank instinctively looked towards the kitchen. He’d never seen Se7en before,

but he knew exactly what was in the box. He didn’t want to hang around

downstairs anymore, so he flung the remote on to the sofa, picked up his socks

and ran up the stairs cradling them in his arms.

In the morning Frank ate a croissant in the safety of  the lounge. When

he’d finished, he brushed crumbs from his t-shirt, and decided he needed help

and moral support. Frank was aware he couldn’t leave the parcel on the work

surface forever and live on his stash of  homemade pastries. At some point he’d

need to cook. If  Frank had a best friend, it would be Chris, though Frank tried

not to show favouritism amongst his friends just in case anyone became jealous.

However, he knew Chris’ desire for danger would lend itself  well to the situation

he was in. He put his plate down, picked up his phone and selected Chris’ name

from his favourites. Chris eventually answered. 

‘Fraaaank. It’s good to hear from you.’
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‘Hello Chris, it’s Frank.’

Chris laughed. ‘I know dude. How are you?’

‘I don’t have time for chit-chat,’ said Frank. ‘I need your help. It’s an

emergency.’

‘God, are you alright?’ 

‘I can’t explain on the phone. Come quickly, I’ll leave the front door on

the latch.’

He hung up. He thought it’d scare Chris and he’d be round faster. 

Frank sat listening to the sound of  his clock ticking while he waited for Chris

to arrive. He’d had five calls from Chris, all of  which he’d ignored. He became

alert when he heard footsteps getting closer to his house, immediately regretting

leaving his front door unlocked, just in case the parcel deliverer had returned.

The footsteps continued until the door was opened, hitting against the wall in

the narrow hallway. Frank had a permanent indentation on the wall where the

door bashed against it every time Chris let himself  in. Frank winced at the sound

of  the two objects colliding. 

‘Frank? Frank? Where are you?’ shouted Chris, shutting the door.

‘I’m in the lounge.’

Chris rushed through, his hair was still wet and he was out of  breath.

‘Are you OK? It sounded urgent on the phone.’

Frank was sitting cross-legged on the sofa. He untangled his legs, winced

and started to rub his left foot.

‘What’s the matter? Is it your foot? Did you fall over? Do you need me

to call you an ambulance?’ said Chris, coming to his side.

‘What?’ said Frank. ‘I just started to get pins and needles.’ He carried

on massaging his foot. ‘It’ll pass in a minute.’

Chris picked up a leaflet from the top of  Frank’s Radio Times and started

fanning himself  with it. ‘I’d just got out of  the shower when you phoned, but

I ran here as fast as I could. I half  expected to come in and find you lying in a

pool of  blood.’ He began to look around the room, and finally at Frank. ‘So,

what’s the emergency?’
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Frank pointed towards the kitchen. ‘Brace yourself, it’s in there.’

‘This had better not all be for a spider,’ said Chris as he put down the

leaflet. ‘We agreed you were going to have to deal with them on your own.’

‘It’s worse, much worse.’

Chris took a couple of  deep breaths and cautiously walked from the

lounge to the kitchen, muttering, ‘Let’s see how much of  an emergency this

actually is then.’

‘You’ll see when you go through.’

Frank watched his friend enter the kitchen. He hadn’t been in there for

long when he came back into the lounge. Chris confronted Frank. 

‘I don’t know what you count as an emergency, but I can’t see anything

wrong.’

Frank was a little put out. ‘Maybe if  you’d been in there longer than a

few seconds, you’d have seen it’s on the work surface. Why don’t you look closer

this time?’

Chris sighed loudly and went into the kitchen again to try and find what

had Frank so worried. ‘What’s in the box?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Frank. ‘But it’s not mine. It’s not my parcel.’

Chris moved to have a closer look. ‘It might’ve been left for a

neighbour.’

Frank moved to stand in the kitchen doorway. ‘But it was left on my

doorstep.’

‘So, open it.’

Frank looked offended. ‘Are you mad? There could be anything in there.

Tiny knife-wielding people or tiny knife-wielding animals. Although the animals

would have razor-sharp teeth and wouldn’t need a knife. Unless they were baby

animals whose teeth hadn’t fully developed yet, they’d need the knife. Either

way, it’s a wonder I’m still alive, especially as since it’s been here there’s a funny

looking stain on the corner.’ Frank entered the kitchen, pointed at it and then

retreated back. ‘I’m guessing it’s dried blood.’

‘Soy sauce.’

‘Pardon?’
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‘The stain, it’s soy sauce,’ said Chris. He put his head close to the box

and smelled it just to be sure. ‘Yep, you should be more careful, you must’ve

spilt some and the cardboard’s soaked it up.’

Recalling the part of  the film he’d seen in the early hours of  the

morning, Frank decided upon the most logical explanation. ‘Well, I think it could

be a severed head.’ He paused. ‘That’s leaking soy sauce.’

Chris lifted up the box and gave it a quick shake. ‘Nah, it’s not heavy

enough.’

‘It might be a small head,’ said Frank.

‘Only one way to find out.’ Chris put the box back down and picked up

a pair of  scissors to pierce the sticky tape.

‘No, don’t.’ Frank moved to stop him, but he’d already torn through the

rest of  the tape, finishing with a loud snap as the flaps came free.

111





Jason Hill

Jason Hill received an MA distinction in Creative Writing at Bath Spa University.

He has also been a support worker, a teacher, and a traveller. He has practised

in psychiatry, taught in China and lived in snake-filled jungles.

Always in search of  the secrets that will tell him who he is, where he is,

and what he’s supposed to do about it, he has searched among the particles,

histories and philosophies only to discover there is a question for every answer. 

Now he likes to weave worlds out of  words and explore the mysteries

of  life, but only after a strong black coffee.

Synopsis

The Storyteller’s Tale is a philosophical fiction of  original fables about life’s big

questions. Does the mysterious old man living in a shack at the side of  the road

have the answers? He certainly has a gift – to tell each traveller he meets the

tale they most need to hear.

Through stories of  the first man, the priest who could undo time and

the samurai who walked the Threefold Path, his listeners discover wisdoms that

change them and their worlds.

But who is the old man, really? Who will replace him when he’s gone?

And what will become of  Daniel, the storyteller’s idle companion?

jason.hill17@bathspa.ac.uk

113



from The Storyteller’s Tale

CHAPTER ONE

The Storyteller

The old man’s shack was nailed, for the purpose of  support, to the side of  the

broadest tree at the edge of  the forest. He had chosen this spot some years

before because it afforded him the shade of  the leaves, the smell of  the ocean

and a good view of  the road in case of  passing travellers. Inside was a small

iron stove, with a crooked pipe that poked through the roof, and a reed-stuffed

mattress upon the floor. Other than this he owned a cooking pot, a bucket, a

knife, a spoon, two cups, two blankets and a lazy dog; although he couldn’t really

say that he owned the lazy dog.

The dog was called Daniel because, despite the old man’s many wisdoms,

he knew very little about naming dogs. Also, Daniel had turned up one day, out

of  the blue, and given him very little time to think about it.

Daniel didn’t do very much to help around the place. He never went with

his master to collect water or wood. He never brought home food. He turned his

nose up when he was offered mushrooms and acorns, but gazed pitifully when

he saw the old man chewing on a nice piece of  pigeon or squirrel. Sometimes he

would steal a bite when he thought the old man wasn’t looking, then he would

receive a piece of  his master’s mind, or a boot to his behind, but he never seemed

to take umbrage. Once the old man had finished venting his frustration, Daniel

would lie back down on his blanket, casting an occasional wary glance. He seemed

to understand that he was a scoundrel, and to accept himself  and the world just

as it was. The old man found this admirable and irritating in equal measure.
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The old man was a storyteller. He had seen a great deal of  the world

during the travelling days of  his youth and he was content with all his lot. Telling

tales was his favourite thing in the world, because they are what the world is

made of. Occasionally, he could be induced to admit, Daniel was his second

favourite thing.

Though he owned nothing beyond the contents of  his shack, his itchy

tunic and a stick he was in the habit of  leaning upon, the storyteller had

everything he felt he needed. The forest and the ocean provided all he desired

but bread, which he liked best to make into toast. In the mornings he would

watch the road for travellers hoping to sell a story in exchange for a loaf, or a

copper coin to buy one. He told the same tale to everyone who passed: the one

they most needed to hear, for this was the old man’s gift. He had discovered

that the world speaks in all manner of  voices and had learned to recognise 

them all.

One spring morning, after sharing a breakfast of  tender smoked fish with

Daniel, the old man saw the flapping fabric of  a white sunshade cresting the

hill to the south. Far beyond, the western ocean glittered in the morning sun.

‘This could be someone important,’ the old man said, sucking the fish

juices from his fingers and wiping his hands on his tunic. He stood up from the

log he’d been waiting upon, picked up his stick, and walked to the bend in the

road to greet the traveller. He was already thinking about lunch, hopefully toast,

as he watched the parasol rippling in the warm sea breeze rising over the hill.

‘See here,’ the old man said, as Daniel appeared at his side. ‘It is fine

company indeed.’ 

The arrival of  visitors was one of  the few events for which the lazy dog

bothered to stand. Daniel, as if  being addressed was simply too much for him

at this time of  the morning, sat back on his haunches and scratched at the thick

brown fur behind his ears. 

‘Enough of  that, you mangy beast,’ the old man said, nudging the dog’s

shoulder with his knee. ‘We have guests.’ Daniel stopped scratching, regained

his balance and yawned a great tongue-curling yawn.
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As the company came into view, the old man saw an ornate palanquin

of  polished rosewood, carried by two broad men in tunics. The seat was piled

with velvet cushions, upon which sat a woman in rich green gowns who fanned

herself  beneath a canopy of  white lace. Behind her were a dozen soldiers, in

full battle dress, with white tabards and chain mail that chinked as they walked.

‘Good morning,’ the old man called.

The woman looked to the side of  the road to see the old man and his

dog. The first was tanned and gnarled, like an ancient oak, and wrapped in a

dirty woollen tunic tied at the waist by boot laces. The dog, if  anything scruffier

than his master, was brown, with a ragged tail and slow blinking eyes that

marked him as the most slothful of  beasts.

The woman waved her fan, barely, and the entire company halted their

march.

‘Are you not accustomed to taking a knee before a Lady?’ she asked,

gazing down upon them. Her voice was not unpleasant, but tight, like a songbird

with a noose around its neck.

‘I am not,’ the old man replied, without impertinence. ‘But if  it pleases

the Lady, I shall.’

He knelt on the grass at the side of  the road and bowed his head. The

Lady, glancing over the leaves of  her fan, was surprised to see that the shabby

dog shook his jowls and lay on the ground next to his master. She found herself

suddenly, and inexplicably, quite taken with the pair.

‘Well,’ she said, with an incline of  her head, ‘it appears that you both

have fine manners after all. Please, rise.’

The old man pushed on his stick, his bones creaking in protest, and got

back to his feet. The dog, his eyebrows twitching as he glanced from one to the

other, looked doleful and stayed in the dirt.

‘I am Lady K’anani,’ the woman said, gazing down at them from her

high seat.

‘And I am an old man who lives in the shack you can see over yonder,’

came the reply. ‘This is Daniel, my idle companion, who has taken it upon

himself  to live with me.’
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Daniel glanced at the old man, but said nothing as usual.

‘Your dog has such a strange name and yet you have none at all?’ the

Lady asked.

‘I might,’ the old man replied, ‘but if  I ever did I have forgotten it long

ago. As for my companion, I know very little about naming dogs and he gave

me almost no time to think about it.’

‘How unusual,’ she mused. ‘And why is it that you are both standing at

the side of  the road this fine spring morning?’

‘My Lady,’ the old man bowed. ‘I am a simple man, and my needs are

met by the forest and the sea, but I also enjoy a slice of  bread. If  you have a

spare loaf, or a copper coin to buy one, it would be my pleasure to tell you a

story in exchange.’

‘I have no time for roadside tales,’ the Lady replied, with creased brow.

‘I am the daughter of  a great Lord, burdened by the weight of  duty. I have a

thousand significant tasks to attend and listening to a hermit’s homespun yarns,

I am afraid, is not one of  them.’

‘But it would be no ordinary story, my Lady, for I have a gift,’ he said. ‘I

can tell you the tale you most need to hear.’

The Lady’s eyes widened sceptically.

‘And tell me, old man, what story do you have that will help me end the

drought this year? What story will appease the people’s hunger, or subdue the

stirrings of  war upon my father’s borders? And then, how will you know which

I most need to hear, since all needs are dire?’

‘It is indeed a mystery, my Lady,’ the old man replied. ‘All I can tell you

is that the world is made of  stories and this gift is a part of  mine.’

‘The world is made of  stories?’ she enquired, leaning on the arm of  her

chair.

‘Stories are the wake that is left by all who live and all who have lived.

Like ripples on the surface of  a lake,’ he said. ‘Every life affects every other

along the current of  time and no story ever ends. When you are quiet and still

it is possible to hear the voice of  the world and to know what stories it tells.’
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‘What an intriguing idea,’ the Lady mused, for she was not without

wisdom of  her own.

At that moment, the nearest of  the soldiers came to the side of  the

palanquin and knelt before Lady K’anani.

‘If  it please my Lady,’ spoke the soldier, ‘the company is low on water

and we are yet some miles from your father’s camp. We might take this

opportunity to fill our flasks, if  there is a creek in the forest over yonder. Also,

if  I may be so bold, I have heard of  this old man and the tales he tells. Some

say that his stories are blessed and that they change for the better the lives of

those who hear them.’

Lady K’anani regarded the old man with curiosity, but he responded

only with a modest bow.

‘Tell me,’ she inquired of  the soldier, ‘how many hours do you think we

have until the sun begins to set?’

‘I think ten, perhaps more, my Lady,’ the soldier replied.

Lady K’anani mused for a moment before saying, perhaps to herself,

perhaps to the old man, ‘When living in times such as ours we can often see

only that which most fervently demands our attention, but it is a foolish person

who does not find time for counsel when the opportunity is presented. I will

hear your story, old man, and we will share some provisions, though I am afraid

we have no bread.’

The old man hid his disappointment, not well, but politely, while Lady

K’anani gave orders to her men. In a few minutes her palanquin chair had been

placed upon the ground in the shade of  a young beech tree at the side of  the

road. Four of  the soldiers hammered posts into the earth and erected a muslin

windbreaker to soften the sea breeze rising over the hill. A panel in the back of

the chair opened and a basket was withdrawn. Daniel, standing by the old man’s

knees, wagged his tail slowly from side to side as the guards laid a blanket on

the ground. Then they placed upon it bowls of  red grapes, jars of  pickled fish

and plates of  lean, salted ham. 

‘You may leave us,’ Lady K’anani said, to the last of  the men. The soldier

bowed and took a position a few yards along the track, the others having
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departed already to forage in the forest. ‘Please,’ she said, sweeping her wrist

and trailing sleeves towards the food.

‘My Lady,’ the old man said gratefully as he knelt on the ground. He

lifted a slice of  ham from the plate, tore it in half  and extended a piece to Daniel.

Next he offered a grape, but Daniel blinked at him blankly, and then a pickled

fish, which he gobbled enthusiastically, despite the sneeze it caused when he

swallowed. Daniel sniffed the ground for any bits that had dropped, snorted,

and stared at the old man in case he was too full to finish.

‘So,’ Lady K’anani said, once she had nibbled a few dainties of  her own,

‘what story is it you think that I might most need to hear, oh storyteller?’
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from In Case of  False Idols

OMAHA, JUNE 1970

Ellen began to sweat when Paul parked the Cadillac Deville in front of  his

childhood home. The entire block was on the front lawn. Middle-aged men and

women talked over one another. Children wore blue jeans and bruised elbows.

They tossed a Frisbee back and forth, much to the amusement of  neighborhood

dogs. Paul’s sister, Pat, bobbed her head in and out of  the crowd and

conversations. Their father, Jaju, rested his eyes on the festivities but didn’t

partake in them. His wife, Busia, planted firmly in a lawn chair, was the picture

of  contentment. She held a rosary between her fingers. Cousins, parishioners,

neighbors all temporarily cohabiting on Jaju and Busia’s lawn. 

A long rectangular table of  kielbasa, pierogis and cabbage, functioning

as a place for all to congregate. Ellen, in the passenger seat of  the car, took a

breath in and counted the years on her fingers. Five since she and Paul had

married, seven since her first attendance at the Kowalski’s annual summer

cookout. Four years since Stanley was born. Normally counting helped, but

from the back seat, Stanley let out a wail so loud it caused a great pang in 

her stomach. She often had this feeling that he was still inside her, pressing to

get out. 

Paul opened Ellen’s door and the smell of  unctuous sausage filled her

lungs, nearly causing her to retch. She imagined the food was raw when first

placed on the table, and the outside temperature was Busia’s preferred cooking

method. Paul steadied Ellen then huddled into the back to unfasten Stanley

from his car seat. Stanley settled himself  on his dad’s hip like a permanent
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fixture. The heat made the middle part on Ellen’s brown hair seem more severe.

It flattened against her forehead, emphasizing her long face, which caused her

to become self-conscious. She wore a ribbed turtleneck tucked into high-waisted

black trousers; she dressed for her mood, not the weather. 

‘I’m fine. I can take him,’ offered Ellen, now outside of  the car with her

arms outstretched towards her husband. 

‘Oh, I don’t think either of  us will have him for long,’ said Paul, one

finger pointed forward. 

Ellen swiveled and saw the herd descending. 

The crowd forced themselves upon them, shook Paul’s hand, kissed

Ellen’s cheeks and complimented each one of  her features. ‘What a beauty

you’ve become since motherhood!’ ‘Doctors say it’s still safe to take

amphetamines for weight loss, that wasn’t just a post-war craze you know.’ Ellen

felt like a cow at auction, with the addition of  force-fed cabbage, and friends

and neighbors acting as judges. ‘And here’s the sweet boy,’ they exclaimed. ‘How

fat his legs have grown.’ Stanley was pulled away from his father’s side by an

overeager aunt. Here, on the Kowalski’s lawn, he belonged to all rather than

two. The moment Busia spotted Ellen, she jumped from her seat, ran with

the gumption of  someone far younger, and drew Ellen into a maternal 

embrace.

‘God meant this to be so. A son! I want to give you this rosary as a token

of  my congratulations. My husband wanted to give you meat cutlets.’ 

Ellen would have preferred the cutlets. She slipped Busia’s rosary into

her pocket, aware of  the awkward shape it made and how it jutted out against

the fabric. It also did not escape either Paul or Ellen that Busia had seen young

Stanley nearly every day since his birth. Busia made sure of  this. 

‘Mom,’ said Paul, ‘You’ve barely missed a day of  Stanley’s life. Why are

you acting like you’ve never seen him?’ Paul kissed Busia on the cheek as he said

this. He had the distinct ability to mix directness with sweetness. A trait received

from a parent and certainly not his father, who was sweet but indirect. Paul

leaned back slightly against a door of  the car, hands in his pockets. His ease of

manner meant that he always dressed weather-appropriate, unlike his wife. He
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wore a short-sleeve plaid button-down, cropped khakis with socks and leather

loafers. He had a nondescript face, save for when he smiled. 

Ellen looked over at him and mimicked his relaxed posture. This

position was a comfortable change from the stiffness she felt during the car

ride. Paul reached over and squeezed her hand. 

‘I’ve brought my jacket in case you get cold,’ he said to her.

‘Stop,’ she said; her quiet laugh fell to the ground. 

‘I’m serious,’ he said with as little seriousness as possible.

‘Are you two listening?’ Busia had both her hands placed on one hip and

looked at the couple in her usual knowing way. All the time Paul and Ellen were

talking to one another, Busia had been talking too. ‘Yes, dear boy, I know that your

father and I have seen Stanley before today, but the fact is he’s rarely at our house.

Your house, the one you played in. The one you grew in. The one where you fought

with your siblings. Where you were born. Right on our French Louis sofa, with the

carvings. But don’t you worry Ellen, we put a sheet down. Once Stanley sits on

that sofa he’ll be a full Kowalski. Won’t Jaju be so pleased to bounce him on his

knee while seated on his favorite chair? It’s straight from Poland that chair. Jaju and

I came to America with empty pockets. He carried a chair over his head, that chair.

Oh, you know that already don’t you, Ellen? Are you two listening?’ 

Paul and Ellen were brought back to attention. Paul teased. ‘No, mom,

I’m afraid we weren’t. Were you telling the story about the chair again?’ 

Busia tapped his cheek with her palm. ‘I’m going to steal you away for

a moment. Your nephew is asking about joining the fire fight and I want to

show you off.’

‘Just say becoming a firefighter, mom. There is no fire fight. John’s here

then? We haven’t seen him in months.’

‘Your brother’s busy with a wife and child. Not like your sister. Anyway,

I promise to bring him back.’ She winked at Ellen then pulled Paul forward with

unnatural strength. 

Ellen couldn’t help smiling at this. Then she remembered something

and shouted, ‘Wait, what did you saying about putting down a sheet?’ But the

pair were out of  earshot.
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Mother paraded son around the party like a guest of  honor and

distinction: as if  the people on the lawn hadn’t known him from the time he was

spilling peas off  a high chair. As if  he wasn’t that young boy, adamant over saving

a wounded squirrel. As if  he wasn’t the man, now crouched on one knee, telling

William, his nephew, about the thrills and dangers of  being a fireman. Not a man

too overcome by his ego to gently let him in on the calamity of  it all. Paul was not

annoyed by his mother’s idiosyncrasies and did not feel inconvenienced answering

the burning questions of  a six-year-old. If  anything, Paul’s courage, which

remained strong for his profession, often failed him in social situations. Children

especially had the ability to paralyze him in this way. He was the youngest of  three.

He often talked to Ellen about his relationship with Stanley. He worried about

connecting with Stanley, once Stanley was able to hold a conversation. 

Paul’s only nephew belonged to his brother John. John’s wife, Elizabeth,

was a woman with a perpetual smile on her face. If  one didn’t know any better,

they might imagine her to be John’s twin sister rather than his wife. She and

John wore their blonde hair cropped short, jagged bangs covered their forehead

and concealed bits of  their eyes. Ellen noticed the couple locked into an intense

conversation. Pat, the eldest of  the Kowalski children, stood near her brothers.

She had yet to bring any new people, through marriage or birth, into her family.  

Ellen was openly smoking and still hovering near the Cadillac. She watched

Paul as he held his nephew’s wild hands. She figured, because of  her understanding

of  Paul, that he was speaking to the boy without that kind of  all-knowing

condescension adults used on children. Though her belief  in his child-rearing

skills never failed, she would have to try, even in a passing compliment, to boost

his confidence as a father. She put her cigarette between her lips and weighed the

pros and cons of  preparing herself  a plate from the communal table. The potato

salad was always a reliable option, made by Frank who owned and operated a local

deli around the corner. He was a kind man, widowed. Ellen believed him forever

in love with Busia. Busia had once tried to convince him to change the name of

his deli from ‘Frank’s’ to something peppier. ‘Franconian and Frankfurters’ or

‘Frank’s all-natural casings’. Luckily, none of  her suggestions took. 

Stanley, laughing in short, joyful spurts, found himself  on Jaju’s knee.
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Jaju propped him on the end of  his leg, swinging him in half  circles like he was

riding a great, unruly horse. Stanley got dizzy and confused. The laughing

stopped for a moment and so would Jaju. But less than a breath later, Stanley

flung his arms up and down and demanded Jaju bounce his leg again. Jaju

collapsed into Stanley’s pleading. Ellen loved Jaju’s quiet nature but worried

about him spoiling her son. Before she decided whether to help herself  to the

potato salad, Pat, who had spotted Ellen’s isolation out in the street, bounded

up with a pleasant, warm look on her face. 

‘Nice day for a cookout, not like last year,’ said Pat. 

Pat was often referred to as Aunt Pat. Ellen had not understood the

nickname until meeting her in person: she possessed the perception of  a mother

but the camaraderie of  a sister. She cared for Paul and John to the same extent

as Busia: they both wondered which woman their mother was, until old enough

to understand the concept. Once they did understand, they awarded Pat her

nickname. Ellen often wondered if  Pat felt herself  a disappointment in Busia’s

eyes. She was ten years older than Paul, forty and unmarried.

Her blonde hair was twisted up in a clip. She wore a knee-length skirt

and a Talbot Traveler ribbed short sleeve shirt. A beige being from neck to

ankle.  She would make for an excellent hunter, disappearing into the elements.

Her Mary Janes were scuffed from overuse and lack of  money to invest in a

new pair. Busia, by contrast, was a breathing rainbow. She shone in her

patchwork dress fitted with small puff  sleeves. Busia had, much to Aunt Pat’s

disapproval, a great love of  fashion. One of  the biggest arguments she and

Busia had in recent memory, stemmed from Busia’s fascination at the

introduction of  bellbottom jeans in the latest Vogue. Pat couldn’t understand

why any sane woman would need anything more than a cigarette pants and loafers.

Much like her brother, Pat’s practicality tended to dampen her individuality.  

‘You shouldn’t be smoking where mom can see,’ said Pat. 

‘If  she doesn’t know I smoke by now. Christ, nearly half  the damn

country smokes.’ 

Pat opened her mouth to speak but thought the better of  it. Ellen

noticed her hesitation and said, ‘What’s with the funny look on your face?’
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‘It’s nothing. Less than nothing.’

‘It’s impossible for something to be less than nothing. What is it?’

Pat never hesitated to tell Ellen anything, especially if  it was criticism,

instruction or a chide. Her silence worried Ellen. 

Pat turned her head up to the cloudless, blue sky. She searched for an

easy answer in the vastness. When no answer appeared to her, she conceded. 

‘Your father’s been calling the house. He told me he wanted to talk to

you. To see you.’ Pat didn’t make eye contact with Ellen when she said this. She

couldn’t bear to see the recognition of  disloyalty on Ellen’s trusting face. 
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from To Be Close

CHAPTER SEVEN

I’d assumed Lera was living in the NYU dorms, but she texted me the address

to an apartment. Her apartment, she said. How she’d managed to afford that

wasn’t clear to me, reading her message. But then Lera got a lot of  things by

means that weren’t clear to me.

The apartment was on 46th Street in Queens. A tall red brick block, metal

fire escapes snaking down the face of  the building. I let the taxi driver tug the

bills out of  my hand and stepped out onto the curb. The air was thick, barely

any cooler outside than in the car. I looked towards the intersection, the road

sloping down, heat shimmering above the tarmac.

‘Got held up at work,’ Lera had texted me. ‘Key in mailbox.’

When I checked, the key wasn’t there, only takeout menus stuffed into

the slot. I squeezed into the lift and rode it to her floor anyway, walls sliding

smoothly down behind the metal cage. Worn paisley carpet led me to her front

door. I found that it was slightly ajar. I wondered if  that was safe, to leave her

empty apartment unlocked like that, but when I walked in I saw that it wasn’t

empty after all.

A woman was in there, the back of  her blond head against the backrest

of  the sofa. I wasn’t sure what she was doing. Just sitting there, it looked like.

There was a television in front of  the sofa but it was switched off.

‘Sorry,’ I said.

The woman glanced back. She didn’t look surprised to see me standing

there.
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‘You want Patrice?’ she said. ‘He’s out.’ Of  course, at that time I didn’t

know who Patrice was. Nor her. The heat inside was stifling and I immediately

realised why she had the door open. The woman held a bag of  ice up to her

neck, head stretched over to one side. Moisture ran down her skin.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Does Lera live here?’

‘Oh,’ she said. She turned around, softened slightly. Her gaze fell on my

suitcase. ‘You’re visiting?’

‘Sorry. I know she’s at work.’

‘Is she,’ the woman said softly. She put the ice down and stood up, came

around the sofa. Lera hadn’t mentioned anything about housemates. ‘I’m Chloe.’

‘Emily.’

‘Make yourself  at home.’

She walked past me, her white sundress stiff  around her, the scent of

sun cream and citrus on her skin. She pushed open a door at the back of  the

room and went through, leaving it open behind her.

There was another door next to it. I assumed this to be Lera’s room,

but the sight of  Chloe had confused me, and when I pushed open the door I

wasn’t sure what I might find. I saw Lera’s red bikini hanging on her chair. A

men’s black T-shirt crumpled over her pillow. I relaxed, put my bag down on

the bed. The little white frame windows were open down the wall. A breeze

ruffled the netting, and I sat down on the mattress, looked out to the blue sky

beyond the glass. Leaves rustled against the window. It was strange, I hadn’t

noticed the trees from the street.

I went back out into the living room, went through the patio door to

the fire escape. Little terracotta pots growing herbs and flowers bloomed around

my feet.

I watched for Lera. A long time passed in which she didn’t arrive.

After a while Chloe floated back out of  her room and, seeing me, came

outside to smoke a cigarette. We spoke a little. A difficult conversation, since it

was obvious Lera hadn’t mentioned my existence. Nor hers. She stood very

close to me, for someone I’d just met, but then it was a small balcony.

At last, we heard a car pull up.
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‘There,’ Chloe said, gently pointing her cigarette towards the edge of

the railing.

Down on the street, the smooth roof  of  a yellow cab reflected light

back at me. There was a man, coming around the bonnet to open the other

door. Short black dreadlocks peeked from beneath his grey trilby.

And then I saw Lera. She let the man pull her up out of  the cab, her

handbag flailing behind her. She wore a floppy sun hat that I’d never seen before,

and she took his hand, let him burrow his face in her neck. They were laughing,

loudly, and I wondered then what she’d really meant, when she said she’d got

held up at work. She took off  her hat, and I saw that she’d dyed her hair blond,

cut it short. But it was still Lera. I wondered how much she’d had to drink that

afternoon. The man spun her around, and for a moment she looked like the

top of  some absurd music box. Heat rose to my face.

When I glanced up Chloe was looking directly at me. She hadn’t come

to look over the edge, didn’t seem interested in what they were doing, only my

reaction to it. I didn’t like it, the way she was looking at me. It felt like she was

trying to read something in my expression. What I knew about Lera, maybe.

And what I didn’t.

‘Who is that?’ I said.

‘My husband,’ she said.

The black metal railing was hot under my palm. I took a step back and

felt the hard shell of  a pot tip off  the edge of  the fire escape. I leaned over and

watched it fall and smash into pieces on the pavement, the flower a spot of

yellow in the soil and terracotta. Lera looked up and saw me, still laughing, and

Patrice too, his smiling face appearing underneath the rim of  his hat. Patrice

saw Chloe. But Chloe was still looking at me.

I wish I had said something to Chloe, then, standing on that balcony.

Told her she had nothing to worry about. Something comforting. Something

that people say, in that situation. But the way she was looking at me, I just wanted

the moment to be over.

Lera came up and burst into the apartment. She dropped her bag on

the floor and held her arms out to me.
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‘There you are,’ she said. The corridor looked very small behind her. I

walked to her, let her envelop me in her arms. She smelled of  summer – warm

smoke. She pulled me away with both hands, examined my face, her thumbs on

my cheeks.

‘Missed you,’ I said, and she kissed me on the forehead.

Patrice announced he would make us all a drink. Up close he looked

older, softer. Lera pulled me onto the sofa. Chloe stood leaning on one side of

the kitchen counter, Patrice on the other. No one was saying much.

‘So,’ I said. ‘How was work?’

Lera beamed at me. ‘You know Patrice works there too,’ she said.

He looked up, the blade of  his knife hovering over a lime.

‘Different job,’ Chloe said. She picked up Lera’s camera from the edge

of  the sofa with long white fingers. ‘Lera just takes the pictures.’

‘Chloe,’ Patrice said. Then, ‘Here you go, girls.’ Lera stood up to collect

the glasses. Chloe didn’t move, and Lera had to edge past her to sit back down

with me.

‘This is a really nice place,’ I said.

‘We had a spare room,’ Chloe said.

The patio door was still open onto the fire escape, and a breeze trailed

gently into the room.

‘Come on,’ Lera said. ‘I need a nap.’ She pulled me up by the hand and

led me towards her bedroom. My drink sloshed over my hand, the ice already

melting.

‘Your housemates seem nice,’ I said, when we were safely behind her

closed door. She pushed my bag off  onto the carpet and stretched out on the

mattress. Sunlight pooled on her exposed stomach.

‘I guess,’ she said. ‘Just – try not to listen to Chloe. She doesn’t know

what she’s talking about.’

I thought about this. The way Chloe had been sitting there, waiting. The

black screen. I lay down next to Lera.

We stayed in her bedroom all afternoon. Later, Lera produced a bottle

of  vodka from her desk and we refilled our glasses, talked, tangled in her white
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sheets. She told me all the wonderful things we would get up to in the nights to

follow, the things she would show me in New York. She wouldn’t bother taking

me to the tourist attractions, she said, since she was a local here now and knew

other, better places to take me. Secret places. We talked until the light moved

across the bed and was lost beneath the windowsill. In the dark we whispered

for no good reason, faces turned towards each other. Lera changed into a soft

white T-shirt to sleep. In that room, I forgot about her housemates. I was

starting to forget, too, about Los Angeles, and the stress of  finals, and that

stupid thing with Clay. It was all unimportant now, lying there in Lera’s bedroom

in New York. I let my eyes close. I hadn’t slept on the plane. It was as if  I’d

been waiting to be there, in her bed, to finally let myself  relax.

When I woke in the morning, the sunlight was streaming in through the

windows and Lera was gone. Her white T-shirt lay crumpled at the foot of  the

bed. I rummaged under the covers and found my phone. ‘Gone to work,’ she’d

texted me. ‘Didn’t want to wake you.’

When I left the room I found that Patrice and Chloe were also out. The

door to their bedroom stood wide open. I thought about going in but didn’t

bother. Instead, I walked around the living room, trying to find things of  Lera’s

amongst their possessions. Shelves covered in books and ornaments lined the

exposed brick wall. A brown record player on a stand with lines of  colourful

vinyl. Posters of  Martin Luther King. A guitar. I picked up a Buddha ornament,

ran my thumb over his head, put it back down. In the kitchen, snacks laid out

in white porcelain bowls. I walked alongside them, running my fingers along

the countertop. I plucked a grape from the vine, savoured it, put my palms on

the surface. Looked out into the silent apartment.

I went outside, the metal railing already warm from the morning’s sun.

The plant pot was still there, congealing on the pavement below. If  it mattered

to them that it was broken, then they’d certainly not said anything to me. I

wondered whether someone would eventually come to clean it up. A street

cleaner or something. Or if  I should go down there and sweep it up myself. 
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from And the Sea Roared

Have you ever wished for a superpower? One that you know would transform

your life? I have; do. I wish that I could control time; stop it, change it. Open

my eyes and see an unmoving street, a motionless cafe, a quiet world. Some

days, I want it so badly that I feel as though my heart is being slowly torn apart.

If  I did have this superpower I’d still be in my old apartment, the one with the

big windows that let the sun pour in as soon as it rises. I would be out with my

friends by now, gorging on good food and even better wine. No doubt I’d come

home and fall into bed, a little too buzzed to feel anything. Which is so much

better than lying awake with pieces of  you crumbling away. Yes, if  I could just

master time then I’d never have lost my job. I’d never have taken all those pills,

and I certainly wouldn’t be in my cousin’s car on the way to my mother’s house.

I haven’t been back for over two years. I stopped texting goodnight

every evening and I forgot about birthdays. I tried to remember, but I just

couldn’t. Time has become a strange companion since I turned twenty-two, one

that clings to me as I lie in bed, pressing down in unwanted affection. I’ve tried

to lose it so many times. I nearly did once or twice, usually in men I knew were

no good for me. But no matter how deep I buried myself  in others, or how far

I ran, it found me. But I kept trying. 

And didn’t stop until I awoke to the nauseating smell of  steriliser.

The hospital advised me to call my mother before being released. I

refused. I’d rather ride back to my flat alone in a taxi than have her see me in a

hospital bed with greasy hair and the word suicide clinging to the walls.

I ended up calling her eventually, at the end of  the month when I ran

out of  money. I mean, I had no other choice. I’d lost my job and it was only a

136



matter of  days until the landlord expected rent. It had taken everything I had,

and, even then, I wasn’t brave enough to tell her the details. I guess in the end

I decided that, if  I’m going to wither away into nothing, why not do it in a place

that loves a nobody.

And that’s how I’m here, sitting in the car with my cousin Jack. He was

always my favourite, even though our mothers weren’t particularly close when

we were kids. But that doesn’t make it any easier to talk to him. So, here we are

with words left unspoken, dangling between us as real as a spider’s web; delicate

but tangible.

His voice breaks through the sound of  the radio, pulling me out of  my

own head. 

‘Your mam’s really excited to see you,’ he says carefully, turning down

the radio.

I say nothing. 

The rain continues to fall, doing its best to drown out the deafening

silence that has been fermenting in the car since our journey began a few hours

ago. 

‘She’s been worried about you. We all have.’ 

I see him look at me, a reflection in the windscreen, the furrow in his

brow and his hard-set jaw. He turns back to the road and carries on despite my

dedicated silence.  

‘When she found out, she came straight over to ours. She was almost

catatonic. She just stood there, opening and closing her mouth, nothing coming

out.’ 

I hate the soft tone his voice takes on, as if  he’s scared normal speech

might make me undo my seatbelt, open the door and throw myself  out into the

hedges that speed by in blurs. 

I press my hand against the cool glass of  the window, willing myself  to

just slip right through it. I swear I feel him flinch beside me. 

He tries a more direct approach. ‘Look, can’t you just say something?’

I suck in the air around me and turn my body to face him, my back

pressed against the door, the seatbelt cutting into the side of  my neck. ‘What

137



do you want me to say? I’ve lost everything. My job, my apartment, my friends.

I’m on more medication than an eighty-year-old man and I haven’t showered in

four days.’ I run a hand through my grease-laden hair.  ‘And the worst part is

that I don’t even know if  that’s because I haven’t had gas for the last week or

because I just don’t care any more.’

He risks a glance at me. 

Then, without even a sigh, he leans forward and turns the radio back

up. I’ve made things awkward. I really should apologise, but I don’t have any

words left in me. I’m empty.

Once we leave the motorway, I find myself  glued to the window. It’s

been too long since I’ve seen the rolling hills and uneven hedges of  the Welsh

countryside. Even with the rain drizzling lazily, I can see the mountains in the

distance, rounded like the backs of  old women who have seen the entire world

shift right beneath their feet. I sometimes wonder if  they’re happy with the way

things have turned out, or if  they miss the days when people would walk across

their backs, respecting the ground on which they tread. I can see myself  in every

field as well, a young girl in wellies, bounding around without a care in the world,

her new yellow coat covered in grass and dirt from her grand adventures and

excavations. I chase the memory for as long as I can until it fades to nothing

like the hedges behind us. 

By the time we reach Glan-Yr-Awel it’s four in the afternoon and already

the sun is lowering in the sky, casting a pinkish hue across the small seaside

village. I turn my attention to my hands, focusing intently on the lines in my

skin, my scuffed nailbeds; anything to distract me. 

Then, abruptly, Jack stops the car and I look up.

The house stands alone on a small incline, the paint on the front door

curling and cracking. ‘It’s homely,’ my mother once said when I asked her why

she didn’t just give it a fresh coat. The blue has grown even more sparse since

I’ve been away and has aged in dog years, gaining a blanket of  mould. But

somehow, this place still feels alive.

The bleak slab of  wood opens before I can reach it, greeting me with

its familiar, disgruntled groan. My mother takes up most of  the frame with her
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robust hips and strong body. She was never really the soft kind of  parent. Not

round or heart-shaped like my friends’ mothers. More rectangle. Rooted to the

earth and sturdy.

‘Sorry we took so long, Auntie Car. The motorway was hellish busy

today.’ Jack grunts as he carries in one of  my boxes, his arms bulging from the

weight of  all my books. It’s pretty much all I brought back with me.

I stand just outside the gate, hesitant, aware I’m about to cross the

threshold into a world as vast as Narnia and topsy-turvy as Wonderland. What

if  it’s as if  I never left? What if  I go back to being who I used to be, a nobody

in the middle of  nowhere? Just another person doing nothing noteworthy with

their life.

Seconds trickle by, stretching out our reunion, neither of  us wanting to

be the first one to speak. I’m trying to think of  something witty to say when

her voice finally breaks the tension. ‘You not going to give me a cwtch then?

I’ve been waiting around all day for you to show up.’ 

Anyone who doesn’t know my mother may think that this is a rather

cold thing to say, when in fact it’s one of  her more emotional ‘hellos’. More so

than her greeting in the winter of  ’15, when she simply said, ‘Grab me a towel,

your grandfather spilled turkey fat on the floor.’ I smile and step through the

gate, making my way towards her. 

The hug is awkward, cold. I wonder if  this is how corpses would feel 

if  they could hug, this empty warmth that is lonelier than never being touched

at all.

But, ‘Come on, in you go,’ she says with a smile that touches her eyes.

‘I’ll make us all some tea.’

The inside looks the same as I remember. The walls the same off-colour

white, the same exposed beans, the same long mirror hanging in the passageway.

I always found it daunting that the first thing you see on entering the house is

yourself, but my mother thinks it’s polite. ‘It gives guests a chance to right

themselves if  they want to.’ Ironic, seeing as my mother wears nothing but her

wellies and a large green coat most days. 

I slip off  my old lace-up boots and shove them on the bottom shelf  of
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the shoe rack. There are fewer shoes every time I come home. Before long she’s

going to be walking around barefoot if  she doesn’t invest in any new ones. My

eyes catch sight of  her green loafers in the right-hand corner. God, she still has

those? I wish, not for the first time, they’d fall apart so I’d never have to look at

them again.

‘Where’s Bryn?’ I ask, moving into the living room and sitting on the

couch, pressing myself  into the closest corner, near the door.

‘Oh, so you do remember him then?’

Here we fucking go. 

I must have been making a face because her dark blonde eyebrows

furrow and she sits in her decade-old corner chair. ‘Emrys from down the road

has him. Wanting to try him out hunting deer. He’ll be back in a few days.

Monday maybe.’

‘Deer? Cool,’ I reply with as much enthusiasm I can muster when talking

of  hunting.

Dropping the last of  my boxes in the kitchen, Jack comes and sits beside

me on the couch, patting my knee and offering a grin. ‘Nice to be home, eh?’ 

My mother doesn’t give me time to answer as she begins to push herself

up from her recliner, ‘You want some tea, Jack? I made Welsh Cakes. Come on,

stay for a little.’ 

How is it that my silence is taken with such disdain while all Jack has to

do is breathe and she loves him?

She can’t even stand to be in the same room as you. I bet

she wishes you had died.

I suck in my bottom lip and take a deep breath. ‘I can make the tea, Jack,

just sit down and chat with Mam.’ I need to move my legs, to do something to

anchor me to this place before I run. ‘She actually likes you,’ I mutter to myself

as I make my way to the kitchen. I feel petty, but I can’t help it. Just being here,

in this house is painful enough. 

I turn on the tap and close my eyes to the noise, letting the constant

rush take me far away. I always did like the sound of  water running, of  rain. A

good thing too, coming from Wales.
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I fill the kettle to the four-cup mark, then flick the switch with my right

hand while reaching over for the cupboard with my left. My mother has

rearranged the mugs since the last time I was home, but I manage to find my

own, wedged in the back. I really should ask how they like their tea, but I don’t

have it in me to care right now. 

After trying and failing to balance three scalding cups in my hands, I

decide to take in Jack’s and my mother’s first, then my own. 

‘I hope it’s alright. Milk, no sugar.’ My voice is small, and I realise just

how little I’ve actually said today. I sit beside Jack, holding my tea close.

‘Jack doesn’t take milk anymore. He’s lactose intolerant.’ 

You can’t even make a cup of tea right. 

I look down at the mug in my hands, grey with white birds flying around

the ceramic.

‘It’s all right, Auntie Car! It’s not actually as bad as Mam makes it out to

be. Thanks, Bree, I bet this is banging. You always did make a cracking cuppa.’

I feel the first smile of  the day tease the corners of  my lips when my

mother’s voice cuts it down. ‘If  you’d come home more often, you’d know.’ 

Her words are a sharp slap to the face, and tears prick my eyes as I suck

in a breath through my nose. I hold the scalding cup tighter in my hands; feel

the hot ceramic pressing against my skin as if  to meld with it. The pain is

euphoric and for a moment I forget everything: my mother, Jack, where I am,

what I’ve done. For a moment, nothing exists outside the heat in my hands.

This is going to be fun. 
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from Three Trees in a Forest

My father was an addict. I grew up not entirely knowing what that meant, only

that he couldn’t drink alcohol. But that’s all I thought it meant. I didn’t know

there were other parts to it, that ‘addict’ was a really big, umbrella word. 

I knew him sober, and I was told I was lucky. I was also told that being

addicted to drugs and alcohol meant that you were always labeled as an addict, but

my dad never really called himself  that. He stuck with ‘alcoholic.’ I think because

it never sounded as bad or as severe. He also never used past tense when referring

to his alcoholism, even though he didn’t go to meetings, he was still technically in

recovery; apparently, you’re always in recovery. The process is not as linear as I

thought. We never talked about it. All I knew of  my father’s alcoholism was that

he drank a lot a long time ago and then checked himself  into rehab at the Betty

Ford Clinic just past Palm Springs. I don’t even know how long he was in there, or

how he paid for it, or what made him check himself  in voluntarily. He once told

me that it was just one of  those things he knew he had to do. I never knew how to

ask him about it. He wasn’t necessarily being secretive, and he was very open with

me about addiction and how severely alcohol can impact your life, but he would

use stories about his other friends to make his points. 

One afternoon when I got home from school, we were both standing

in the kitchen with a bag of  chips, adding avocado to our favorite salsa for an

after-school snack. 

‘We had this guy come in to talk to our class today about drug

education.’ I leaned back against the counter and threw a tortilla chip down to

our Springer, Astro. ‘He was asking us all to do that thing where we close our

eyes and raise our hands to answer weirdly confidential questions, you know?’
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‘Mmhm.’ He nodded with a mouthful of  spicy guacamole. 

‘One of  the questions was asking us if  we’ve ever held someone’s hair

back while they puked from drinking too much, and then he had us all open

our eyes to see who raised their hands, and then he just started going off  on

how all these girls with their hands up are enablers!’ 

My dad cocked his head. ‘Well technically he is right.’

‘Wait, really? ’Cause I thought that was pretty intense to call a bunch

of  16-year-olds “enablers” in front of  our whole grade and our teachers.’ I

tossed Astro another chip, and Grace and George – the two Sheepadoodles (a

cross between a sheepdog and a poodle and an absolute terror of  a breed) –

bounded in when they heard the crunch.

‘I think the point he was getting at was that you’d be making the person

feel better in the moment, which would make them think that you’ll always be

there to hold their hair no matter how drunk they get. So they’ll keep getting

drunk because you’ll be there to clean them up.’ He looked down at the dogs

and then back up at me. ‘Why are you wasting chips on the puppies? These are

the good, farmer’s market chips!’ 

‘Sorry, sorry! I’ll use the shitty ones.’ I brushed crumbs from my hands

and got a half-empty bag from the cupboard. 

‘But does that make sense? About the hair-holding?’  

‘Yeah, that sounds a lot better than what he was trying to say.’ I nodded. 

‘Good. What did he say about drugs? Or was it just about addiction in

general?’

‘He said they’re fun and to do them often, preferably during the school

day.’ I laughed through a mouthful of  chips and salsa. 

My dad rolled his eyes and chuckled. ‘Uh-huh, sure he did.’

‘He told us all about the dangers of  basically everything. The main

takeaway was to not do drugs.’

‘Well shit, I’ve told you that, kiddo!’ He laughed again. ‘I’ve done pretty

much every drug under the sun, except for heroin. That shit will absolutely fuck

with you.’

‘And the others won’t?’
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He smiled knowingly. ‘They absolutely will! Alright, look, here’s your

Drug Education Part Two: the only drug I will ever allow you to do is pot. You

can absolutely smoke pot. The worst thing that can happen is you might get a

little buggy and eat everything in the fridge, but a little weed never killed anyone.’

My father was giving me advice on drugs. Cool.

‘Yeah okay, this is normal.’ I looked at him like he was insane. I couldn’t

tell if  he was kidding. He looked down and made faces at the dogs.

‘I’m totally serious! You just have to be really careful that you’re getting

it from a reliable source, because people are getting really creative about what

they lace pot with these days.’

‘Ooh, yeah that’s another thing that guy said! Apparently there was this

guy who got sold some cheap weed, and it was laced with PCP and he freaked

out and ended up trying to rob some store? It ended in a police chase and he

got shot over a dozen times before he even noticed he was bleeding out in the

street.’ I realized halfway through the story that my perky tone of  voice didn’t

match up with the outcome of  the story. 

‘Christ,’ he muttered and shook his head. ‘Plenty of  guys I knew on

the road kept overdosing. It’s scary stuff. Just promise me you’ll be careful?’ He

looked up from the dogs and searched my face. 

‘I know, Dad. I know to steer clear from all of  that crap.’

‘Good. Because you know you have a higher chance of  being an addict

with me as your immediate parent?’

I nodded.

He said cheerily, ‘Just another downfall of  being a Johnston!’

As lighthearted as our conversations about alcohol were, they still

scared me. I built a soapbox for myself  and proudly stood on it, telling the (few)

people who offered me booze in high school that my dad was an alcoholic so

I’m much more likely to become an alcoholic if  I start drinking before I’m 21.

I stayed on this soapbox during the first two years of  college. I was a real thrill

at parties. 

Standing in the kitchen has felt different since he died. Elaine changed up the
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living and dining room after the memorial in January 2017, but the kitchen was

unchanged. The ashes were gone – as far as Elaine knew. My two friends, Stella

and Hannah, had stopped by to help me repack my suitcase, hiding the

remaining ashes in a sweater under all my other clothes. Their voices drifted

through the kitchen from the family room. I wouldn’t be back in that kitchen,

in that house, for another month. The hearing would be in September, and I

would have to fly out from New York a few days early to go through my dad’s

storage unit. 

I walked to the doorway of  the family room where Stella was sitting

on my suitcase while Hannah attempted to zip it closed. 

‘In-N-Out?’ I asked, hopefully.

‘Fuuuuck yes, girl, let’s go.’ Stella jumped up from the suitcase, much

to Hannah’s dismay.

‘Stella, I wasn’t – ‘

‘Eh, we’ll do it later. I’m fucking starved.’ She grabbed her sweatshirt

from the arm of  the sofa and stood at the foot of  the two steps, looking up at

me as I laughed at Hannah. 

‘Yeah don’t worry about it, just move it to the side so it looks like it’s

packed and done.’ I gestured over to the corner of  the room. Hannah sighed

and pushed it across the floor. 

I swiped the keys to the Honda from the wooden hutch next to the

front door. Even the noise of  the keys clacking against each other reminded me

of  my dad getting ready to leave the house with me to run errands or get dinner

or go camping. George and Grace were in the back office with Elaine and

Aimee, while Astro had lingered in the house with us.

‘Whoever sits in the back gets to hang out with the dog,’ I announced.

I called his name and he came clattering around the corner and stuck his nose

between the door and the frame. He had been perpetually confused since

November 2016, when my dad didn’t come home after Thanksgiving. 

Hannah sat in the back with Astro and, as soon as I started driving, he

pawed at the window. I rolled it down so he could stick his head out in the wind.

I had Stella play DJ, and I opened the moon roof. It was golden hour. I turned
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right off  of  my street and on to Palms Boulevard, and the sun illuminated all

the flecks of  dust and dirt on my windshield. When I was younger, my dad

would take that exact moment to spray it down with the wiper fluid. It was

impossible to see for several seconds while he was still driving, and I would

always question why the hell he chose that specific moment. He would always

give some answer about how he would forget when the glare went away. 

Stella made some noise when the sun hit her eyes, and she lowered the

visor flap. I hit the wiper fluid and grinned as I continued down the road, unable

to see for several seconds. 

That Honda had been my dad’s before it was mine. It was a forest green

with vanity plates that spelled out ‘GR8SNDZ’.  

‘It says “Great Sounds”!’ He exclaimed when I first questioned the

license plate after he got it for the car, over a decade ago. ‘Because I’m a sound

mixer!’

When I started driving it at 18 (I was a little slow to start the driving

process), Hannah had made some joke about the plates and how it sounded

weirdly sexual. I reminded her that she drove a car that looked like an aged

marshmallow, so she couldn’t really talk. The drive through Mar Vista and down

to the Costco complex where In-N-Out sat took all of  seven minutes. We chose

the drive-through so we could go to the beach and watch the sunset. I hadn’t

done anything that stereotypically Californian in a long time. 

After we got our food, I continued straight down Washington Boulevard

until we hit Ocean Avenue and Venice Beach. I loved bringing that car down to

the beach. It just looked right with the beige of  the sand and the polluted blue

of  the sea. We sat in a parking lot with all the windows rolled down, and I

reached to text my dad to ask him if  he wanted us to pick anything up for him

for dinner. Tears came easily to my eyes and flowed freely onto the burger in

my hand. He should be sitting in the passenger seat eating In-N-Out’s grilled

cheese – their only vegetarian option that came with a hefty side of  judgement

from the pimpled high schooler taking the order. He should be cracking mild

jokes about people walking by, feeding Astro the occasional French fry. He

shouldn’t be dead. 
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Stella rubbed my arm, and Hannah made some joke about being

uncomfortable in the presence of  tears. I laughed. Stella turned up the volume

and selected a Beach Boys song. Hannah unveiled her vape pen from her pocket

and tried to blow smoke rings. 

‘Here.’ She passed it up to the front seat where Stella made a cooing

noise and grabbed it. 

I remembered my dad’s strange, quasi-rule: ‘You’re only allowed to

smoke pot.’

‘Yeah fine, gimme.’ I shimmied my fingers as Stella was done taking a

long hit from the pen. It was prescription, it was fine. 

We finished our burgers in silence. Astro shuffled about in the backseat

until he finally curled up next to Hannah, his face resting on the arm of  the car

door. 
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from I Will Give to You

The sky seems to converge where the sun trips over the mountains in the west.

The buildings lean in, the only escape route narrows infinitely. Eleven hours

and 34 minutes of  daylight, on average, in March in Barcelona. I look for

distractions, hoping against hope that my brain can be convinced to not panic

about the masses of  people walking towards me like the incoming tide.

Everybody is rushing at this time of  day; mothers on their way home to their

children, teenagers on a curfew, dealers on a delivery and businessmen late for

dinners with clients. The comfortable distance between strangers in public is

between three point seven and seven point six metres. Anything between one

centimetre to 46 centimetres should be entered only by those we are comfortable

with. I’m uncomfortable, want the distance between all these bodies and mine

to stretch like gum. Instead, it converges and my heart beats faster. Life is always

crowded but my body craves space. I put a pillow between myself  and my sister

when we watch TV on the couch at night. In elevators my spine strengthens

itself  against the far wall and my eyes never leave my toes. In the car my knees

remain firmly pressed against my door, a scared body, ready to slink out through

the gaps. A brush of  shoulders with a stranger hurts and eye contact makes me

feel naked. I still haven’t found a way to get used to so many bodies so close to

my own.

My phone rings and I reach for it. Shaky fingers fail to answer the call

twice before the swipe-right is successful.

‘Babe.’ Julian’s voice soothes me, the familiarity of  it makes the invasion

of  the others more bearable.

‘Hi.’
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‘Class go OK?’

‘Yeah, work? How’s Sheldon?’

‘Both fine. Can you pick up some more wet wipes on your way?’

‘Yeah OK, anything else?’

‘Coke?’ I can hear in his voice that he knows what’s next.

‘I refuse.’

‘It’s not that bad.’

‘Can we compromise and I’ll get a juice?’ The corners of  my mouth

twitch upwards.

‘Tell you what, you get Coke and I will rub your feet for a whole episode

of  Blue Planet tonight.’

‘That’s a good deal.’

‘I know.’

‘For me,’ I say with tentative smugness.

‘Exactly.’ He knows. Of  course he knows.

‘Deal.’

‘I’ll see you soon.’

‘Seven and a half  minutes?’

‘I’ll hold you to it.’ When we hang up, I find myself  smiling a little.

Nine minutes later I step into the flat with the Coke and fresh milk and

the wet wipes. Julian’s on the floor wiping up the latest sulphur-coloured puddle

on white kitchen tiles. Sheldon comes running towards me and I pick him up,

dropping the milk and the Coke but holding on to the wet wipes. I hide my face

in his sticky fur and can smell medication on his body. Only a week more of

antibiotics and he should be fine, or at least better. He licks my face, leaving

trails of  cold saliva down my cheeks, like glittery snail tracks on frozen ground

in January. Sheldon writhes around until I put him down and he can roll on the

carpet.

‘He looks better, don’t you think?’ I kneel next to Julian and play with a

strand of  his dark brown hair. It’s grown long in the last month and I smile

when my fingers encounter little curls behind his ears. I hope he doesn’t get a

haircut. He continues mopping but looks over at Sheldon.
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‘Yeah, I think so too. If  all goes well, he can have his shots next week

and we can walk him,’ he says, spraying the floor with disinfectant.

‘Means fewer wet wipes.’

‘At least he doesn’t pee on the carpet.’

‘He did that one time.’

‘But that was the bathroom mat.’ Julian shakes his head, grinning.

I collect the soaked wet wipes to throw them away, but when I open the

bin I stop and stare at the contents. It’s so different from a few months ago.

Where half-smoked joints mingled with ripped condom sachets, and hastily torn

tights wrapped themselves languidly around empty beer bottles, there are now

discarded pill packets, sticky syringes and instead of  condom sachets, empty

dog food. The only things that remains constant, something from a life that

seems set in the past now, are the wet wipes. They still sit there, doubled in

numbers even, but they’re covered in Sheldon’s bodily fluids, not ours. The bin

smells of  illness, not sex; it smells of  structure and of  taxing responsibility.

Julian and I settle on the sofa, eyes on the laptop screen that sits on the

coffee table, wedged safely between his Coke and my tea and Sheldon’s wet

wipes. The dog is snoring next to me; there is still a soft wheezing in every

exhale, but it sounds less laboured and I almost want to hope that he’ll be fine.

The three of  us sit in silence, together but separate, while in front of  us David

Attenborough makes death sound beautiful. I want to reach down and

masturbate to the choreographed beauty of  dying, frost-covered butterflies. I

want to lie in the dark post-climax, the realisation that two beetles fighting to

classical music is more romantic than anything else I’ve ever seen. I want to let

nature make me feel lonely, to make me feel the loneliest I’ve ever been and I

miss the comfort of  feeling lonely on purpose.

I must have fallen asleep because when I wake up the beetles and the

butterflies are gone and so is Julian. I can see light spilling out into the hallway

and hear the splash of  water in the sink. Sheldon is breathing evenly next to my

thigh but a fresh puddle on the floor tells me that he must have been up at some

point. I reach for the wet wipes, drop to my knees and begin wiping. Julian walks

in and stands in front of  me. I look up and I’m at the perfect height. It would
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be so easy to reach for his belt, hear the buckle open and the whizzing sound

of  leather being pulled out of  belt-loops. Then I see it, a discontinuity. An error

Nadine would pick up on if  it was in a movie. The toothbrush he’s got safely

wedged between his lips is green and not blue; but this isn’t a movie and it takes

me a moment to realise what’s happened. I finish mopping and scramble to my

feet. He’s still taller than me, but I raise my chin a little.

‘That’s my toothbrush.’

‘Oh, yeah you’re right. Sorry.’ He pulls it out, looks at the foamy head.

Shrugs.

‘What? That’s it?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Using my toothbrush? That’s disgusting.’

‘Why?’ He looks confused now.

‘Do you know how many bacteria are on that thing?’ I frown.

‘Chill.’ He turns to leave but I follow him into the light still drenching

the hallway and then into the bathroom. He’s facing the sink but I find his eyes

in the mirror.

‘Stop it.’ I try to snatch the brush from him.

‘What’s the big deal?’ He twists away from me, his broad back making

it impossible to reach his mouth.

‘How many bacteria do you think live on my dick? Or on my tongue?

That’s never stopped you from letting me – ’

‘That’s not the same.’ I cut him off.

‘Really?’ A raised eyebrow, the penetrating sound of  nylon bristles on

hard enamel.

‘Fine.’ I shrug my shoulders. ‘OK then.’

‘All right.’ He watches himself  smugly while my toothbrush makes his

lips bulge out.

‘Then we won’t have sex anymore either,’ I call over my shoulder.

Behind me I hear the scratching sounds stop, the tap being turned on

then off, a flicked light switch and steps. Julian is standing right behind me, two

possessive arms around my middle.
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‘I said, no more sex either.’

‘Right,’ he growls next to my ear. His breath tickles my neck and I shiver

into him. He reaches his left arm around me, presses his palm carefully yet firmly

against my forehead so my throat is exposed. His lips settle against my skin, just

next to the carotid artery, draw a wet trail down my neck, almost all the way to

the chin, then back up. Julian spins me around without warning and crowds me

up against our bedroom wall. He presses his tongue against me, an inch below

my earlobe, creates a vacuum and sucks my skin into the cavity of  his mouth.

It’s not careful and I feel my blood rushing towards it, towards him. I arch my

back in reluctant pleasure and I know it spurs him on because he bites down

harder. Feeling lightheaded I wind my fingers into his hair and tug. I’m feverish.

Julian releases the sore piece of  skin and a smile blows over his lips when his

eyes find the reddening mark he’s painted on me. It’ll be shades of  purple next,

then green and I hope he’ll still be around to see the yellow before it fades. I’m

scared of  losing him.

When I undo his zip, the sound of  it rips through the silence like gunfire.

He holds me close after. Even though the blinds are drawn the room is

never totally dark, nor completely silent. The outside world seems to have a way

of  oozing in, strangers’ voices in foreign languages, like uninvited spectators in

the bedroom.

‘I’ll buy you a new toothbrush tomorrow.’

‘Thanks.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he whispers, and I can hear he’s close to sleep now.

‘I know.’ I wait until his ribs press into my back in an even rise and fall.

Then I wind myself  out of  his embrace and slink off  to the living room. I check

on Sheldon and find him curled up and sleeping as we’d left him. I don’t want

to go back to bed, not yet, so I reach for the cigarettes on the kitchen table and

noiselessly slide the balcony door open. I stand in the backlight and smoke

quietly to myself. Suddenly my eyes register a movement on one of  the balconies

opposite ours and there, in the darkness, smoking a cigarette just like I am is

the young mother of  four whose clothes I’ve seen blowing away in the wind so

many times before.
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How many wet wipes in their bin?

She’s not wearing her sari, but a dressing gown, and her long, charcoal

hair dances and flits around her face like birds out of  a cage. She sees me too

and after a breath and another she smiles. It’s a silent smile, a private smile,

almost lost in the strangely untroubled backyard between her and me. I catch it

though, return it. There must be around six metres between us. We both finish

smoking and before I turn to go back inside, I raise my hand in an almost-wave.

She nods her head once and the curtains fall behind her fuzzy figure. We’ll be

strangers again in the morning.

I wash myself  in front of  the mirror and try to touch my face. It scares

me how uncoordinated it is, how it looks like I should be touching one cheek

but feels like I’m touching the other. I look down at my toes instead, hold on to

something three dimensional for a few moments. I brush my teeth with a

toothbrush that doesn’t feel like mine anymore and the feeling of  cleanliness

evades me even after I’m done. I add a wet wipe to the rubbish, mine this time,

a phantom of  the before.

Julian reaches out and pulls my body into his own when I return to our

room. He feels warm against my cold skin and I wrap my hands around the

flexing muscles in his upper arm. I focus on the soft throbbing in my neck,

where the violet bruise is beginning to show, to divert my attention from the

sound of  my slowing heartbeat and wait to fall asleep. When I wake up, feeling

disoriented and scared, my phone tells me it’s four in the morning. There’s a

long, shaky shadow standing in our bedroom door.
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from The Stargazing Principle

CHAPTER ONE

It’s 13:35 when the woman with the tissues enters my compartment. The train

has only just left Utrecht Central station, but I’m already staring at my phone.

Putting my headphones on, I hope she won’t notice me. I should’ve taken out

my book. 

The woman moves through the aisle and leaves a pack of  tissues on the

empty seat next to me, a note attached to it. I don’t look up. I know what it says.

I’m a refugee. I have three children. No money. Would you buy these tissues from me so I can

feed my family? She isn’t the first, not by far.

I open Twitter (Welcome back, Caspar Bosch) and scroll through tweets I’ve

already read. There’s the NASA video discussing three types of  lettuce they’ll

be sending into space for an attempt at farming. There’s Olivia’s tweet

complaining about another train delay this morning. And there’s the gif  showing

the workings of  gravitational waves. I pause on that for a second. 

The woman passes again, mutters a thank you, and takes the tissues and

the note with her. As the glass door of  the carriage slides to a close behind her,

I breathe out.

I’m such a dick. Why didn’t I reach into my wallet and give her the

change I know I have? Why didn’t I at least hand her the apple I didn’t eat

between classes? I should’ve. It would’ve been the right thing to do. But I didn’t.

Didn’t dare for some stupid reason. It’s people. I’m just not good at being

around people. 

To distract myself  – and just in case anyone else enters the carriage
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looking for conversation – I take out that book, keeping it low so no one can

see the cover, even though the seats opposite as well as the one beside me are

still empty.

Before I’ve read two paragraphs, a child starts crying in the back of  the

carriage and I turn to peek through the gap between the blue seats. 

‘Shush, Demi,’ a man mutters, not very effectively. The kid waves two

halves of  a torn teddy bear about. Her cries rattle in my head like a

malfunctioning chainsaw. This is why I don’t plan on becoming a dad, ever.

When I turn back, a girl is sitting in the double seat across from me. I

jump, pulling my headphones off. My book slips to the sticky train floor – gross

– and the girl seated comfortably in front of  me moves to pick it up. 

She’s younger than me – a real teenager instead of  the ‘near-adult’ I’m

supposed to be at almost nineteen – but still oozes the kind of  confidence that I

can only dream of. Her hair is a white that looks almost silver, reaching just past

her jaw. A strand of  it is braided and threaded with red beads, so she looks like

some sort of  fantasy-world hippie. She’s got no bag, just a bunch of  newspapers

in her lap, and her clothes are an odd combination of  colours: a dark green baggy

shirt that’s much longer than her plastic yellow coat, and pale blue jeans with pink

patches on the knees. It’s a mess of  a picture, but she seems to pull it off  by sheer

force of  will. She offers me my book, cover facing up, along with a smile.

‘Thanks,’ I mutter and cast my gaze downwards, eyeing her black winter

boots.

‘Is it good?’

I look up again. ‘What?’

‘The book.’ She tilts her head, trying to look at the cover again. ‘Is that

a metal dragon? Looks epic.’

‘Eh, yeah.’ I’m afraid that I’ve already failed some kind of  social

competence test I wasn’t aware of.

She blinks, her eyes – are they actually purple? – still fixed on me. I nod

and open the book again. I rush past the lines but my head doesn’t register

anything. I’m pretty sure it’s not even the right page. The little kid behind me

lets out a screech, followed by a shhh! from the father.
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‘Are you okay?’ the girl of  many colours asks.

‘I’m great. You?’ 

She looks taken aback – no wonder, what a dumb thing to say – but then

she shifts in her seat, the newspapers ruffling, and sprouts a smile. ‘I’m good.

You know that feeling when you figure out something important and suddenly

it’s like you could beat whatever fate throws at you?’

Her eyes drill into mine. They’re definitely purple. Contacts, probably.

That wouldn’t be strange, considering her style. Part of  me wishes I was that

bold. The rest of  me wonders why this girl is even talking to me. It’s not like

she could fancy me, with my grey shirts and hunched shoulders and messy hair

that is absolutely not messy in the way that girls tend to find ‘hot’.

Shit. She asked me a question, didn’t she?

‘No,’ I say. ‘I can’t say I do.’ A whole coherent sentence. With the state

I’m currently in, that is quite the accomplishment. Not that I never talk to anyone.

I do. I have group essays to write and presentations to prepare. I order food at

the station when I need it and I say hello and goodbye to the four different bus

drivers I encounter every day. I’m very polite, really. It’s just that, once I’m in a

mood where I don’t want to talk to people, it’s hard to climb out. 

‘Shame.’ She sucks in her lips and pops them back out again, her focus

shifting to the scenery outside. Flat land. The same stretched-out brown and

green fields that cover the rest of  the country. The occasional electricity tower.

I’ve long since grown bored of  the view – spending each weekday travelling the

same route for two hours by foot, bus, metro, and train does that to a person –

but she seems to enjoy it.

The conductor enters to check our tickets. I show him my card. The girl

offers hers. He bleeps both, then raises a brow at her. ‘You’ve travelled far,’ he

remarks lightly. 

Still smiling, she takes back the ticket. ‘Tell me about it.’ 

The conductor smiles back and lifts the tip of  his hat before moving on

to the family behind me. 

Travelled far? She just sat down. Did she change trains? Change seats?

And why did she sit down across from me when most of  the other spots were
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empty? Is this some new creative trick to steal my things without me noticing?

I shift uncomfortably, kicking my bag further under my chair.

She’s staring at me. I can feel it. It irks me that she’s not saying anything

because surely talking would be easier than this uncomfortable silence. The door

at the end of  the cabin opens and the conductor disappears to the next cabin.

Suddenly, the girl leans forward, her elbows on her knees, her head in her cupped

hands. The nape of  her shirt opens up a bit, and although I can’t really see

anything past her collarbone, I still force myself  to look up. Her nails are long

and painted purple, grey, and black. 

‘Do you want to know a secret?’ she whispers at me.

No, my instinct says. My head nods as my shoulders shrug. 

‘Have a look at this,’ she says, flicking through the newspapers on her

lap before handing me one.

Hesitantly, I take it. I know what the front page is supposed to look like

today, or at least the free one that’s always left in the train and the metro. This

morning I read an article about Beyoncé coming to the country, one about a

group of  people that raised money for charity by collecting and selling second-

hand coats, and one about a man in Florida whose golden watch saved his life

when he was on the verge of  drowning. 

None of  that is on the cover in front of  me. It’s a copy of  Street News,

the newspaper sold to raise money for the homeless. I try to find the date, but

the corner is blurred and frayed, as if  someone dropped coffee on it and then

tore the paper trying to rub it off. A small article along the side talks about an

upcoming football match and a square at the bottom sets the costs of  damage

caused by the ‘worst storm of  the year’ at over 25 million euros. Most of  the

rest of  the page is taken up by a black-and-white school picture of  a dark-

skinned girl. Her hair trails in a long braid over her shoulder and down her side.

‘20-YEAR-OLD GIRL SHOT AT CONCERT’, the headline reads. 

I look up at the colourful girl in front of  me. Her contacts seem to

shimmer in the artificial light. ‘Now you know,’ she tells me. Something about

the way she tilts her head forward makes the words feel heavy.

‘Sorry – what?’ I restrain myself  from looking around for laughing
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onlookers or cameras. I always feel like I could be part of  some kind of  prank

show when I get stranded in an awkward situation – like that one time the guy

with the blow-up doll struggled to get into the elevator beside me.

This girl, however, looks dead serious. She taps her finger on the bottom

article. ‘Remember that storm?’ 

My gaze slides from the newspaper to the window. The sun is shining,

one dark grey cloud drifting lazily in the distance. I try to remember the last

time it rained but can’t. Perhaps it drizzled a bit while I was walking to the bus

stop the other day. I can’t be sure. But there hasn’t been a thunderstorm. Not

in the middle of  the country, where I study, nor in the abandoned corner where

I live. ‘When was that?’ I ask.

‘You’ll know,’ she says, and I can’t help but notice that somehow her

voice sounds different than before. More casual.

The main article catches my eye again, the picture of  the girl standing

out darkly among the text. I flatten the fold across her mouth.

‘Good boy,’ the girl in front of  me says. 

Rude. 

She sees me frowning and raises her eyebrows. ‘You’re a Safe Guard now.’

This girl must be mad. I have absolutely no idea what she’s on about

and it makes me wrap my hand around my wrist. Twist it. Perhaps this is still

part of  an elaborate plan to steal my laptop. The train gradually slows as I circle

a foot around the strap of  my bag underneath my seat. A creak over the speakers

introduces the conductor and he announces the next station.

‘Ah, that’s my stop.’ The girl winks at me – actually winks – and then

stands up, lifting the stack of  Street News from her lap and clasping them under

her arm. She doesn’t move to take back the one I have, so I hold it up to her.

‘Keep it,’ she says, pushing it back in my direction.

‘Why?’

Instead of  answering, she gives yet another smile. This girl’s cheeks must

be in a constant state of  agony.

‘What is this?’ I blurt out, wanting at least some kind of  cohesive answer.

‘Who are you?’
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She thinks for a moment, the red beads in her hair moving to the side

of  her face when she tilts her head. ‘Call me Elly.’ 

I hate how looking up at her makes me feel tiny. 

‘Good luck,’ she adds as the train draws to a stop. She pushes the glass

door open and disappears. 

When I scan the platform outside to catch her one last time, I only see

a suited man holding a leather suitcase come off  the train. 

The girl’s words circle through my head, becoming more warped each

time they complete a round. My fingers aching from constantly clenching them,

I fold the paper she’s left me and drop it in my bag. 

Why me? Whether this is a joke or a weird social experiment or… Well,

whatever it is – why pick me out of  all people on that train? 

It’s like the girl answered me already. You’ll know.
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from The Flowering

CHAPTER ONE

Manna. Year Ten

I run my finger down and it stops at number five on the list.

Getting up from the stool I point my words towards the hallway, ‘Did

you remember to pick up the tablecloth?’ and hear them hurtle across the

narrow length of  it, jaggedly bumping into themselves, bouncing off  the

pictures of  our children. 

The piece of  paper in my hand is crumpled, the writing bleeding away

where moisture has found its way in to disturb the shape of  the ink. It is one

of  those long, thin strips that comes in a pack to be fixed to the fridge with a

feeble magnet, for jotting down gone to the stores and back in time for dinner. Easily

torn off. Easily lost. But this one, this piece of  trash imitation in my hand, is

unique. Not for everyday use. It was begun five Years ago and I feel the loss of

it must somehow be tied with the loss of  my family. I keep it safe in the folds

of  my day planner between the donor cards and our children’s birth certificates. 

I try again. ‘Hello?’ A voice met by its own urgent echo. ‘Owen?’

From the window I spot the irregular shape of  my husband crouched

inside the Dome. He has his back to the house, sleeves rolled up and faded Fire

Ants cap on a little lopsided like he could not decide on a better place to hang

it. He is barefoot, dirty heels up in the air and one arm stretching deep into the

bushes. 

He would resent me for thinking that. For thinking, still, that earth and

grit and mud are what make people dirty.
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The clock shows twenty-five past ten, its hands pointing both up

towards the mountains and down between the shepherd and his flock. The

pastry still needs another twenty in the fridge but it will be ready in time, before

the little birdie flies out at noon. Holding on to the list, I slip into sandals

stationed by the porch and reach for my mask.

‘Number nine. Pick berries,’ Owen calls out without turning as I

approach.

I nod in silence, smiling at my husband’s willingness to play this game

with me. My hand on his shoulder, I tell him the results from earlier this

morning.

‘We counted three fewer nests than last Year.’ It is like ripping off  a

Band-Aid. 

Two plastic buckets stand at my feet, mouths agape, one hungry for

blueberries, the other for huckleberries. I crouch down and join in the picking;

the list I stash in the back pocket of  my jeans for now.

‘Here, try this one,’ Owen says, pinching between his cracked fingers a

taut-looking berry of  a dark purple, and I lift my mask ever so slightly to pop

it in my mouth. The tips of  Owen’s fingers and his nails are stained red like I

remember seeing my grandfather’s after he was done with the chopping but

before he had wiped his hands on the white of  his apron.

‘Mmmm,’ I sound appreciatively. ‘I could always bake two?’ 

He nods but I cannot tell whether he is smiling. Then his shoulders drop

even closer to the ground as he sighs and stops to look at me.

‘That’s seven less than a Year ago, Mayfly. Eleven less than the Year

before that.’

I say I know, but that there is no point in our worrying the children. We

have a plan. And so the picking continues in silence until my mind circles back

to the list. 

‘I should get back,’ I say, squinting up at the sun through the curved

panels. ‘They’ll be here soon.’ 

Getting up I wipe my hands across my hips without thinking, smearing

my jeans in a sticky red. Then I remember. ‘Did you get the tablecloth?’
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‘You can bet your pretty pies I did. It’s hanging upstairs on the banister.’

I stoop down to give Owen a squeeze, garlanding myself  briefly around

his shoulders from behind. I notice he has gotten wider; when we met he was

less muscle, more bone, but there is still that same grace in his movements, that

same easiness I was struck by then and still find alluring now. His step has less

bounce to it, but I like to think it’s simply because his feet have found ground

they never wish to leave. Not if  it were up to him.

He grabs my hand and puts a few more berries in my palm. ‘For the

road.’

Back in the house I take out the pastry, split it and spread it into two

dishes. I do not need to take out the list to remember what I once wrote.

1. light four candles for Red Wing

2. lay seed at both doors

3. nest count

4. air out mother’s tablecloth

5. measure the children

6. check traps, windowsills, attic, barn if  time

7. charge camera

8. stock up on filters, gas etc.

9. pick berries for pie (Helen’s recipe)

10. call Helen

Call Helen. This last item is only three Years old.

My fingers stop shaping the crust as my eyes wander to the edge of  the

field, over where we once had green stalks growing, and higher over the sleeping

orchards, past the cowsheds, now empty, to the lights. It is only midday, but you

can always make out their brightness.

Owen has lain down next to the buckets with his cap over his eyes, legs

crossed at the ankles and arms mirroring their shape over his chest. I am aware

of  the children upstairs in their rooms, directly above me, the both of  them.

We are lucky. Our family, it has been lucky.
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My fingers return to the pies, working around the edges, pinching the

crusts into shape before placing them back in the fridge. Cold air washes over

me and, for a moment, I linger. Covering my tracks, I wipe the kitchen counter,

rinse my hands and towel them dry. I glance up at the clock and pick up the

phone. Dialing a familiar number, I think of  the lights.

CHAPTER TWO

Owen. Before

It was cold as hell in the car. Down coat thick as anything, gloves and hat on

and my ass still frozen to the seat. I banged the center console a few more times

in the hope my anger might be fuel enough to power the fan, but all I managed

was to accidentally turn on the hazards. I could see myself  from the sidelines, a

silver spaceship lights a-flashing, tearing through the blizzard on a mission to

nowhere.

There was the usual babble on the radio, the morning program with Len

Schatz. It was my favorite show, but mostly ’cause I’d been tuning in to Len for

close to a decade and considered him a friend, or like a relative that’s sort of

irritating but that you miss when a week goes by and you don’t hear anything.

He had this voice, gruff  and old-sounding, so that’s how I pictured him in the

booth.

The topic of  the day was a familiar one in that part of  the country where

everything depended on it: the weather. Len had wrangled in some expert from

even further upstate who was saying if  the freeze didn’t give way to a milder

spell soon our deer would be in serious trouble. The authorities were even

thinking of  suspending some of  their hunting licenses so you knew it had to be

dire. All you ever heard was how outta control the population had got and now

they were thinking of  suspending licenses.

Out the window, nothing but gray. The snow just sat there dull and

uninspiring, piling up, coming down fast. A logging company had put their

machines to work on both sides of  the road a few years back and on bad winter
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mornings like the one I was having, you noticed the wind take control of  the

steering wheel and hit the sides of  the car so you really felt it shoving.

Len had moved on to letters from his listeners, the segment he called

“Over to You Out There”. I remember thinking maybe the name was Len’s

invitation for listeners who might be tuned in somewhere we didn’t have a name

for and who happened to be listening, or listened religiously, on unknown

frequencies. That’s the kind of  man Len was. He liked to include everybody.

We had a party of  fifty coming into the restaurant and I was going

through what we had in the fridge, thinking of  maybe going for something from

the top shelf  this time, give the butter pickles a rest, when a deer jumped out in

front of  the car. I swerved, hard, tires screeching and hot coffee spilling all

across everything someplace by my knees. Things flew off  the backseat and into

the front, my hands were glued to the wheel but I couldn’t make out the road

anymore and I was crushed against the door going sideways. I kept being pushed

going round. I couldn’t say if  there was a lot of  noise or no noise at all. 

With a jolt the car came out of  the skid and when it did I found my

eyes were closed. I didn’t know which way was where. The windshield wipers

were still going and so was Len. I took one hand off  the wheel to shut him up. 

I don’t know how long I sat there but it must have been a good while.

The entire length of  my arms shook as I attempted to wipe the hot off  my

jeans. My hands didn’t really do a very good job but I’m not sure I knew what

I was doing. I picked up the mug from by my feet, replaced the lid and put it

back in the holder. I put Eva’s teddy bear in the back where it belonged. With

some other stuff. Then I got out.

The snow was still falling, almost horizontally with the will of  the wind

behind it. No other cars were out on the road that early. Thank Christ. The car

was facing sort of  the right way but at an angle as if  it had just flown out of  the

ditch. I’d spun round at least a couple of  times. 

I had to walk back to where I’d slammed the brakes, to take a look at

what I’d possibly – probably – hit. It had to be a deer. I couldn’t see it anywhere.

I released the earflaps and tied the strings of  my hat to keep it from

lifting off  my head as the wind whipped around me. I walked up to the verge.
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‘Jesus...’

It had toppled into the ditch. I’d hit its rear and its hind legs were

mangled so it wasn’t able to stand. It must have tumbled down the embankment

and was just lying there on its side with steam puffing out from flared nostrils

and panic in its eyes. 

‘What the hell am I supposed to do, huh?’ I asked it. ‘Christ!’

There was blood trickling down the deer’s side and out from its mouth

and I couldn’t help feeling this wasn’t a fair situation with me up here on the

road intact and this goddamn beautiful animal lying crippled in the ditch. 

It was still trying to get up even if  it knew it was dying, that it was already

as good as dead. I couldn’t let it think there was still hope. I had a toolbox in

the trunk. 

Sliding down the gentle slope, I approached with lies that sounded like

comfort. It had to see I was full of  shit creeping up on him like that with my

arm raised. It didn’t like me coming so close. Its front hoofs kicked out and it

made a sound that told me as much. 

When it quieted down I spotted something else. Something bright green

on the white by the animal’s head. It was a leaf  in the snow that moved along

with the head and I realized it moved on account of  it being attached. Attached

to the deer’s head.

I raised my hammer and after it came down there was nothing left to

hear me howl.
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from Gospels of  the North

PROLOGUE

Eadfrith pinxerit

Pictavia AD684

Eadfrith, would-be master scribe of  this scratch-scrabble monastery of  barely

50 souls – and some of  them twice-damned already – does not work in the byre

they call the scriptorium. His exceptional skill in the making and application of

the colours that illuminate their manuscripts, allows him this modest space

tucked into the only stone-built part of  the monastery that still boasts a roof

of  sorts. To work undisturbed. Alone. The scriptorium has never been properly

set to rights after the fire in any case.

An opening, knocked through the cheap mortar halfway up the

crumbling wall, frames his view of  a steaming midden, and, in a fold of  willow

hurdles, a few shit-arsed sheep. Two or three monks move about, blowing into

cupped hands, their breath hurrying ahead of  them in the freezing air. Beneath

the window-hole is an oddly shaped table. It slopes down at the front and the

perfect clear morning light binds itself  to the bitter chill of  early winter before

settling on the double sheet of  vellum stretched out across its surface, like a

martyr, on tiny bone pegs; the last page of  Eadfrith’s copy of  the gospels of

the four evangelists. Two years in the making. Such a thing. The world will call

it a wonder. 

From a hidden place between the split and charred timbers he pulls a grubby

linen bag. The rats have made a poor meal of  it in parts. Save for the stigmata
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of  a few stray knots, the brightly coloured threads that once embroidered its

surface are long gone. From it he draws a large white feather – the last. Waxy

shards fly from his knife as he trims the shaft. A sudden icy blast through the

ruinous stonework makes his eyes water and he must pray to steady himself.

Remembering. Trying not to remember. 

With the toe of  a stiff  boot he pulls a stool towards him and sits. His

candle burns; he is perfectly still; the only movement the rise and fall of  his

chest. Then he dips the tip of  the quill into the small oyster shell of  gall-ink

nestled in his left palm, and, on an out-breath, draws the down-stroke of  a letter

‘P’. Another sweep of  his arm and a billowing sail curves outwards from the

mast of  the down-stroke, followed by an elaborate back-tail, all loops and knots.

His pen moves smoothly over the surface of  the calf  skin, the glistening trail

of  ink drying to the colour of  veins in flesh; the colour before they are opened;

the grey-blue of  dying lips. Guided by the delicate marks he has already made

on the vellum with his lead-tipped stylus he begins to apply the colours.

Eadfrith has overseen every step of  this creation himself. The oak

boards are prepared, impatient to embrace his pages; the best unblemished

leather put aside to cover them. Fine linen thread to bind the quires to the spine

has been spun by a vowess in the women’s house – her name unknown to him.

Silver clasps and mounts cast and chased to his own designs – elaborate swirls

and animal forms in the Pictish manner – all overlaid with silver wire work. The

quality is astonishing. Even more astonishing is that they have been paid for.

When the sickly Abbot Gilbert – God rot his soul – was shown some of  the

part-finished title pages, portraits of  the evangelists, he wept and stretched out

his knot-knuckled hands to touch them. Fearful his greasy fingers would mark

the thirsty vellum sheets and ruin them, Eadfrith had hastily pulled them out

of  reach. Nevertheless, the old man opened his coffers to pay the silversmith.

And of  equal importance he had, at last, been persuaded to permit Eadfrith to

put his name to the manuscript. With a few strokes of  his pen, Eadfrith would

be known as the master who could create wonders.

For in Eadfrith’s work a man can lose himself  in the patterns, loops,

spirals and marvellous colours, and in so doing directly experience the awe and
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grace of  God the Creator Himself  and know in his soul that the words he reads

are the unarguable truth and the true salvation of  the world. All who witness it

know that the work of  the scribe Eadfrith is inspired by God and guided by

God and is therefore of  God as surely as any toe-bone of  a saint or nail from

the True Cross. Men weep to behold its beauty, its complexity, its perfection.

This is the real treasure in Eadfrith’s Gospel of  the North. 

And he will sell to the highest bidder.

A tap at the door. It opens just enough to permit a gangly, fair-haired youth to

insinuate his way into the scribe’s makeshift cell. Stepping gingerly to avoid

spillage, he holds out before him a full bowl of  foul-smelling, dirty yellow-brown

liquid. The more he tries to control it the more the miniature tides lap and lick

at his fingers.

‘Piss?’

‘Yes, Master.’

‘How old?’

‘Three weeks, Master. I kept it covered like you said.’

‘Good. Bring it here.’

Without taking it Eadfrith bends, takes a deep sniff, and nods his

approval. With a further incline of  his head, he indicates a dusty shelf  running

along the wall on which heaps of  oyster and mussel shells lean on lumps of

ochre and chalk; small jars of  precious gums, roughly formed shallow clay dishes

– some containing different coloured powders – topple into each other. There

are broken eggshells, scraps of  animal skins, an impressive stone pestle and

mortar, a pitcher of  spring water. The boy makes room for his addition and

wipes away the inevitable spills on the tattered hem of  his garment. 

‘The stuff  we scraped from the rocks yesterday, boiled up with your

piss, Ralph, will make a fine deep purple,’ he informs the boy. 

Ralph’s cheeks glow. Even though he still has enough good teeth in his

head for an outward display of  pleasure, he turns his head shyly and sets about

establishing some order amongst the paints and inks. Eadfrith knows this

information is more than fair recompense for guarding a bowl of  slops for a
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few days to stop one of  their fellows simply chucking it over the nearest dog,

but he has a fondness for Ralph. In spite of  himself  the dry skin on his face

pulls into a smile.

But the arrival of  his helper has dispelled the serenity of  his earlier hours

and although the page is not yet finished he agrees with himself  to stop, lest he

make an unguarded error so close to the end. He is satisfied, pleased, and like

the impetuous lover who knows the bride is promised – but does not scruple

to wait upon the wedding – on the bottom of  the last page of  his manuscript,

in Latin, he writes the words that will tell the world that Eadfrith painted this.

The click-clack of  teetering heaps of  mussel and oyster shells that Ralph

has been sorting through has stopped. The boy is still, his hands frozen in mid-

air over their task, that odd look he sometimes has on his face. Eadfrith’s

ink-smudged fingers lower the quill to rest on the slanty desk. He moves his head

a fraction and listens. The sounds of  the day drift in through the window-hole;

birdsong, the soft jingling of  a harness, a hound baying and the answering

raucous calamity of  hens. Then, faintly at first, he hears the calls of  alarm that

he suspects Ralph has somehow sensed before the air was sucked in and throats

opened to make them. Ralph is white-faced and staring, as though looking into

a deep pool. But there is no pool. Eadfrith bites down a small gobbet of  fear,

feeling that familiar clutch of  dread before something happens that tips the world

on its edge like a plate and sends every man spilling over its rim. Plague. A letter

from Rome. The moment a shield wall begins to falter. In the folds of  his habit,

he closes his fist around the handle of  his knife and says nothing, just waits.

Whatever it is, God will bring it to him soon enough. It is the way of  things.

From the belly of  the courtyard a broth of  voices stirs; mostly Saxon,

but also the glottal rasp of  the Gaels, the dog-bark of  the Irish and scraps of

prayer in Latin.

Brother Eadfrith, pray for us!

And more. Something else he can’t quite make sense of. Something he

doesn’t want to hear. Not now. 

The slap and pad of  worn leather quickens as it reaches his door. Iron

strap-hinges groan in protest as the rough planks are shoved aside. A snag on
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the floor makes the timber grate and stutter; small resistance – quickly overcome.

The smell of  sweat, fish-guts and damp wool announces a press of  unwashed

bodies and a group of  monks, filthy from their labours, choke the entrance.

Dipping their crudely tonsured heads to avoid the low lintel, they clamour like

gulls, while a bigger, better fed man, in good soldiers’ boots, barges past and is

across the room in two strides. Edgar. 

Smoke from the cooking fires breathes around him as he bends nearer,

a pond-like stink from his open mouth.

‘Eadfrith! D’ye hear me? The Anchoress has died!’ 

Eadfrith feels a tightness in his chest and looks past Edgar to the men who have

come to him for guidance. Their hands work amongst the folds of  their

garments touching hidden talismans and charms. Forbidden, but they have them

– animal bones or bird bones and bits of  dried shit, sometimes a stone with

marks scratched on it. His brothers. Willing ‘Servants of  Christ’ for the most

part. But in their hearts, most of  them, still just servants. He reminds himself

this has happened before, groups of  men besieging him with urgent questions,

unable to continue the tasks of  the hour or the day without demanding that he

settle their arguments. If  you should spit out the sacrament do you spit out

wine? Or is it already the blood of  Christ? And is it a sin? Unsettled by the

smallest thing, they are like cattle sniffing warily as the wind shifts. Carpenters,

shepherds, fishermen, he thinks they are. Not a decent stonemason amongst

them. Some idiot is talking of  miracles.

Ralph is blinking rapidly, snail tracks glisten through the grime on his

face, his breathing a labour. One thin hip juts against the shelf, keeping him

upright. Wet eyes fix on the cobwebbed roof-trees; lips moving without sound.

He is shaking slightly. Eadfrith releases his grip on the knife and makes his hand

take hold of  the wooden cross at his neck.

The brothers shuffling around in the doorway have quieted and there is

now a mumbling odour of  shame at their fear, their unseemly intrusion, their

lack of  faith. Heads begin to hang. Edgar herds them away. How quickly it falls

apart, the rickety structure of  propriety and precedence that has taken them
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years to construct. And how quickly a few words put them back to the yoke.

He feels the pain across his neck and shoulders. Someone has got to the oratory

bell, its tuneless clang beating hard on the cold air. 

With a flick of  his hand he dismisses Ralph. The boy wipes his face on

his sleeve and looks about him, nods. He pulls the door to close it behind him

but it catches on a ripple in the floor boards. There is a pause while he gets a

better hold of  the handle then hauls the heavy door shut with a bang. Inside

the cell the little crippled desk shudders. Colours dance on the piece of  scraped

animal skin; an oyster shell of  watered gall rocks, and the inky bile spills over

the bottom corner of  the manuscript. The scribe’s last words, Eadfrith pinxerit,

begin to slowly bleed.
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from Across the Bridge

CHAPTER ONE

Professor Campbell waved his arms like a conductor, keeping count as they all

breathed. ‘In! Two, three, four,’ he commanded. ‘And out! Two, three, four. And

in again! Two, three, four …’

They were all meant to feel calmed by this end-of-class breathing exercise,

but Rachel couldn’t help her eyes from darting around anxiously. Professor

Campbell had definitely been eccentric throughout this first week of  English

Literature, but this was on a whole new level. Rachel studied him from her seat

near the back of  the lecture hall, taking in his worn corduroy jacket and scuffed

shoes, then turned her attention to the people in the front row. They’d chosen

to sit there, which she assumed meant that they were confident individuals, so

perhaps they were enjoying this breathing thing without feeling self-conscious?

As Professor Campbell continued to orchestrate their inhales and exhales,

giggles bubbled up from various places, and Rachel fiddled with her pen lid,

wondering what the catch to this exercise would be.

After a few more seconds, and one last exhale, Professor Campbell clapped

his hands together loudly, making some of  them jump, including Rachel. ‘Now!’

he said, gazing around the large room with a smile, ‘Who feels better?’ He didn’t

wait for a response. ‘Let me tell you, I know this week has been a busy one – a

tough one. You’re in a new place, you’ve got lots of  reading to do … and I’m

sure most of  you are already disappointed you haven’t fallen in love yet, right?’

A few people giggled again. ‘But disappointment, thou art weak!’ he suddenly

shouted, and strode towards the whiteboard. 
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Rachel was transfixed by this man who seemed to grow in size and

luminosity when faces were turned to look at him. It was fascinating to imagine

doing anything but shrink when encountered with so much attention. Professor

Campbell picked up a pen and scrawled across the board: POSITIVE

INTENTION. He whipped around to face the class again. ‘You are all here for

a reason. You are all here with a purpose. But … have you actually fed that

purpose with positivity? Or have you withered yourself  with anxiety about the

future?’ He looked at them as though expecting a confession, like a parent with

a misbehaving child. Then he shouted, ‘Close your eyes! All of  you!’

Rachel would have laughed if  she’d had someone to share the moment

with, but both chairs beside her were empty. Instead, she looked at a couple of

faces, eyes already obediently closed. She noticed eyelids fluttering, which she

interpreted as a sign of  nervousness, and it made her feel much lighter to see

this vulnerability. She closed her eyes.

‘Just listen to my voice,’ Professor Campbell was saying. ‘I want you to

reframe your future. Just relax … and now let yourself  drift back to the moment

you received your college acceptance letter.’

It took a moment for her mind to leave the room, but it was easy for Rachel

to obey orders. She conjured up a view of  herself  at home, holding the

acceptance letter with her mother standing beside her.

‘Imagine reading those words! “We are pleased to inform you …” What

fantastic words! The most important letter of  your life!’ Professor Campbell

narrated.

Months ago, when Rachel had realised she’d been accepted, she’d felt a jolt,

then for a split second she could have sworn she’d been disappointed. Then her

mother had given her a hug and drowned out the strange moment with a loud,

‘I’m so proud of  you, darling!’

‘The absolutely most important letter you’ve received in your life.’ Professor

Campbell’s voice filtered into the memory. ‘What are you going to do with this

opportunity? It’s in your hands – all you have to do is …’

But Rachel’s mind was now elsewhere – in her seventh-grade classroom,

which was brightly lit but somehow ominous. The most important letter you’ve received
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… She was staring at the scrap of  paper with familiar writing she’d found on

the floor: Haha don’t invite Rachel, though. She won’t wanna watch the movie – she’ll be

2 scared. Although it had been a surprise to read that her friends had planned to

exclude her from their weekend, something about it had felt inevitable. Rachel

had pocketed the note and would read it again later, in her History class, in the

car on the way home, and in bed that night. Although she’d felt the obligatory

sadness of  this situation, there had been excitement in rejection, as though she’d

found herself  abandoned in a room that would soon host a party with better

people, better friends. Before she’d switched the light off  that night, Rachel had

tucked the special scrap into her desk drawer. 

The most important letter … Now she was desperate and fourteen, scrawling

to herself  in her diary: By the end of  March, you WILL be part of  Sarah’s group. You

WILL wash and blow-dry your hair every two days – no one likes frizz. YOU WILL SIT

WITH SARAH’S GROUP ON THE FIELD FOR LUNCH. By mid-April, you

MUST have spoken to Tom at least once. 

The most important letter you’ve received - Now her thoughts were whizzing faster,

and before she could help it, they landed on that small white page from years

ago. And there were the inky words, taking up the whole page and half  of  the

other side, neat handwriting slanting to the right, as it always did. Rachel had

read it only once before folding it carefully and opening the drawer in which

she kept her diaries, sliding the letter all the way to the back. Since the initial

shock, she’d thought of  it often, letting it become a papery backdrop to her life. 

Professor Campbell brought her back into the present with a clap of  his

hands. Rachel realised she’d missed most of  his guided visualisation. ‘Right! You

are now equipped!’ he was saying. ‘All of  you, go forth with intention … Go

forth and live positively … and I’ll see you on Monday.’

Rachel left the class in a daze, bumping into several people as she walked. The

words jostled for attention in her head: We are pleased to inform you … she’ll be 2 scared.

YOU WILL SIT WITH SARAH’S GROUP … I’m so sorry … I’m so, so sorry.

Their silence shimmered above them in the common room, making the music

seem even louder. How could it be that all six of  them were at a party with
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nothing to say? Everyone around them seemed to be expressing with ease,

laughing as though joy was their natural state. By comparison, this small

assembly of  acquaintances looked scared, clinging to each other for dear life.

If  Rachel hadn’t hated them all for implicating her in joylessness, she might have

sympathised. Dr Shapiro would have reminded her to find one beautiful thing

in the moment, and Dr Peters probably would have said the same. But Rachel

was disgusted by how tentatively this group spoke, and how they fiddled with

their red cups.

Suddenly, the judging panel appeared in her mind, its members looking on

in distaste. ‘Such a pity,’ said the one closest to her. ‘They’re all so young, so new – they

have their whole lives to look forward to. And they’re sitting here barely alive!’ The audience

laughed. 

‘I can see the fear in everyone’s posture! Look at their shoulders!’

And the notoriously harsh judge, the one they loved to hate: ‘You all need a dose of  real

struggle – that’ll make you appreciate each other. Maybe then you’ll be able to create your own

fun.’

Then the panel disappeared, and in its place, someone real arrived – it was

Tamara, the blond girl who Rachel had noticed in French class. ‘Hey, people,’

she said as she sat in the empty space on the couch. She was looking down into

her cup, not at their faces. ‘Seriously, this beer is shit,’ she announced.

The six of  them giggled. They were all turned towards Tamara, their

expectations flung at her feet. A few seconds dragged by as they waited for their

entertainer to do her next trick.

It came: ‘Man, couldn’t they have chosen better music?’

They all nodded, including Rachel, even though she didn’t have a problem

with the repetitive beat in the background. It was soothing and it filled the gaps.

She studied Tamara, who still hadn’t looked at any of  them properly. She had

one of  those faces that everyone would say was pretty, yet she wasn’t boring-

looking; something about her blue eyes and fair skin was unique. Perhaps it was

the unapologetic expression she wore. She was the perfect saviour for their

group – rude and confident, the former excused by the latter. Rachel sank a bit

deeper into the couch. Her years of  refining herself  as the kindest person in
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the room felt threatened. She could offer questions and smiles and more

questions, but she didn’t know how to do this Tamara thing, only comments,

only negative, pretending she didn’t know her effect on people.

There were a few more half-hearted observations and jokes made, and then

Tamara apparently decided they were all too heavy to carry. She hopped up

swiftly, as though someone had called for her over an intercom. ‘I’ve gotta find

something better to drink.’ This last sentence was dropped casually in their

vicinity, and then she was gone. Two other girls on the couch took it as an

opportunity to escape. Rachel stayed with the others, hoping that observing the

party would be sufficient. 

Why in these stretches of  company did Rachel feel herself  collapse,

abandoning the strength that her solitude had cultivated? She smiled

abstractedly, keeping the corners of  her mouth perpetually turned upwards for

fear of  seeming gloomy. She saw it in other faces, too, could see the cogs behind

this protective mechanism, but still she couldn’t change it in her own

musculature. She didn’t want to grin every time someone turned her way, as

though attention were a simultaneous threat and pleasure. It was all a tangle of

exhaustion, and Rachel wanted someone at this party to simplify everything by

bursting into tears. Or breaking a glass. Or kissing. Or just doing something. 

Eventually, she got up to refill her cup with Sprite. From the drinks table,

Rachel spied Tamara, who had found what appeared to be a more promising

group. One of  Tamara’s hands was clutching a new drink, while the other was

placed like a command on a boy’s broad shoulder. Rachel knew she was staring,

but she wanted a lesson in outwardness. She sipped her drink and slid her eyes

over Tamara’s group – there were four of  them, all taller than Tamara and all

apparently entertained. Rachel wished for a moment that she was shorter – she’d

feel more compact, and her flavour would be stronger. 

To stare any longer would have felt uncomfortable, so Rachel headed to

the unisex toilet in the common room, which was usually disgusting but

thankfully available. When the door was locked behind her, her vision cleared,

and she could look anywhere in the small space without wondering who could

observe her observing.
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She closed the toilet lid and sat on it, brainstorming ways to speed up time.

Not to get to bed quicker, but to be able to relate the evening in a way that

reflected aliveness. So far, she could only tell herself  about slow hoping, nothing

snappy or funny. The other groups she’d walked past had seemed speedy,

zooming forward through the night in the way they joked, feeding laughs into

the vortex between them, whirling into it themselves. Nothing sluggish about

that, nothing that would make them escape and hide like this.

Suddenly, someone banged on the bathroom door.
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from The Gloved Hand

CHAPTER TWO

Lee’s being a loudmouth prick again.

Walking towards the centre of  Bristol, with the air thick as treacle and

close enough to make your T-shirt stick to your back. Houses have their bins

out on the pavement, ready for tomorrow’s collection, and the high, sweet

brown smell of  rot hangs on everything, coats the back of  David’s tongue. It’s

already enough to test his patience. And then there’s Lee. 

He’s on his phone, trying to sort out more coke. No luck, from the

sounds; he’s shouting and waving his arm around like a man in the middle of  a

personal tragedy. Nah mate, you’re joking me! You’re joking me! 

Jamie looks over his shoulder and rolls his eyes. David shakes his head.

Not even in town yet and irritation creeps up his spine, cutting clean through

the haze of  the three double vodkas he had before he left. He tries not to look

at Lee bouncing about in his bloody bright red tracksuit. They’ve still got a half

hour walk. 

Jamie stands aside to let a woman pass – he’s a big bloke, not fat, but

tall, broad-shouldered, has to press against the wall; no such need for David, all

slim wrists and hips in comparison. ‘I’m sweating my bollocks off,’ Jamie says

when she’s gone. He wipes his top lip, then smooths a hand down his shirt. It’s

white, expensive. ‘Fucksake,’ he says, scrutinising it for marks. ‘Should’ve got a

taxi.’ 

David shrugs. He can’t afford it, and if  he’s going to spend money on

anything, he’d rather it contained alcohol. But he’s tired, and there’s a pub up
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on their left. It’s small, dark, local, the street outside greasy with chewing gum

coated in ash. 

‘Let’s stop in there for one.’ 

Jamie raises an eyebrow, but nods and ducks into the doorway, while

Lee wanders ahead, still scrolling through his phone.

‘Lee!’ 

He jerks his head round in response to his name, body swinging after

it, almost losing his balance. 

David stands by the pub door. ‘In here.’

‘Ah, right, OK mate, OK,’ Lee says, and lollops back towards him. 

Inside it’s cool, dim, the air faintly dank – preferable to the oppressive

heat outside, but marginally. When David’s eyes adjust, he sees the pub is

practically empty; just one man slumped on a stool at the bar, his face a deep,

angry red, nose huge and gnarled. There’s a scattering of  furniture – scarred,

dark wood – and the walls are covered with faded photos of  men in football

kits. 

‘Vodka?’ Jamie pulls his wallet from his jeans. 

David nods. ‘I’ll get the next one.’

‘No worries.’ 

There’s a table at the back of  the room; Lee slams down beside David.

‘I’ll give Harry a text,’ he says.

A group of  men walk in, three shaved heads and tracksuits between

them. Lee sees them, leaps back up out of  his chair, and yells, ‘JIMMY, YA

KEYAAHNT!’ 

The tracksuits jump. So does Jamie, the barman, and the bloke slumped

at the bar. One of  the men, Jimmy, nods at Lee as he approaches and slaps Jimmy

on the back. They could all get washed up on a desert island and Lee would

bump into someone he knows. David rests both elbows on the table, massages

his temples with his fingertips. Sometimes he wonders why they’re still friends

with Lee, but they’ve known each other since primary school, so there it is. 

‘Christ.’ Jamie puts three glasses on the table; a single ice-cube melts

hastily in each. 
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David drinks, aware of  Jamie watching him as he puts his glass down

half-drained. Cheap lemonade, as well.

‘You alright?’ Jamie says.  

‘Yeah. Bit of  a headache.’ 

‘I’m not surprised.’ Jamie looks over at Lee where he bobs about in the

corner. As they watch, he bounds back to the table and sits. 

‘Nothing,’ he says. 

So, no more coke then. Probably for the best – Lee’s had half  a gram

already, and he’s twitching like a nervous dog. It puts David on edge.

‘I’ll find someone in there,’ says Jamie.  

Lee nods, looks relieved – as relieved as anyone grinding their teeth can look.

‘You got any left?’

‘What? Oh, ’course mate, ’course.’ He reaches into his pocket and hands

David the bag under the table in one big, indiscrete gesture. The plastic is

clammy from his hand.

‘Cheers.’

In the toilet, David leans against the door and takes a moment to

breathe. It’s not the best place for it: the room isn’t especially fresh – the seat’s

up and there’s drops of  piss on the porcelain. He avoids looking in the bowl,

eyes the top of  the cistern – as suspected, smeared with petroleum jelly. He

sticks a key into the bag and does a bump from that instead.

By the time he sits back at the table, he’s starting to sharpen up. He

finishes his drink and points to their glasses. ‘Another one?’

Jamie shakes his head. ‘Wait till we get to town, eh? Get one that’s

actually cold.’

Outside, the air hits him like a wall. There’s a bus stop on the opposite

side of  the street, and from back the way they came, a double-decker heads

towards them. It’ll only be a pound from here. ‘Jump on that?’ he says to Jamie.

The stop is crowded by girls with bare legs and thickly drawn on eyebrows.

‘Sounds good to me,’ Jamie replies. 

Lee bolts out the door behind them, and he’s on their heels across the

road as the girls flag down the bus.
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Upstairs is packed, and hotter than the street; sweat runs in rivulets

down David’s back. They sit behind the girls, who chat and laugh between

themselves, checking their makeup in mirrors from their handbags, a few looking

at Jamie, who holds their eyes, and one occasionally glancing at David. He

doesn’t have the energy to respond. 

Couple of  stops, they’re in town. The world is slightly blurred around

the edges, and much the better for it. Heat rises from the pavement, but he’s

stopped struggling against it now, doesn’t mind it so much. He tracks after Jamie

towards Corn Street, weaving around the bodies coming towards him, head

down, not seeing their faces. There’s a man sitting on the corner, clinging to the

shade of  a doorway, repeating, Spare some change please? Help me get a cold drink?

David stops, digs around in his pocket, then jogs to catch up with the boys.

‘Where we going to, again?’

Jamie’s about to answer when Lee slaps his arm. ‘Cash machine!’ 

They watch Lee dodge across the street, a car beeping as he skims the

bumper. Jamie doesn’t follow him, and all the money David has in the world is

in his pocket. 

‘He’ll get a oner out and spunk it, even if  I don’t find anyone,’ Jamie

says. ‘Guarantee it.’

Jamie worries. About him too, David suspects, although they never

discuss it. The thought makes his throat tighten, so he walks to the curb and

shouts, ‘Come on, you prick!’ at Lee, who’s faffing about, dropping his card on

the floor, and they all laugh as he juggles it between his hands and runs back

over the road. 

They swing into a bar on Corn Street. It’s a big place with a high, vaulted

ceiling; voices rise from the tables and ricochet across it before dropping and

merging into a tinny cacophony. Not ideal, but a bar is a bar, and it’s two-for-

one on cocktails. 

‘Two of  whatever’s strongest,’ says David, and the barman nods,

expressionless. 

They find a table at the periphery of  the room, but the noise hits them

at intervals, making David flinch, and the empty feeling he’s carried in his chest
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for days now has him jittery, unable to settle. Something’s missing; there’s

something he needs beyond this. He reaches for his drink.

Lee gets another round before they leave, coming back with glasses full

of  neon green liquid, decorated with fruit and umbrellas. Jamie deconstructs

his, lobs a pineapple slice at Lee, who chucks a plastic-red cherry in return, then

he’s off  to the toilet again, with Jamie following – relenting, finally. Good

intentions dissolve in alcohol.

‘D’you want any more?’ Lee says, in a stage whisper, when he gets back

to the table.

David shakes his head. He does, but he won’t take advantage. Say what

you like about Lee, but he’s generous to a fault, like he’s constantly

overcompensating for something. ‘Save it for the club, mate.’

The sun is low by the time they leave, has slid from overbearing into

balmy. Jamie’s feet glide smoothly, methodically, and his own fall into pace, lulled

by their slow, rhythmic movement and the gentle swaying of  the ground beneath

him. 

Lee pops up in front of  him, breaking the spell. He’s talking so fast

David can’t make out what he’s saying, and his nostrils are crusted around the

edges, laden with thick, grey gunk.

‘Mate, I ain’t being funny,’ says David, ‘but wipe your nose, yeah?’ 

Lee swipes at his nose with his sleeve, embarrassed, and David instantly

feels guilty. 

Coming up to the club now; no queue, just a battered door that looks

vaguely familiar, and the obligatory forbidding bouncers, arms folded across

their chests. Outside, two girls are sharing a cigarette. One of  them wears a

white top, no bra, the outline of  her nipples clearly visible. Jamie’s already

seen her and slowed his walk to a saunter – he’s the kind of  bloke who can carry

off  nonchalance. The girls spot him as they approach, just at the moment Lee

covers one nostril with his finger and blows, violently, through the other, sending

a string of snot into the gutter. The girls say ugh! and look away. David no longer

feels guilty.

Inside, the club smells of  cheap perfume and sweat. It’s dark, and every
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surface seems to be moist, so David stuffs his hands in his pockets and makes

his way across the dancefloor. The music, a deep, tuneless base, vibrates up

through the floor and into his body, waking the residual cocaine in his

bloodstream. He dodges shoulders, elbows, smiling girls – a big monkey of  a

bloke, reaching for his girlfriend, looking down at David as he ducks beneath

his armpit – and finally he’s free of  the mass of  bodies and slipping into a space

at the counter. Then Jamie’s next to him, and Lee too, shouting something, but

David can’t hear him and Jamie looks pursed-lipped, still annoyed about the girl

outside, checking his shirt again after fighting his way through the dancefloor,

but David doesn’t care about any of  it anymore. All the vodkas and cocktails

are piling up on each other, are starting to crowd out everything else, and he

feels better now, almost good. More drinks.

Next thing, he’s in what passes for a garden – a few benches in a

concrete courtyard under cover of  a metal staircase. David only ever smokes

when he’s drunk; he’s holding a cigarette, but can’t remember who gave it to

him. 

‘Slow down yeah, mate?’ Jamie, low in his ear. 

David nods. This fag in his hand, where did it come from?

‘Have another one, Dave.’ Lee’s sticking something in his back pocket.

A slap on his arm and laughing, laughing. ‘That’ll perk you up.’

Weaving through the crowd again, looking for the Men’s. He allows

himself  to be knocked and jostled, sucked in, carried along by the undertow,

until it spits him out into a hallway, and he remembers where he’s going, feels

sure he’ll find the toilets at the end of  this corridor. A queue of  girls snakes

down one side; he slides along the opposite wall, finds the room he’s been

looking for at the end. Empty. Slamming the cubicle shut, he leans heavily

against the partition, lifts his foot to kick down the seat, then turns and half

sits, half  falls. He pulls the bag, the key from his pocket, but before he manages

to put one in the other, he sees the writing on the back of  the door. On the

left-hand side, in black marker pen, a familiar, jagged hand – familiar like this

place, that corridor – just the three characters: D4G. 

He’s off  the seat now, sinking to his knees and reaching up to touch the
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faded letters – can see his own ghostly hand holding the pen as his fingers skim

across their surface – and as they do, he thinks he hears her laughter, catches

perfume on the air. 

‘Grace,’ he says, covering the letters with his palm. ‘Grace, where did

you go?’
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from The Grief  You Caused

CHAPTER ONE

PRESENT

Wednesday, 1st November 2017

6.30am

ELLIE

I wake to find Matt’s side of  the bed empty. There are no messages or calls on

my phone. I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling. Did he come home late

and leave early this morning? No, I would have woken. Besides, his side of  the

room is exactly as it was last night and I’d have heard him showering. Although

those sleeping pills are quite strong. I shouldn’t have taken two. 

I forgot to close the curtains. The rising sun shimmers through the thin

branches of  the cherry blossom tree in the garden. Matt hates that tree and its

‘confetti’ flowers. It makes the garden look ‘untidy,’ or ‘a fucking mess,’

depending on his mood.  

I roll out of  bed and slip my phone into the pocket of  my dressing

gown. Coffee will help lift this muzzy head. I peep into the sitting room on my

way to the kitchen. Empty. The kettle is cold to touch and there are no dishes

in the sink. He definitely hasn’t been home. 

I pour milk into the frother and insert a pod into the coffee machine.

There are a few fallen branches strewn across the lawn and the trees that line

the back of  the garden are swaying in the wind. There’d been a storm promised

last night but they didn’t give it a name, so I assumed it wasn’t going to be that
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bad. I was asleep too early to be affected by it. Could it have something to do

with where he is? No. Stick to the more positive possibilities. 

But I’m stumped. I check my messages again to see if  I missed

something. Perhaps he texted me last night and, in my medicated fog, I

dismissed it. A work conference? Or maybe his mother is visiting?

I click into my call log and realise I haven’t seen or spoken to him since

I left for work yesterday morning. I’m suddenly aware of  how awful that looks.

How awful that is. I panic and dial his number. It goes straight to voicemail.

Shit. 

‘Hey. It’s Matt. Leave a message. Thanks.’

‘Hey...Where are you? Call me back.’ I hang up. My hands are shaking.

Why did I do that? What a stupid message. I’ll have to leave another, in an hour

or so, with a more worried tone. I’ll practise the next one, out loud, before I

dial. I drum my fingers on the white marble countertop. Why am I being so

paranoid? Who do I think will be listening to his voicemail messages? And why

don’t I assume he’ll be home by then?

7.30am

I’d convinced myself  that, by the time I was leaving for work, he’d have rolled

in the door either hungover or sweaty after a run. Or both: he could have got

in late, woken early, skipped his morning shower and gone for a run to clear his

head. He might’ve planned on working from home again. But why would he

have left the house yesterday? When he’s working from home he has to be

available to those in the office. 

Where did I think he was last night? Why hadn’t I been worried? I was

so wrapped up in myself  I didn’t even notice him missing. I’d assumed he was

messing around in the garage. He has some gym equipment out there, so he

spends an hour or two most evenings rowing, boxing or lifting weights. I’m

normally asleep before him. I’d felt a migraine coming on around six and had

crawled into bed early to try and stop it in its tracks. 

I grab my coat and, as I pull the front door closed behind me, I notice
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the empty space beside my car where his normally sits. Instead it’s parked at the

side of  the house, in front of  the garage door. Was it there when I got home?

I have no idea. It was only yesterday, I should remember but I wouldn’t have

paid attention to such a minuscule detail when I had no reason to. I try to come

up with a solution to this change in his parking habits, but I can’t think of  any

and tell myself  I’m dwelling on insignificant details.

‘Matt?’ I call as I open the garage door and survey his lair. His weathered

punchbag casts a bold shadow on the bare brick wall ahead of  me. My shoulders

shudder as the damp air fills my lungs. Everything is so still. I pull the door out

and walk around the car, just to make sure he’s not asleep in the back. The

windscreen is dusted in pink flowers from the cherry blossom tree. He won’t

like that. The body of  the car is gleaming. I hold my breath while I move as if

I’m expecting to find roadkill smeared to the bumper. My hand wraps around

the keys in my pocket. I take them out and jingle them while I peer in the

window. Empty. His golf  hat is sitting on the back seat. I step back and raise

my hand, the house key pushed through my fingers like an extra metal digit,

displaced from the rest. What the hell is going on? I rest its jagged edge against

the steel grey body of  the car. Just one flick down, short and sharp. It leaves a

small white scratch. 

‘Where are you, asshole?’ I whisper and walk back to my car. 

CHAPTER TWO

PRESENT

Wednesday, 1st November 2017

8.55am

ELLIE

I’m later than usual getting to work. The car park is almost full. I find a space

at the back, under the shade of  two beech trees. I imagine arriving home in a

car covered in bird shit and listening to Matt give out about it drying and

corroding the paintwork. He’ll be home by then. Back to his miserable self. I
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picture him, shaking his head as he stands by the sink filling a bucket up with

warm water. ‘I should make you do this yourself, to teach you a lesson, only you

wouldn’t do it right,’ he’d say, storming out of  the house. 

‘Hey. Me again. I’m getting slightly worried. Where are you?’ I say to

the steering wheel. No, slightly worried doesn’t cut it. I need to sound urgent,

like I care. Why don’t I care? Because I believe this is one of  his games. He’ll

show up. He’ll arrive home with a smug smile, and say something like, ‘Oh Ellie,

were you worried? Poor you. I’m sorry I put you through that. I lost my phone

and couldn’t remember your number.’ A terrifying thought fills my head: What

if  he’s framing me for his disappearance? What if  he’s found out about…

everything… and this is his revenge. 

No. I can’t start thinking like that. That’s absurd. I need to focus on

finding him and thinking like a loving wife would. Think. Try to imagine if  this

had happened in our dating days. I’d have been distraught. I wouldn’t have come

to work. Fuck. I shouldn’t have come to work. I need to be fucking worried.

Jesus Christ, am I that cold-hearted? This could be serious. He could actually

be in danger. 

Mr. Mitchell, geography teacher and annoying rugby fanatic, gets out of

his family wagon two spaces away. I take out my phone and pretend I’m typing,

engrossed in the screen. 

I hold the phone up to my ear. One more trial run. ‘Matt, where are

you? I’m worried. Call me back as soon as you get this. I’m in work, I don’t

know what to do. Just call me. Let me know you’re ok.’

Yes. The tone is good. The work bit is good too, tells him exactly where

I am if  he really does need me and shows I don’t know how to process this

whole situation. I’m overthinking things. I dial and leave the voicemail. 

I get out of  the car and slam the door, causing bits of  hair to fall out of

my messy bun. Both the action and the bang comfort me, and I’m tempted to

do it again. Am I losing it? Claire is a few paces ahead. I catch up with her.

Talking to people will help take my mind off  whatever the fuck is going on. I

just need to get through today. I need to bide my time until he shows up. There’s

no point in looking. If  he’s hiding, he’ll be impossible to find. 
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‘Morning. Did you get caught in the traffic around Coronation Road?’

Claire asks. ‘Happened right in front of  me. A branch just cracked off  a tree

and hit a truck which swerved into the car ahead of  me.’ She throws her bag

further up her shoulder. She’s forgotten to brush her hair and there’s a coco

pop stuck to the side of  her trousers. I brush it off. 

‘Jesus. Maybe? The traffic was awful. I thought there might have been

flooding. I’ve never seen the river so high. How was last night’s couple therapy?’

Claire confessed to having issues in her marriage a few months ago, so

they started seeing a counsellor, and every Wednesday I get the rundown on

last night’s session. 

‘Yeah, it was good. We’re making some progress. He still thinks I don’t

trust him which is so stupid because I do. I just like knowing where he is and

who he’s with…’

We walk and talk towards the main door of  the building. Claire

continues to ramble but my mind drifts. 

An affair. What if  Matt’s having an affair? He could have called round

to her place yesterday evening, fallen asleep, woken to the wind and rain and

decided to stay where he was. It was possible, just as possible as me doing the

same, but I couldn’t think of  one suitable mistress. I’d met all the women he

worked with: most were married with kids, he hated them all and I knew he’d

never compromise his position in the company for a woman. If  he was having

an affair it would’ve been easier to text me an excuse rather than have me worry

like this. 

Claire’s words interrupt my thoughts, ‘And the therapist, she has the

most annoying smile, you know those closed-mouth grins, paired with her all-

knowing nod…’

I nod as she says this and an old face swims to the surface of  my mind.

Her faded image lengthens until she’s a fully formed therapist sitting in an

orange plastic bucket chair. She leans forward, raising her pen to her chin, and

gives me a smile of  encouragement. 

‘Ellie?’

‘Sorry. What?’ I shake my head. 
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‘What did you get up to last night?’

‘Oh nothing. I had a splitting headache. I was in bed by six.’

We walk down the tiled corridor and she veers left into a rowdy

classroom of  eleven-year-olds. 

‘See you at lunch. I’ll have my own splitting headache by then.’ She closes

the door and her calls to order echo down the hall. Silence, within seconds. 

I turn the corner and find my year 10 students queuing noisily outside

my classroom. I rush towards them, eager to get the chaos contained, while I

dig to the bottom of  my handbag for my keys. 

“Shh. In you go. Sorry I’m late,” I say as I unlock the door and watch

them file into the room. I flick the lights on and, as they take their seats and get

their books out, I type a quick message to Matt’s work buddies, Greg and Dom.

If  he’s playing hide-and-seek he’ll have someone roped into playing with him,

so he has somewhere to stay and someone to cover for him. They won’t be long

coming clean when they’ve got a worried wreck of  a wife on their hands. 
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from Ripples

CHAPTER ONE

The gravel crunched under her tyres. Diana pushed harder on the brake and

brought her car to a sudden stop outside the house. She turned off  the ignition

and with a relieved sigh realised she was home. She sat for a moment, cocooned

in the warmth of  the car, sheltered from the light rain that fell in lazy strokes

against her windscreen. The sun had long since set, and the house and car were

covered by the canopy of  overgrown oak trees. In the crepuscular light, she

could see very little of  the property. Diana still couldn’t believe that she owned

a house. She was only 22 years old. Nowhere near old enough to live in a lakeside

property, let alone own one, but here she was in front of  her home. 

The thick manila envelope looked so out of  place that Diana had nearly fallen

trying to avoid it as she came through their front door. This letter was unlike

any other post; bills came in brown, job rejections in thin, almost translucent,

white, and flyers were bright colourful sheets. 

Amy and Steph seemed to be moving forward, careers and boyfriends

becoming more serious after graduation. It was really only Diana who was still

stuck in transition, halfway between a teenage student and a fully-fledged adult.

After getting a 2:1 in English Literature she had slipped from working part-time

to full-time in the small campus bookshop. All through school Diana focused

on getting to university, leaving her home town, and getting out from her

parents’ shadows. Once she was there, classes and assignments had kept her

distracted, but when it was over she still put off  planning her future. A drifter.
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That’s what her father called her. But that was before the letter; they hadn’t

spoken since that day. 

She’d assumed it was for one of  the others at first. Amy’s articles were

getting more popular and sometimes fans or sources wrote to her at home. They

used to joke about how they’d need security soon. Secretly Diana was jealous;

they’d been on the same course, gotten the same grade but Amy was successfully

climbing the career ladder at her dream job, and Diana still hadn’t had the dream

to inspire her. Steph was moving on too, heading north to live with her

boyfriend, looking for a new job to go alongside her new domestic bliss. But

when Diana sat at the kitchen table, mug of  tea in hand, and flipped the

envelope over it was addressed to her. Gingerly she opened it, somehow even

then she sensed that this letter would change her life. As she began to read, tea

slopped over the rim, the hot liquid burnt her hand, cascaded over the table and

stained her jeans. With her left hand holding the letter up away from the mess

she wiped her burning palm on a dry patch of  denim and surveyed the mess.

Diana let out a bitter laugh as she realised the mess was as out of  her control as

her life. Carefully she placed the envelope on top of  the fridge and began to

clean. At least this is one mess I can clean up.

Once the table had dried she returned to her seat, letter in hand. It was

a lot of  legal speak but even in her shock she understood. Her grandmother

had died and she’d left everything to Diana. The grandmother she didn’t know

existed.

‘Hello?’ Her dad answered the phone and she could tell immediately

that he was distracted. 

‘Hi, Dad.’ Diana stood up and gripped the edge of  the kitchen counter

with one hand.

‘Oh. Can I call you back later?’ 

She couldn’t remember a call in which he hadn’t asked her this. 

‘How are you? Do you have just a minute?’

‘I’m just in the middle of  writing a sermon.’ He was always in the middle

of  something for his church. 

‘How are the twins?’ she asked, knowing that talking about his other
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children would keep him on the line. As she spoke she heard the scratch of  a

key in the front door. 

‘I’m home!’ Amy yelled. ‘Anyone else in?’

On the other end of  the phone Diana’s dad replied, ‘They’re fine.’ 

Diana could hear the brush of  his fountain pen against paper as he

continued to write. It was almost as loud as the thuds of  Amy’s handbag and

heels hitting the hallway floor. 

‘Fuck, I’ve had a shit day. Peeps up for a takeaway tonight? Those

crazies have got me craving calories,’ Amy monologued as she walked through

the house.

‘Clare’s recital is this weekend so she’s practising like crazy. Can you hear

her?’ There was a rustle of  air as the phone was moved then the quiet notes of

a flute echoed in the distance. Another rustle brought her dad’s steady breath

back into Diana’s ear, just as Amy came into the kitchen.

‘Shit, sorry I didn’t realise you were on the phone.’ As she apologised

Amy crossed the room, yanked open the fridge and grabbed the carton of

orange juice before sitting at the table and flicking through the post.

‘Yeah, I can hear her. How’s Anne?’ Diana asked her father.

‘She’s well.’ The scratching of  pen on paper had stopped, Diana had his

full attention. ‘She enjoyed the book you leant her, although Catherine was

concerned it might be a bit mature for her.’ 

Diana’s eyes rolled and a tut almost escaped but she managed to clamp

her mouth shut and trap it. She turned her back on a grinning Amy and replied,

‘Dad, I read it when I was seven, she’s ten. I told you it’s fine for her.’

‘I know. Catherine read it first to make sure.’

‘Good.’ Of  course she read it first. Diana asked the obligatory question. ‘Is

she OK?’

In an equally clipped voice he replied, ‘Yes, she’s fine.’

For a minute they were quiet, lost in their own thoughts. She ran through

the various ways she could phrase it: Remember when you told me I didn’t have any

grandparents? Who was Coral Thomas? Do I have any family you forgot to mention to me?

Who was Coral Thomas? Are any of  mum’s family still alive? Who was Coral Thomas? 
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‘Fuck!’

Diana spun to face Amy. 

‘Shit, shit, sorry! I’ll clean it up.’ Amy’s movements mimicked Diana’s

from moments earlier.

Diana nodded and spoke at the same time as her father. ‘So, I had

something …’

‘Was there anything …’

‘Sorry, carry on.’

‘No, no, I was going to ask if  there was anything else, but obviously, so

what do you want?’

‘What the fuck is this?’ Amy hissed at her side. Diana had been too

focused on her father’s reply to notice her creep up, she shrugged her arm to

try and release herself  from Amy’s grip. 

‘One second, Dad.’ Diana pulled her phone away from her mouth. ‘Go

away.’

‘We are discussing this.’ Amy waved the thick sheet of  paper in Diana’s face.

‘Fine. Can I finish my call first though?’ Diana hissed. 

‘If  you must.’ 

‘I better go.’ Her father’s voice was a lot quieter than Amy’s but it

snatched Diana’s attention. 

‘No, Dad. I’m here.’ 

‘Me too.’ Amy squeezed Diana’s arm again, not the previous frantic

pressure of  shock but a gentle reminder of  friendship, before she left the room.

‘What was it then?’ Diana’s dad asked. 

‘It’s just I got a letter today.’

‘About a job?’ Like any parent he wanted to know what her life plan

was. Where would she be in five years, what career did she want, could she afford

to live, will she be coming home? A flurry of  questions that leaked into their

conversations every so often and that she could never really answer. 

‘No, not really. About a, it’s …’ She ran a hand through her loose hair

and her eyes locked on the crumpled letter in her hand, the three splashes of

orange juice in the corner. ‘Who was Coral Thomas?’ 

211



Diana could hear the change in his breath; the catch as he realised what

had been asked, the quickening as he formulated his response. Her own

breathing was stilted. 

‘How do you know that name?’ His response was too quick, the silence

too short. It was as though he was expecting the question. Did he already know?

‘The letter.’

‘How did she find you? That solicitor?’

‘What solicitor?’

‘A solicitor phoned the house asking for you and Catherine gave them

your address. She told you.’ She hadn’t, but now wasn’t the time to get into that

argument. ‘Coral decided to get in touch then?’

‘I . . . why didn’t you tell me, Dad?’ She didn’t want to cry, didn’t want

the weight of  tears to hang on this conversation. Her fists balled and nails dug

into palms in an attempt to distract from the clouding of  her eyes.

‘She’s not a nice woman.’

‘Shouldn’t I decide that?’

‘She’s,’ there was a pause while he searched for the right word, ‘disturbed.

I didn’t want you to be around her when you were young. And as you got older

we thought she would be a bad influence.’

Diana noted the we. Catherine knew. Fingernails pressed harder as she

cleared her throat. 

‘What did she do to you?’

That wasn’t a question he expected. A crackle echoed down the line as

he moved the phone away. Whenever he didn’t know what to say he put the

phone on the desk, pressed the pads of  his fingers together, like a steeple, and

closed his eyes to think. Another crackle then his breath returned. 

‘I don’t want to discuss it with you.’

‘Dad, please. And don’t put the phone down this time.’

His deep sigh was the only sound, apart from the distant click of  Amy

typing on her laptop in the next room. 

‘This isn’t a conversation for the phone.’

‘What aren’t you telling me?’
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‘Please.’ His voice cracked the word in two. 

‘Okay.’ If  she pressed too hard the call would follow the usual pattern:

he would raise his voice, tears would leak into hers, he would call her too

emotional, her speech would disintegrate and then he would be called away by

one of  his other priorities. 

‘What does she want from you?’

‘She’s dead.’

‘I’ll say a prayer for her.’

She wanted to scoff  but knew her father would take it as an insult to

his entire religion and not just that one pathetic prayer. 

‘She left me everything.’

‘Don’t worry. We’ll deal with this all.’ Since when were we a we? Does he mean

him and Catherine?

‘I don’t know what there is to deal with yet.’

‘Well, let me know, we can get everything sold off. The lake house should

be easy enough to get rid of. Even when your mum was there, they had people

interested.’ 

Stunned, it took Diana a moment to formulate a response. ‘Mum lived

there?’

‘It’s where she grew up. I can give Jerry a call, I’m sure he’d do us a

favour and get it on the market quick.’

Jerry was one of  her father’s flock who also happened to be an estate

agent. 

‘You want me to sell it?’

‘Why wouldn’t you?’

‘Dad, I …’ She paused, biting her lip to keep in the sob that was

threatening to escape, despite the painful crescents marring her palms. ‘I’ll let

you get on with your sermon.’

‘Will you be home soon? We should talk about this, properly.’ 

‘I don’t know.’

I don’t know anything apparently. 

‘Okay.’
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‘Bye, Dad.’

‘Bye, Diana.’

She needed to end in their usual way. Needed to know that despite all

these revelations some things were still the same. ‘Love you.’

He had already moved the phone away from his ear so his voice was

distant. ‘Lots of  love to you too.’

Although Diana now knew he had been lying for her entire life, a

thought she was struggling to comprehend, there was some comfort in the fact

that he still said goodbye in the same way.  Lots of  love to you too.
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from Growl

CHAPTER ONE, Papercut

I. Maya

THE TRAILER. NIGHT.

Maya heard the scream. She felt the trailer shake and heard a crash. Another

scream. The low hum of  a machine outside.

Maya ran to the trailer kitchen, her bare feet skidding across the linoleum

floor. She rummaged in the top drawer for a knife but stopped when she heard

the echoed rumblings of  a growl. Cold silence followed.

Through the door to Ashley’s bedroom came a hulking figure, shoulders

too broad to fit through the slim frames easily, the soft scraping sound of  fabric

against the plastic. Maya reached back into the drawer and thankfully hit on a

knife, cool in her palm. She pointed its sharp blade at the figure as it watched

her. Its eyes flashed green, like a cat in the dark, and it tilted its large head, wide

forehead but a narrower jaw than any man she’d ever seen, to the side as it

scrutinized the knife. It was shirtless; sinewy. Strong. Its torso was marred with

thin scars, pale against the darkness of  its skin.

A second shadow came out behind it, shorter but still too tall for the

trailer. They were hunched against the ceiling, their gangling arms hanging at

their sides. Maya saw pale skin stretched over lean arms. Elongated, thin fingers,

nails like claws. As the monsters moved towards the front door, a silhouetted

glow crept down their back. Their faces were too leonine, and their ears had

stretched high on the sides of  their head.
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Maya’s hand was shaking, her mind trying to understand what they were.

They weren’t men. She knew they weren’t men. But animals didn’t walk the way

they did, on hind legs – their knees bent backwards, they didn’t move like people

at ease. Creatures then? Some horrible thing from the night.

The creatures weren’t wearing shoes, their feet were bony and bare,

toenails long but not quite claws.

The knife glinted and refracted the light from the headlights outside. A

third creature stepped out of  Ashley’s room, smaller than the other two, holding

Ashley asleep in its arms.

Maya nearly dropped the knife, throwing herself  at the creature,

screaming and swearing at the thing to let her go. Ashley didn’t move, her

breathing soft and even. Her mouth hung open a little, her eyes were closed.

The creature holding Ashley moved her into one arm, like a baby, and used the

other to snatch the knife from Maya’s hand. One of  the other monsters grabbed

Maya around the waist, and she slashed with her fingernails until it let her go,

dropping her onto the kitchen floor. She tried to fly again, but in the next second

it had kicked Maya square against the sternum, sending her sailing backwards

and winding her. Her head collided with the kitchen counter, darkness

descending around the edges of  her vision. She could just about make out the

creatures walking away, without giving her another look. As if  she’d been no

more than a nuisance. No more than a fly. 

II. Maya

THE PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE, CLINTON HIGH. DAYTIME.

TWO WEEKS BEFORE.

Maya’s shorts were as short as her legs were long. The denim frayed at the ends

and cotton pockets poking out from underneath. Her parents would have been

appalled. She sat with her arms and legs crossed in Powell’s office, a stubborn

glare stapled to her face. Principal Powell had a thick neck and nose, a blotchy-

red complexion, and the blond baldness of  a man twice his real age. He folded
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his hands together, leaning against his desk on his elbows, glaring back at his

ex-student.

‘Now the resources you expect, and what the school can afford simply

don’t add up. I don’t know how many ways I can tell you,’ he stated with a tight

set to his jaw.

‘Really? But you can afford to renovate the gym?’

‘I don’t expect you to understand how school funds are allocated … ’

‘Why? Because I’m not smart enough? Not old enough? Or a

combination of  both?’

Maya could feel her nails digging into her arms, the summer heat

intensifying the irritation collecting at her brow. Three of  the four walls in

Powell’s office were lined by chest-height wooden filing cabinets, their labels

faded into beige blurs. The fourth wall, the one behind Powell, was a window

cut into nine panes lined by brown plastic, with a small slice of  wall in the middle

which held his few framed achievements. There wasn’t much to see out of  the

windows: an assisted living complex of  tanned yellow houses, designed to look

like a holiday village in Florida, the main road down to Masonville town square,

and then just fields in every other direction.

‘This is a very complicated situation…’ Powell persisted.

‘No, it isn’t. Print out some resources, make sure my sister gets the

support she deserves...’

‘The faculty at Clinton High are doing what they can, but I think we

need to address the real reasons Ashley isn’t coping.’

‘Who said she wasn’t coping?’

Powell stood up and lumbered towards one of  the filing cabinets. The

drawer slid open with a heavy clank and slid shut with the same strain after

Powell had retrieved a thin file with Ashley’s name on it. Once he’d returned to

his chair, he leaned back and rested his hands on his bulbous stomach.

‘I’ve received disturbing reports of  falling asleep in class…’

‘She hasn’t been sleeping.’

‘Refusing to answer questions…’

‘Now how can she answer questions she can’t hear?’
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‘What happened to her hearing aid?’

‘It broke.’

Maya switched legs and re-crossed them, a large circle above her knee

fading into a red mark where it had been squeezed too hard. She unfolded her

arms and tucked her hands into her lap so that Powell couldn’t see her clenched

fists, but she could feel herself  starting to fizz with anger. She was as close to

breaking as the buttons on Powell’s shirt.

‘You understand this is a growing list of  red flags?’

‘Her grades been affected?’

‘Well…’

‘Have. Her. Grades. Been. Affected?’ Maya growled through a clenched

jaw.

‘Neglect can have all sorts of  impacts on learning…’

Maya shot out of  her chair and stood over the desk. ‘Are you saying my

sister is neglected?’

Powell sighed, leaning further back into his chair, away from Maya. ‘Do

sit down Maya. Now I’m obligated to ask, has something happened at home?’

Maya sat down again, returning her hands to her lap, feeling her nails

bite into her palms.

‘You mean besides our parents dying?’

‘That was three years ago,’ Powell replied matter-of-factly. As if  Maya

could forget.

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Maya sat up straight and faked shock with a flat palm

against her cheek, ‘I didn’t realize there was an expiration date on grieving two

massive losses.’

‘This is not the time to make jokes.’

‘I’m not laughing.’ She leaned back in her chair and continued to glare

at Powell. 

‘I’d like to recommend that Ashley be held back.’

‘Okay, now I’m laughing. Because you cannot be serious.’ Maya could

feel the pitch in her voice rising again, her throat tightening as her skin ran hot.

‘If  she’s not coping…’
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‘Her finals are in two weeks. There’s no way she’s being held back.’

Powell rolled his eyes and sat up straight. ‘I appreciate this is hard to

hear…’

‘No, you don’t.’

‘But I must act in my students’ best interests,’ he continued, pretending

he hadn’t heard her. ‘Ashley’s actions, or inactions as the case may be, are a

reaction to something. Either it’s the pressure from her classes or something at

home. Either way...’ He began eyeing the file in front of  him. There were only

a few items within the file, Ashley hadn’t ever had an unauthorized sick day or

detention in three years. Maya could see the upside-down logo for Masonville

Hospital. A doctor’s note explaining how Ashley was deaf  and would need extra

support, that she’d lost hearing in both ears, but could retain partial hearing

from a hearing aid – which had since been broken. Maya had brought in the

letter on her first visit three years ago. There were a couple of  written reports,

teachers’ notes and a letter or two from Maya asking for help. Not that she had

ever gotten a written response.

‘You are so God-damned frustrating,’ Maya spat. ‘This has been a total

waste of  time.’

Powell looked up, his hands shuffling through the file. ‘If  you plan on

making a scene…’

‘A scene?’ Maya cut in. ‘You expect me to start throwing things, because

it’s God-damn tempting.’

‘If  you plan on making a scene,’ Powell pressed, ‘I would remind you

that your new address puts you just outside the catchment area for Clinton High.

We allowed your sister to continue in this institution out of  courtesy. The last

thing she needs is to have to start again in a new school.’ The left corner of  his

mouth betrayed a smug smirk. Maya stood up, taking her time as she slipped

closer to Powell’s desk and leaned over him, resting her weight on her knuckles.

She smiled, her mouth tight.

‘I don’t respond well to threats, Powell. You might be able to intimidate

your students, provoke them into falling in line. But we both know there are

bigger fish. The school board, the department of  education, the press.’
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Powell closed the file, leaning back in his chair until he was almost

horizontal. ‘If  I don’t see an improvement within the week, Ashley will be held

back. Have a good day.’

Maya stood up straight abruptly, and for a second there was a crack in

Powell’s polished expression. He flinched, his hands moving to protect himself,

before returning to his lap. Maya smirked, before marching towards the office

door. As she turned the handle, Powell called out, ‘Oh, and Maya? I’m sure

Ashley is excited about going to a college out of  state – some people never

escape their hometown.’

Maya could feel his eyes on her back – watching for a flinch or a physical

response; she could hear the smirk in his voice. Her hand squeezed the cold

handle tighter before throwing the door open and stomping through it back

into the main office.

There was a line of  chairs against the wall next to Powell’s office; Ashley

was sitting in the third. Maya pulled at the shoulder of  her T-shirt as she passed,

storming out of  the office past the receptionist, who looked away, and a student

waiting to see the nurse. Ashley followed her sister out, clutching her bag to her

chest and barely picking up her feet.

Neither of  them said a word until they reached Maya’s truck. It was a

little beaten up and rusted around the edges, but it had been their dad’s and had

a faded “Marty’s” sign painted on the side. It was all Maya had left of  him; that

and her skill under the hood. The truck still had the cassette player and cassette

Marty had left stuck in there; some country band Maya couldn’t stand but also

couldn’t bring herself  to take out.

Some objects did that to her, memories made tangible. Refusing to let

go. Reminding her that once someone or something had been – whether she

wanted to remember or not. Maya caught sight of  herself  in her side mirror.

She had her mother’s eyes, dark brown with flecks of  green, and her father’s

flat nose. More things to remind her of  what she had lost.

‘Do you want to go to Addy’s?’ Maya signed before she shoved her truck

into drive.

‘It was that bad?’ Ashley signed back.
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Maya eyed her younger sister. Ashley was nearly the same height as her,

but had more freckles across her nose, black corkscrews for hair and dark eyes.

If  it wasn’t for the bruise-like bags under Ashley’s eyes, she was pretty. But her

exhaustion made her look ill.

‘Don’t ask me until we have pancakes.’
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from The Lost & Found

Dei plays in the Courtyard

Deep inland, away from the lure of  the seas and the high passions of  the ports,

at the base of  the Yahinte Mountains, lies a courtyard with an old wooden door.

It exudes a studded majesty, and intricate, graceful wrought iron work has

allowed it to endure for many years. The door muffles but does not fully contain

the conversation going on within, voices carry into the narrow, red-daubed souk

street outside. With no one to witnesses the talk it is absorbed by the aged street

stones; they have heard many fates in many tongues, but they will tell no tales. 

A serious game of  backgammon is paused. Many of  those who are

present inside the courtyard hold small red-tinted glasses full of  green-gold tea,

but the liquid is forgotten; all concentration is on the discussion at hand.

As usual, it is the younger men of  the group who are expressing

themselves most vocally, this time on the subject of  what their guest should

play. His songs are savoured more than the individual petals of  the much

coveted and relished jackfruit. 

‘I very much like the one about the sacrificial fire.’

‘By the heavens, you always want that one. Is there something wrong

with you?’

‘Do the one about rice and porridge.’ 

‘Which one is that? The marriage one?’

‘Oh, not that again. We heard that one last week, and the week before.

Let’s hear the one about the wind.’

‘And you say there’s something wrong with me! I thought you didn’t
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want to hear a song about repeating?’ Even the elders of  the group fall into

laughter.

‘Oh, ho, I see what you did. The intelligence you must have, to come

up with that old joke. Why my grandmother…’

The conversation is saved before any grandmother’s reputation is called

into question.

‘Dei, I like the one about the rivers.’ 

Heads are nodded; this is the cue for their guest to remove a small set

of  tuning pipes from a concealed pocket. Before putting the pipes to his lips,

Dei tucks an errant curl of  hair behind his ear and up into the material that is

deftly wound around his head. He grasps the neck of  the oud at his feet and

lays the pear-shaped instrument on his lap, checking each string, sounding it out

against the pipe, every movement gentle and elegant. The audience is silent,

enraptured before the music has even begun.

‘This is truly my favourite.’

A chorus of  shushes and hisses quietens the admirer, but he continues

to shift in his seat with excitement.

Dei knows how to let a silence descend, build anticipation, how to show

reverence to the old songs. How to keep them alive. He has been doing it for

hundreds of  years after all. He caresses the walnut and mahogany bowl behind

the strings and positions the instrument just-so on his knee, lets his hand rest

on the glowing grain. He pulls, from his head-piece, a single feather and starts

to play.

The music starts gently and each person adopts their favourite position:

reclining against the arms of  comfortable seating or even against a comfortable

friend; bent forward in concentration, lying out flat with a brocaded cushion

beneath the head, older joints are covered over with vibrant cloth to fend off

the illusory wisping breezes. All with eyes closed. All ready to be transported. 

In a cloudless sky and at a time that is beyond the peak of  the sun’s

circle for the day, a bright glow still bathes the little courtyard. The light is carried

to each of  the group; conveyed in the tiny spaces between the notes played.

Dei’s fingers weave around the strings of  the instrument so that the sound
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becomes a collection of  silken threads, as delicate and pervasive as the rising

smoke-ribbons from the sticks of  incense. Music everywhere and yet intangible,

like the best god promise. Those gathered experience the luminosity from

behind closed eyes, each wherever they are; basking in the radiance of  a lover’s

gaze, observing the glint on a wave from a far-off  sea, in the suffuse warmth

of  a kind touch.

The only one to notice that Dei is the source of  the incandescent light

is Hieronymus, who belongs to the house and has done for a long time. He is

well known to all, and quite beyond the rhythmic biological cycles over which

Dei’s oud casts a spell. As it can take him a while to get from one side of  the

room to the other, he is content to pull his head back into his shell and know

all is being done for good. He has seen it many times before.

With the cycle played out, and the player returned not to the start,

because something always changes in the playing, but definitely returned to the

courtyard, Dei surveys the group in happy repose and decides to make his way

home. Stepping gently around the sonorous breathing and not so harmonious

snoring he bows deeply to Hieronymus from across the floor. The tortoise

emerges from his shell and, although more shallowly, does the same in a definite

sign of  approval.

On Dei’s way past the abandoned backgammon board, he notices that

one counter of  each colour has been laid separate from the rest. Both pieces

have a snake design fashioned into them. Only one counter of  each colour; the

rest are smooth. It is the third time he has seen this emblem in as many days.

Concern catches at his heels and his internal light dims. As it does so, he dons

his robe and realises that they are in twilight, never a good time for him; he will

have to be careful.

Chip at the Airport

An airless private hire taxi travels the swoop of  the airport roads and deposits

Chip amongst lines of  competing yellow taxis. He straightens the shirt collar
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under his V-necked burgundy sweater, shakes out the legs of  his chinos so they

sit just over the laces of  his brogues, and joins the throng entering the terminal.

After the relative calm of  the very early morning city, the arrival boards,

departure boards and hordes of  dawdling holidaymakers assault his 

senses. 

Chip cuts his swathe accordingly around voluminous patterned luggage;

there’s enough room on the marbled floors for everyone without collision. He

wishes for a moment that he was heading to DC or somewhere he knows, to

do something comfortable. 

He moves forward and is subsumed into one of  the many check-in

queues, rubbing the back of  his hand across his eyes in the early morning blear.

He hears the rattle as kiosks open.

A yawn escapes from him as the line moves forward. Un-portable

children who haven’t yet learned the seriousness of  border politics do not

respect the queues, and slalom in and out of  material straps that stretch out just

above their heads. He smiles down at a young child intent on skipping and

singing during the wait for another adult procedure. She sings a song about

going on holiday. He doesn’t recognise it.

The endless possibilities of  holiday destinations aren’t forefront in

Chip’s mind, he already has his own vantage point at 6’4” and a set destination.

New York to London, London to Somerset, London to memory, history and

the unknown, or once known. 

Passport, flight details, bag placed on to the check-in conveyor belt, Chip

is greeted, scanned for photographic likeness and isn’t found wanting. Yes, he

packed his own bag, no he hasn’t left it unattended. Pleasure, he states, when

asked about the purpose of  his visit. Visiting relatives, he says, though neglects

to say that it’s a funeral he’s attending. The weight that he carries doesn’t leave

him when he has deposited his bag. He feels an ache around his diaphragm

which he absently rubs and wonders if  he overdid it at the gym.

‘The apples and pears for the departure lounge are on your right just

past this concourse.’ The female steward who had just weighed and tagged his

bag motions with a practised arm and smiles brightly at him.
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‘Pardon?’ Chip is returned from ruminating on his heaviness and looks

blankly at the steward.

‘Stairs, sir. You have a UK passport…’ She blushes deeply. He realises

she is flirting and he is touched by her humanity. ‘Is it too early for rhyming

slang?’ She struck out hoping to make a connection with him and stands coyly

waiting for his reaction. The heaviness in his chest makes smiling a challenge,

he again rubs his ribs then responds.

‘It’s too early for everything this morning.’ The pain subdues and he

rewards her with a wholesome grin. ‘But thank you. Through and to the right

did you say?’

‘Yes, sir, have a great flight and a great day.’ The steward looks rosy and

not rebuffed. He is relieved. 

Chip had forgone the wine offered as a business-class perk and now felt grateful.

His head felt full and his usual calm lacking, replaced with something that felt

like pensiveness. There was enough to achieve today without dulling the senses

too much, and he had to get there first. He went to freshen up, using the kitsch

bag of  toiletries provided. Brushing his teeth was a pleasure; the sensation of

sharp mint freshened his mouth and removed some of  the brain fuzz that always

seemed to accumulate when on a plane. His mirror image in the all-too-honest

light of  the tiny bathroom showed hair – not too unruly, easily fixed, and new

lines around his eyes, which he expected were there to stay. An audible sigh

escaped his lips. 

With fingers at his temples and thumbs just under his jawline, he closed

his eyes and applied a gentle pressure. The images present behind his eyelids

were those of  childhood, apple trees and dappled yellow light, a crocheted

bedspread in all the colours of  the rainbow, carbolic soap, a tiny chicken coop,

a tiger at a tea table and condensation on a slanted roof  window. The feeling of

hands laid lightly on his shoulder, ointment applied to stinging nettle burns, the

rough of  rope from the tree swing and the tiny tickling sensation of  a ladybug

crawling over hands. Ladybug? Not quite right, what was it? It was lighter, more

English. Then he remembered the traditional release and farewell. 
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Ladybird, ladybird,

Fly away home,

Your house is on fire

And your children all gone.

The next thing Chip knew, large drops of  water were falling from him

into the tiny airline sink, his eyes were slick. There had been no need to cry for

years, so he hadn’t. The sensation usually came from the chest though, he

remembered, which was weird because his breathing in that moment was still

regular. He felt almost cheerful, almost as if  this response was not his own. He

grabbed napkins, or tissues if  he adjusted to the English – he thought of  a doily-

covered box of  them – to dry his eyes. A polite coughing outside the bi-folding

door sped up his actions, he had no idea how long he’d been in the bathroom-

box and quickly tidied to leave. He imagined a well-ordered queue outside

growing fractious.

Getting back to his seat, Chip moved his copies of  The New Yorker and

The Economist into the pocket. Scanning through the movies available he looked

for a political satire or a nature documentary to distract him. Swiping the

temperamental touchscreen in the seat in front of  him brought him far past his

intended destination and Mary Poppins appeared: ‘The world’s favourite nanny,

who brings magic and stern kindness into the lives of  Jane and Michael …’.

The words blurred, he was surprised by his reaction to a film he hadn’t thought

about for decades and the tightness returned to his ribs and he placed it. This is

sadness. I’m allowed to feel this. He hadn’t brought anything back from the bathroom

to stem this fresh flow of  tears. The watery cascade of  memories didn’t seem

like they would stop but was brought to a necessary halt by a gentle hand on

his shoulder. 

‘Chicken or fish, sir?’
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from How to Be Somebody Else

I NY began in the seventies. 

People loved New York before then, but they didn’t know to heart it

yet. Hearting New York began with a doodle on the back of  an envelope in the

back of  a yellow cab on its way over to Madison Avenue. The doodle guy had

been asked by the guys on Madison Avenue, who’d been asked by the guys at

the Mayor’s office, to help put a shine back on the city, which was cracky, crimey,

whorey and basically on its knees. The Madison Avenue guys gave the doodle

guy I Love New York and he was on his way to meet them when it dawned on

him how to take that huge, complicated feeling and turn it into something

someone halfway across the world could pin on a sweater or a hat and feel a

part of. He got it down in red crayon on the paper he had to hand then gave it

up pro bono as an investment in the real thing (he knew loving New York). Six

years later the city was back on its feet, two years after that it was booming, and

today it makes upwards of  thirty million dollars a year licensing out that doodle. 

They it in Japan.

That seems to be the shape of  it, or as much as Fran can piece together

through the wall of  bodies at the Whitney, where the original doodle is currently

on display—tourists huddled around it four rows deep, venerating, jostling for

the best view of  this feeling about a place. One man is on his knees trying, with

his Canon Powershot, to rescue the idea from the glare of  the real thing, which

hangs just beyond the window to his right, violent with blue and half  thought-

out compared to what’s in front of  him; stimulus and response, sealed between

Perspex blocks. 

The blurb says that the guys on Madison Avenue came up with the
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words by talking to people all over the country and hearing repeatedly, we live in

Ohio (or wherever), but we love New York. This is what they’ve used for the first TV

commercials, just everyday Americans loving the city from afar, before

narrowing in on Broadway and showing the stars of  the big musicals of  the

day—A Chorus Line, Sweeney Todd—out and about in the city, high-kicking on

the steps of  the Lincoln Center, that kind of  thing. There’s a jingle too, which

is just I Love New York sung over and over. You can listen to it on headphones

while you watch the commercials and at first it has a kind of  locomotive energy

to it, but when no one’s listening, and the headphones are just dangling there,

the muted words keep on looping … I Love New York, I Love New York, I Love

New York … Like Dorothy clicking her heels, but as though it’s Oz she’s trying

to get to.

Fran’s only there because the agency is pitching for Tourism New York.

There have been a few campaigns since I NY, the biggest was after 9/11, and

now with Trump as a kind of  moral 9/11, and a New York City guy, they’re

looking to make another big push. The briefing was this morning, Saturday.

There were small waters and small pastries and people from many departments.

Afterwards she was dispatched to this exhibition, in a cab. The resourcing plan

says she’s the only person working exclusively on the pitch—that she is one

hundred percent Tourism New York. She’s also the only foreigner, and clearly

some kind of  outsider in their eyes, still, after seven years. It’s pretty insulting.

The bodies part and she takes her place in front of  the scrap. You can’t

deny it’s a nice bit of  design, a pleasing eyeful. The doodle guy , who’s an icon-

maker really—New York Magazine, that psychedelic Bob Dylan poster—says he

envisioned it as a mini puzzle where you need to recognize the I as a complete

word, as a symbol for an experience, and NY as the initials for a place. The

issue in all communication, he says, is moving the brain and puzzles move the

brain. He says this one makes everyone feel good because they solved the

problem. Also, he says, it came from New York. If  it had started in Poughkeepsie,

it would have died in Poughkeepsie. He was right about that, and about , which was

added to every typeface after the campaign, like a new letter in the alphabet. X,

Y, Z, . That must have seemed like a big deal, back when words were the thing. 
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Fran tries to imagine a new letter, to move through all the existing letters

and carry on, which you’d think you could do quite easily, but after Z there’s

nowhere to go—all the mouthshapes are taken. 

She takes a step forward. There are guards for the Hoppers and the

Rothkos, but I NY has its own red rope too, VVIP, as though if  it were to go

missing, the feeling itself  might disappear. Something in the torn paper and

thick red letters—uppercase N, lowercase y—seems to lay bare this threat, or

at least let you know it’s wisest to be on the inside of  the feeling. Leaning in,

she squints at the tiny frame, as though it might yet reveal something to let her

in, but it remains as separate from her as the fire alarm on the wall beyond it,

or the silent elevator doors, swallowing, regurgitating. 

She takes the pictures she’s been sent to take. 

Outside the day turns from blue to grey. 

New York can find its way through any earplug. Fran’s tried a million pairs, being

the kind of  person whose mind starts up the moment her head hits the pillow,

but the city’s always there behind the foam, or wax, or plastic, picking at her

peace and teasing out new threads of  anxiety. Its uneasy hum is close to the

sound that used to come out of  her grandmother’s electric organ back in North

London. She bought it for hymn playing and kept it altar-like in the middle of

her tiny living room—beige and brown with gold, numbered stickers above each

key and a panel of  fat, computerish buttons which produced whole chords:

black for minor, white for major. It was off  limits for small hands, but those

side buttons were too springy and square to resist and if  you managed to hold

one down for long enough, it would continue its eerie, low breathing without

you. New York, through earplugs, is somewhere along that black row of  buttons.

There’s the right hand too, bursting in, urgent and jazz-like, with a honk, the

sudden clatter of  a garbage truck, or something you can’t put your finger on,

but it’s mostly that background hum—that long minor note which lets you know

things outside are well underway, already complex and involved, while you lie

there noiseless and apart. 

Fran rolls onto her back, locked into the hum, but still inside the halo
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of  her dream. She can no longer get at its detail but has the strong feeling she

wasn’t quite finished with it, or it with her, so that its emotional outline remains

present, almost perceivable in the room. When she pulls out her earplugs, what

had registered as some sort of  faraway calling on the other side of  the foam

resolves into the familiar sound of  her neighbours’ fucking—guttural and

shuddering and freeform, always, on weekends. Their mating sound circles the

inner courtyard and funnels through the alleyways on both sides, so that it could

be coming from almost anyone in the building. Except for Fran, who’s never

managed this kind of  animal freedom in sex. Who, if  she’s honest, has never

had the kind of  sex which comes close to demanding it. And so, this noise—

which she hears every weekend and which, by now, should not be curious, or

affecting, or anything at all, just New York noise, foldable in with all the rest—

wheedles its way in, questioning. 

On the other side of  the room, in the gap where the blackout blind

doesn’t quite meet the wall, a sliver of  morning asserts itself; urgent, like an

armed lightsabre. She tries to blink it away, but it insists in fluorescent miniature

behind her eyelids, forcing her out of  bed and up onto the windowsill. The

blind, which is temporary, is made of  pleated, black paper attached to the ceiling

with a sticky strip. It can go for almost six months without falling apart so she’s

got into the habit of  replacing it twice a year rather than investing in something

more permanent. It fastens up and down with plastic pegs, so that every

morning she has to balance on the windowsill, reconfiguring its concertina folds.

Whenever her parents are visiting from England, her dad makes the same joke

about large scale origami. He also calls her tiny apartment her berth and likes

to joke about how she never got off  the Queen Mary. It’s how the family deals

with her being away. She’d just turned thirty when she left London, flew out the

same week, which made it seem like a kind of  marching towards. Seven years

later it looks more like a leaving behind, something to be joked about and

explained away at dinner parties. No one expected her to stay so long.

She pegs the thick paper wedge above her head and takes a moment to

look out, pressing both hands against the cold glass. The courtyard below has

been reduced to a few rusted chairs and a handful of  barren urns by the latest
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freeze, but retains its Eden-like quality, reserved as it is for the exclusive use of

the apartments at basement level. It’s easy to see how life could open out with

access to this space; the people she’d meet over deli wine in the small hours of

the morning. Maybe she’d be the type to plant herbs, which would mean using

her kitchen at last, and might be the start of  eating well and a clear head and

whatever becomes possible with one of  those. Probably not, with the herbs,

but she’s two floors above knowing and enjoys none of  the benefits of  elevation,

faced with the faded, red backside of  the artists’ housing on the other side of

the courtyard—its off-duty air conditioners hanging hemorrhoidal beneath

repeating banks of  windows, and the whole building so close she’s got to crane

her neck to get to blue. 

With her right cheek pressed hard against the window, she can just about

make out Palazzo Chupi at the end of  the alley, on Washington—built on the

whim of  an American director in the style of  an Italian Palazzo, painted Pepto

Bismol pink and named after his favourite Spanish candy. Beyond Chupi,

somewhere, the West Side Highway; beyond the highway, the edge of  the Island.

It’s a narrow windowsill, but despite the burn in her thighs, she waits there

behind the glass, sealed off  from the city like a fish in an aquarium. And

suddenly the longing is immense, wondering what it might be like to be someone

waking up in New York, on a Sunday morning just like this.
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from There’s a Cat at Number 10

Minister Cartwright walked backwards. He wasn’t very good at it, but it was the

only way to keep the truculent Lord Geriwell in his sights.

‘But, my lord, I must insist on more debate.’

‘Debate, sir,’ said Geriwell, his nose upturned. ‘Debate is for the

bureaucrats.’

‘There’s procedure,’ said Cartwright desperately as they entered the west

courtyard of  the Houses of  Parliament.

‘Procedure, ha! I laugh at procedure.’ And he did. ‘This country needs

a government and if  the House of  Commons won’t serve, then the House of

Lords will.’

‘The House of  Lords has no jurisdiction.’

Geriwell came to a halt. ‘Jurisdiction? Procedure? Debate? I will not

bandy such words with a half-wit. I’m taking control of  government and not

before time.’ He leant in and with a hushed, acerbic tone said, ‘And when I’m

in charge, you’ll be the first to go.’

He walked on, leaving Cartwright standing alone; a sad, overweight

minister.

Outside the Houses of  Parliament, the lords were arriving en masse and

demanding to be let in. The gathering was quickly becoming militant and the

police officers at the gates looked worried. The sheer number of  lords was

making it impossible to keep them back.

The officer in charge picked up his radio. ‘There are hundreds of  them,’

he said in a panic. The CB crackled and fizzed. ‘Do I have permission to use

force?’ There was no reply. ‘I repeat, do I have permission to use force?’
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The static cleared and a cold, hard voice said, ‘Let them in. The PM is

on his way.’

Much relieved, the officer gave orders to lift the barricade. The lords

marched in. It looked like feeding time at the zoo.

Inside there was a sight history had never seen. As each lord passed the

barricaded entrance to the House of  Commons, they jeered and made rude

gestures before laughing and piling into the Upper Chamber.

Geriwell placed himself  near the Speaker’s chair and, as the last of  the

lords squeezed their way in, he steadied himself  to take back government for

the people. A hush descended. Geriwell grasped the lapels of  his red coat, inlaid

with yellow, especially chosen for the occasion. It was unbearably hot, but he

wasn’t going to let comfort override his sense of  style. The ruffles from his

stock tickled his freshly shaven chin and his britches barely contained his

modesty. Yet none of  that mattered. This was his time, his hour, and nothing

was going to stop him from speaking.

‘We, the people,’ began Geriwell, ‘speak for the people.’ There were

rousing cheers. The noise was deafening. ‘We need government.’ More cheers.

‘The Commons has lost its way. It is up to we few to find it once again. England

is Government!’ The lords were on their feet yammering and spluttering, quickly

reaching fever pitch.

Cartwright headed for his office on the second floor of  the Houses of  Parliament

as quickly as his out-of-condition body would allow. He took the steps two at a

time, nearly tripping more than once. Bursting into his room, panting and

wheezing, he closed the door and rifled through the contents of  his desk. He

located a small remote control and switched the television on the wall to a live

feed from the House of  Lords. The camera was at a rakish angle, but the image

was clear enough. It was a pit of  wild animals baying at a pack leader. Cartwright

leant up against the side of  his desk and brought his hand up to his head, his

mouth agog. He watched in horror as the thing he had been trying to prevent

unfolded right in front of  his eyes. ‘Oh dear, Jake will not be happy.’

‘What makes you say that, old boy?’
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The voice from behind him made Cartwright jump and throw the

remote into the air. Jake’s arm shot out and snatched it.

‘What the devil? Daggeur? You weren’t there a minute ago. You gave

me the shock of  my life.’

‘The shock of  your life? Oh no, dear boy. That’s happening on the

screen right now. Just look.’

The lords were a choppy sea of  protestation, waving their arms in the

air while they pushed and shoved each other in their excitement. Geriwell was

riding high.

‘And where is the Prime Minister? Absent. What about the House of

Commons? It’s closed for repair. Where is his cabinet? Non-existent. There is

no cabinet. Our relationship with the world? Laughable. We’re even making the

Americans look good.’

The lords erupted and Geriwell smiled. The mood had taken them.

There was a thunderous knock at the doors. Some of  the lords stopped

shouting and turned. Another knock, louder than the last. By the third knock,

the lords fell silent. The knocks rang out again, echoing around the Chamber.

Three thuds, like a cane being banged on the other side.

Sweat dripped from Geriwell’s brow. He motioned for the doors to be

opened and two of  the lords pulled back the heavy bolts.

Silhouetted in the doorway, a tall, pencil-thin man, in a bowler hat, leant

on a cane. He was flanked by a dozen men.

In the chamber, no-one moved.

‘When King Charles entered Parliament in January 1642,’ said the silhouette

in a silky voice, ‘it was to reassert power over his people. The mistake he made was

in thinking that power was a God-given right.’ There was a pause. The man shifted

his weight, lifted the cane and took two long strides into the Chamber. As he passed

through the doors, he raised his head, partially revealing his face.

There was a mass intake of  breath as they took their first good look at

the Prime Minister. His skin was bleached white and his jaw angular. The nose

was flattened and his cheeks were hidden under a mass of  fine hair that

connected a moustache to his sideburns.
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‘A mistake,’ he continued, ‘I have no intention of  repeating.’

He advanced into the room. His gait was unusual, as if  he had too many

joints, but he moved at great speed. The lords parted in front of  him. He

stopped inches from Geriwell and waited expectantly.

‘We, the people...’ said Geriwell uncertainly, looking up at the PM’s deep

lime-green eyes.

‘Yes?’ said the Prime Minister.

Geriwell swallowed. ‘We, the...’ His voice faltered. A bead of  sweat

formed at his hairline.

The Prime Minister put his head on one side and watched the line of

sweat travel down the lord’s face. ‘You were saying?’

Geriwell opened his mouth. Nothing came out. He cast his eyes around

the room. The lords were looking to him. The PM’s bullyboys were still covering

the door. They hadn’t moved. He drew his attention back to the Prime Minister.

Staring into those mesmerising eyes, he slowly inched to the side, revealing the

Speaker’s chair behind him.

The Prime Minister smiled. He waited until Geriwell had stepped down

and then turned and sat in the chair. Instantly the bullyboys stepped into the

room and closed the doors behind them.

‘Now,’ said the PM, resting his elbows on his knees as he leant forward.

‘What’s up for debate?’

Something in the corner of  the room caught his eye. With a sharp turn

of  his head he looked up at the back wall where a number of  cameras hung. He

zeroed in on the one with a red light flashing.

‘Oh, my days,’ said Jake.

‘What is it, old boy?’

‘Are all the airports closed?’

‘Airports? What are you talking about? Is he looking at us?’

They both watched as the PM, with one swift movement, lifted his cane

and threw it like a javelin. The screen went dead.

Jake grabbed Cartwright by his arm. ‘The airports? Are they all closed?’
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‘Yes. City, Heathrow and Gatwick. They were closed this morning.’

‘On whose authority?’

‘No idea, old boy. Something to do with homeland security.’

‘Then he’s closed the capital.’

‘The news did come as a bit of  a shock. You’re hurting me.’

Jake let go. ‘We’re in trouble.’

‘Well I know that, old boy.’

‘No, you don’t,’ said Jake flatly. ‘You have no idea what we’re up against.

Come on.’ He threw open the door and ran from the room.

‘What’s all this about airports?’ Cartwright adjusted his jacket and

followed as best he could.

Jake leapt down the stairs four at a time reaching the bottom at

breakneck speed. His shiny shoes skidded on the polished tiled floor as he

changed direction and headed for the House of  Lords.

Jake came to a halt at the entrance. The sight that met him was truly

appalling. The doors were wide open. The bullyboys had gone and so had the PM.

Cartwright caught up with him moments later, completely out of  breath.

‘Well that’s my exercise for the month,’ he said, bending over double, his face

red. ‘I’ll need some warning next time, old boy. I’m better over long distance.’

He pulled himself  up straight and followed Jake’s gaze into the House of  Lords.

There were bodies everywhere. It was a scene of  utter carnage with horribly

tortured faces and bodies strewn about like rag-dolls. And as a centrepiece to

the room, just in front of  the Speaker’s chair, suspended from the ceiling, Lord

Geriwell’s lifeless body hung limp from a noose.

Jake manoeuvred his way through the bodies towards the Speaker’s chair,

leaving Cartwright speechless at the door.

Geriwell’s body was slowly turning. Jake held out his hand to stop the

spin. As he touched the torso, his senses quivered into overdrive. The lord’s

jacket had been removed, and across his white shirt someone had painted a

phrase. ‘He who would be king,’ read Jake aloud. ‘It’s blood.’

Cartwright had a white handkerchief  to his quivering lips. ‘Cut him

down, old boy. Cut him down.’
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Jake took a knife from his pocket and severed the rope. He laid the body

on the Speaker’s chair carefully, then made his way back to the door and walked

straight past Cartwright.

‘Where are you going?’

‘I need to speak to Angela.’

‘Who?’

‘Professor Cooper.’

‘Cambridge? She’s under house arrest.’

‘What?’

‘General’s orders.’

‘General’s orders? What’s the army playing at?’

‘Beats me, old boy, but they’re certainly throwing their weight around.’

Jake rolled his eyes and moved off.

‘Wait! Why the airports?’

Jake stopped. ‘I think I know what we’re dealing with.’

‘But the airports?’

Jake sighed deeply, ‘If  he has the airports, then he has the capital. He

has control of  the air force and I suspect we are facing a full-scale battle for

Britain.’

Cartwright whistled. ‘That’s a bit melodramatic, if  you don’t mind me

saying so.’ 

‘Timing is critical and we’ve been caught napping. Give me the evidence

from the house in Islington.’

‘Islington?’ Cartwright searched his mind for the connection. ‘You mean

the house that forensics searched? That was the police, old boy. Not us.’

‘Yes, but we had a man on the inside.’

‘It was a woman, actually.’

‘So?’

‘So, nothing. She reported back. No evidence. No unusual finds.

Nothing suspicious was found in the investigation.’

Jake closed his eyes and composed himself. He took a moment and then

opened them again. A cool calmness descended on him. ‘Minister Cartwright,
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would you be so good as to ask Captain Lewis to move the fleet into the

Thames?’

‘The...’

‘Yes, that’s right, the Thames. She’ll know what to do.’

‘Anything you say, old boy, but what are we going to do?’

Jake was already moving again. ‘Give me 24 hours.’

Cartwright called after him. ‘And what do I do in that time?’

‘Keep faith and find the evidence Frederick gathered,’ he shouted over

his shoulder.

‘Who?’

‘The news broadcaster. He has the evidence we need.’

‘What evidence?’

Jake was gone.
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from When the Road Narrows

CHAPTER ONE

We’re all earthquakes waiting to erupt, or at least that’s what Henry said the day

we met. He explained it like everyone is a fault line, grating with our mothers,

fathers, brothers, sisters, sons, daughters, husbands, wives, the bank teller who

couldn’t handle our deposit and the driver who cut us off  in rush hour. It all

grates, grates on nerves and tempers and sleep until we rupture like the San

Andreas Fault. Except, somewhere, the two of  us, shrouded in grey Vancouver

days, stopped grating; we fell into quiet passivity, occupying the same space but

never quite meeting. Somewhere, silence settled into the crevices of  our

marriage and made us splinter.

Most mornings, I lay in bed and traced the pattern of  our neighbours’

screams above me, my eyes ricocheting between their voices and resentment

heavy on my chest at their loud anger, their ability to scream. Through the thin

ceilings, I could hear that they stood on opposite sides of  the room, as far away

from each other as they could be. I imagined their apartment to be the same

footprint as ours. That meant the bedroom was the battlefield for most of  their

fights. 

Their arguments were only broken by Henry’s 5.15 alarm. Shrill, high-

pitched, he’d snooze it once, maybe twice when he’d been up studying especially

late, but never three times. He didn’t leave that sort of  margin before he had to

leave. Without comment, he’d slip from bed and into the shower. He hummed

while the water sputtered on. 

With his alarm, came Mayson’s trilled, ‘Mama Mama Mama Mama,’ as
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she pulled at the covers still tucked beneath my chin. Her own blankets were

pushed to the bottom of  her cot in the corner of  the room. ‘Time to get up,

Mama. Breakfast.’

I poked a hand out of  the covers to smooth the blond curls from her

forehead. ‘Alright.’ I sighed and rolled onto my back, taking a moment to collect

myself  before throwing the duvet back and sitting up. The carpet was coarse

beneath my feet. Juice had spilt the other week and matted the fibres.

I flicked on the lights in the kitchen. Chili pepper hung in the air and

last night’s dinner bowls were piled by the sink. Burgundy smeared the crockery’s

edges. The counter top was scattered with crumbs and a cutting board poked

off  the edge. Mildew had spread along the ceiling and floral wallpaper,

disappearing behind cabinets, the colours faded to a mediocre grey by grime

and neglect and poverty. And there, standing in my terrycloth bathrobe

surrounded by yesterday’s dirty dishes, it all felt to be too much; 26 and on the

other side of  the country from my family, caught up in all the things I wish had

not happened. In that moment, I almost felt capable of  our neighbours’ screams. 

A bang. I jumped and looked around for Mayson, ready for action. The

cutting board had fallen to the floor, knocked by Mayson’s elbow as she reached

for a glass on her tiptoes.

‘Mayson, you have to be careful. Sit. I’ll get you breakfast.’

‘I can do it!’

I repeated, ‘Sit,’ as I replaced the board back on the counter and filled

the coffeemaker with water. Oatmeal into a bowl for Mayson. A mug for me

from the cupboard and Henry’s thermos from the drying rack. He emerged

from the hallway then, cleaning his glasses on the hem of  his T-shirt. I pushed

the thermos towards him in acknowledgement.

Mayson shimmied from her chair and ran over to him, holding her arms

up. He slipped his glasses on and then swung her above his head before placing

her on the counter. ‘Alright, Mase. Let’s take on the day.’

He retrieved milk from the fridge and the sugar bowl from the window

ledge. A lock of  wet, black hair fell over his blue eyes. He hadn’t shaved this

morning and dark stubble ran along his jaw. He poured coffee and added three

247



teaspoons of  sugar. ‘I have a meeting with the Dean after class this afternoon.’

The clink of  the spoon against metal. 

‘Will it be long? I have work to do, so you’re on duty.’ I nodded at

Mayson and turned on the kettle. Water simmered.

‘Shouldn’t be. But after I have a final to study for.’

There was always an exam on the horizon, a lab to complete, a

scholarship to fill out. Henry wanted to be a neurologist, was fascinated by the

brain: its resilience and flexibility, how we could be pushed and pushed until,

one day, we snapped, succumbed to pressure. 

Mayson peered into the thermos. ‘Hot chocolate?’

‘Coffee.’

She reached for it. ‘Can I have some?’

Henry pushed it farther away along the counter. ‘Nope. We need you to

grow big and strong and coffee won’t let you do that.’

Milk next. He cracked the carton’s spout and poured. White fell in

clumps, thick like cottage cheese, and coffee splattered over the rim of  the

thermos. He jerked the milk away from the thermos and examined the carton.

‘This expired three weeks ago, Salinger.’

I didn’t have time to respond before he brushed past me and poured

the milk and thermos’ contents down the sink. White chunks clogged the drain

so the dark coffee covered the basin. The liquid emptied in a trickle. He ran the

water to clear the drain’s choke and then kissed Mayson, disappeared through

the archway. There was the swish of  his windbreaker and the wisp of  a zipper.

The kettle clicked off. Steam funnelled from its spout. The empty thermos stood

by the sink, a reminder of  my mistake.

I stepped over to see him down the hallway. Backpack slung over one

shoulder, he crouched to lace up his shoe. Then, standing, his voice low and

heavy, he called over his shoulder, ‘I’ll try to hurry home,’ before he closed the

door.

Still on the counter, Mayson drummed her heels against the cupboards

and, surrounded by her percussion band, I wanted to call Seth, dial the number

still etched in my mind and ask his advice. 
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She demanded, ‘Breakfast?’

I swept her up and settled her weight against my hip. ‘Yes.’ I waited an

extra moment, savoured the pinch of  her pyjama buttons against my collarbone,

before relinquishing her back to the booster seat. ‘Let’s get breakfast.’

I slid a bowl of  oatmeal in front of  her. Brown sugar grains sunk

between the oats. There was only half  a cup of  apple juice left in the fridge. 

‘We need juice too, Mase. Shall we add that?’ I slipped my grocery list,

an old receipt retrieved and then flattened from my pocket, from beneath its

magnet on the fridge. I pencilled juice beneath cereal, peppermint tea, apples, pasta

sauce, and underlined milk. 

I took a sip of  coffee, holding the liquid on my tongue for a moment,

savouring the bitterness as I eyed the empty milk carton on the counter. Another

half-argument for the line-up. The kitchen felt too small, the air rancid, the walls

closing in on me. I crumpled the list into my pocket, took the grocery wallet

from the drawer, and announced, ‘Alright, Mase, let’s go.’

Rain filtered from clouds puffed like mushroom tops, and Vancouver glistened

under the dreary light. Mayson splashed through puddles and grass matted her

glossy red boots. She collected branches and stripped them of  their leaves. These

she ripped into pieces and held them out on her mittened palm, letting the wind

catch and carry the shreds away. 

‘This way, Mase.’ I pointed left. She pocketed a rock. 

Tires of  passing cars squelched over the wet road. The faster cars sent

a fan of  water into the air when they drove through a puddle. Mist fit between

us and the world, the awnings along Commercial Drive hazed in white before

we reached the shops. A grid of  bars covered the windows of  a bike shop, each

cross of  metal decorated with a colourful bell. Bikes lined the shop floor and

hung from the ceiling. Curry filtered from the open door of  an Indian

restaurant. Covered in a plastic tarp, furniture lined the sidewalk in front of  an

antique shop. Dark cherry wood chairs were stacked on top of  each other.

Mayson made faces in the full-length mirror. A line of  customers, their

umbrellas overlapped like a mural, stood through the door of  a dimly lit cafe.
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I ushered Mayson into Safeway. She stomped lines of  grass and murky

water while I found the items on my list. Most weeks, I tried to do my grocery

shop early on a Saturday morning; alone, I wound through each aisle, doing

mental calculations of  my basket’s contents and the week’s meal plan. But today,

with Mayson holding the edge of  my jacket, I moved quickly, aware that her

patience wouldn’t last long. I added prices on my phone. We only had $20.25 in

this week’s food budget. Henry had done the shopping last Sunday and had

gone over by $10.75. Juice. Apples. Bread. Yogurt. Coffee. Milk. I examined the

expiry date before adding it to my basket. February 14; a week.

‘Mayson, come stand with me please.’ I placed my groceries on the

conveyer belt. The cashier had a safety pin through her earlobe and a hoop over

her bottom lip. She didn’t look up as she scanned the items. I tried to distribute

the weight evenly over the bags as I packed them. Mayson moved to inspect the

gumball machines along the window. 

‘Stay close, Mayson,’ I warned.

She turned the dial on each to test her luck at getting a free piece of

candy.

The cashier pushed violet hair out of  her eyes. ‘That’ll be $19.60.’

I hesitated as I pulled out the last twenty. The plastic was thin beneath

my fingers. I wanted my budget and spreadsheets to be wrong, to have a

miscalculation hidden amongst them, for there to be more than one twenty

inside the battered change purse. No such luck. I handed the bill to the girl.

Mayson tugged on my jeans. ‘Mama?’

‘One second, Mase.’

Another tug. ‘Mama.’

‘Wait please, Mayson.’

The cashier dropped four dimes into my palm. ‘40 cents change.’

I pocketed the coins. ‘Okay, Mase, let’s—’ But I glanced down to find

her gone. ‘Mayson?!’

She called, ‘Come on, Mama,’ from the entrance before running outside,

vanishing, the automatic doors closing behind her.

I took my bags and sprinted after her. ‘Mayson? Mayson!’ I scanned the
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parking lot. Pedestrians darted through the rain and between parked vehicles,

and shopping carts clattered over pavement. The line of  vehicles at the

intersection lengthened, each accompanied by the persistent sweep of

windshield wipers. Trucks backed out of  parking spaces. Mayson’s ruby boots

flashed against the asphalt and rain-covered cars. And then she disappeared

behind a truck. 

‘Mayson!’ I dropped my bags and ran after her, not bothering to look for

cars. Through the white noise of  panic, I could just make out the rupturing of

plastic, the squeal of  brakes, and protesting horns. ‘Mayson Mayson Mayson

Mayson,’ I chorused under my breath.

I caught her wrist just before she stepped into the line of  vehicles. My

pulse pounded in my ears and I swung her into my arms. ‘You can’t just run

off, Mayson.’

She contemplated a moment, maybe considering how my voice frayed

at the edges, then rested her head against my shoulder. ‘Sorry, Mama.’

I pressed my cheek to her curls. ‘It’s not safe.’

She slipped her arm around my neck and the snap at the cuff  of  her

sleeve pinched my hair. I mazed through the cars to find the discarded groceries.

The milk jug had broken and I stood there, Mayson heavy in my arms, as the

liquid leaked from the cracked plastic and crept along the rough asphalt. It mixed

with the rainwater in wisps, turning the run-off  a murky white before

disappearing through the storm grate. 
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from That Girl from Malacca
The Eurasian wife of  William Farquhar, the
First Resident of  Singapore

CHAPTER ONE

Malacca, the Eastern Archpelago

Dawn, 17th August 1795

A crack of  thunder jolted me awake. It sounded as if  it was directly overhead.

A cacophony of  sounds was reverberating around the hills and the night sky

was filled with flashes of  fire that streaked through my shutters and lit up the

beams. The window frames were shaking and rattling. Merciful heaven, I thought,

putting my hands over my ears. Had the supposedly extinct volcano Mount

Ophir erupted and was spewing its innards over Malacca? Or was it an

earthquake?  The one the previous year had caused so much panic and pain

already. 

I lay there petrified and waited, my head under the covers, holding my

breath. There were no drops of  heavy monsoon rain crashing down on to the

roof  and cascading down the walls of  the house.  Just lightning. And more

flashes. And then there was another booming sound, even closer this time. This

is not a monsoon storm, I thought. This is not thunder. It sounds like gun or cannon

fire, but surely it can’t be. Who would attack us? Another crash and the sound

of  trees splintering somewhere nearby really alarmed me. I jumped out of  bed,

ran to the window and threw open the shutters. I heard people screaming and

shouting in the distance. Just then there was a screech and Murni, my pet

monkey, came hurtling through the window and nearly knocked me over. He
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grabbed my arm and started pulling it. Murni was shaking and making guttural

sounds in his throat. He was clearly terrified, and his mouth was quivering. A

quivering mouth was his danger signal. He always sensed danger.

‘What is it Murni? I wish you could talk.’ 

I hugged him and tried to reassure him. Looking out again I saw some

of  my neighbours in the kampong running down the steps of  their houses,

pulling on clothes and shouting at each other, warning of  danger and beseeching

each other to flee to the safety of  the forest. I saw that some were carrying

babies and pulling their children along behind them, urging them to go faster.

I saw poor Bebak with her withered leg hobbling along on her crutch, supported

by her grandson Isnin, who was dragging their pig along on a rope. Everyone

was heading up the hill behind the village to the shelter of  the trees that we

knew formed an almost impenetrable barrier, unless, as we all did, you knew

the secret paths that wound through them. Someone, I didn’t see who, shouted

at me. 

‘Get out Ninette, run, run, get away! Soldiers coming. Big guns. Go to

forest or kill you. Make you slaves. Hurry.’

Where was Maznah, my amah? She must have heard the commotion. 

‘Maznah, come quick,’ I yelled. ‘What is happening? What soldiers?

Where is my mother?’

Maznah came puffing into the room, her eyes wide with fear, flapping

her hands as she always does when she is anxious. I noticed her white jacket

was half  unbuttoned and her feet were bare under her loose black trousers.

‘Oh, Missee Ninette,’ she was breathless and agitated. ‘They say big boats

out on sea. Guns with hot fire come from boats. Iron balls land in town, smash

houses. We go now. Ah Wah say many soldiers with guns on boats. They come

kill us. Too many soldiers. Very big boats.’

‘Where is my mother, Maznah? Why is she not here?’

‘Nonya Saloni get up early for to load boat. She already in go-down by

river. She sort spices for ship go Madras, she say. She send Ah Wah tell us to

escape to forest, Missee. Nonya run to fort with Olomo look after her.’

‘But Maznah, my mother is in danger from the guns. I must go to her.’
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‘No, Missee. She forbid it. She know soldiers grab young girls like you.

She made Ah Wah promise. Ah Wah now gone to Kampong China for be safe. I

get you clothes. Hide money and goldens in bag. We go.’

Maznah rushed to grab some clothes from the shelves and in her hurry

brushed against my monkey. She loathed him. 

‘Shoo! Shoo! Get out of  way smelly monkey.’ 

Murni took no notice and continued to jump up and down and pull my

arm. Maznah was a little frightened of  Murni and he sensed it, so bared his

teeth at her but didn’t move. Maznah handed me my kabaya karang, my long

blouse and sarong, and helped me dress with shaking hands. She bent to get my

sandals from under the chair next to the bed, but I did it for her. Maznah was

getting old and not as agile as she used to be. She has been looking after me

since I was a baby and my mother before me. She is part of  the family and I

love her, even though I get cross when she fusses.

‘I am worried about my mother Maznah. I don’t want to leave her.’

‘No, Missee. You know she don’t want. Ah Wah say she order me tell

you no come. She fear for you. She trust me.’

I looked at her worried brown face, wrinkled up like a dried fruit and

grasped her hand. I know my beloved Maman worries about me all the time

now, especially now that I am sixteen and grown up. She would prefer I stay at

home because when we go out she hates the way men stare at me. Sometimes

they try to touch me and she gets angry and shouts at them, especially at the

foreign soldiers and sailors who are often drunk on arrack and make lewd

comments. If  Maman’s African servant, Olomo, is with us they don’t try

anything. One look at his size and his threatening expression and they leave us

alone. Olomo could pick them up and toss them out of  the way if  he wanted

to. But even Maman is nervous if  we are out by ourselves, because she is still

young and attractive. She has warned me that some of  these men think that all

native women like us are prostitutes, which is disgusting. If  they are drunk and

aggressive it is better and safer to keep out of  sight. I felt myself  trembling. We

must hide. Now.

I snatched up my favourite pearls, which my mother had given me, from
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my mother-of-pearl table and ran next door to get Maman’s jewellery box from

her cupboard. Maznah grabbed some spare clothes and some fruit and we put

everything in her woven market basket. We ran down the steps of  the house

and joined the throng of  people heading up the hill. Murni came too, loping

along beside me or swinging through the coconut palms around us. I saw that

some men had armed themselves with their curved krises and spears. By now

the village was almost empty, apart from some pigs and chickens that had to be

left behind. Would they still be there when we came back, or would they be

killed and eaten by the invaders? Even the dogs had fled.

An uneasy quiet fell over the area, with only the sound of  our footsteps

crunching on the dried palm leaves and whispering voices reassuring each other

as we reached the forest and melted into the darkness of  the canopy.

I listened. The firing seemed to have stopped and the forest birds began

to sing again. It was getting hotter as the dawn sun rose higher, its rays dancing

through the leaves of  the coconut plantation below. I stopped and glanced back.

Steam was rising from the river and evaporating amongst the mangroves lining

its edge. Some of  the young men clambered up the taller trees to keep a look

out. Murni joined them. The rest of  us walked on into the forest to await what

the day would bring. I realised I was shaking and clutched Maznah’s arm. She

was puffing after the climb but gave me a reassuring hug.

‘You don’t worry Missee. We safe here.’

Down on the waterfront next to the river, Antoinette’s mother, Saloni,

was working in her go-down or warehouse. She had been up before dawn, sorting

out spices, rattans, and silks ready for loading later that day on board the sloop

Mermaid, bound for Madras.  For Saloni it should be another lucrative trading

deal. The beautiful silks and blue and white porcelain from China were selling

well and black peppercorns were always in demand.  

When the first explosions occurred, she thought it was another

monsoon storm, thunder roaring over the Straits with its usual ferocity. It was

only when there was a particularly loud salvo followed by a huge splash, as a

cannon ball plunged into the river outside the warehouse, that she realized

Malacca must be under attack.
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The Chinese kulis, who were packing barrels and crates and hessian bags

with goods for loading, screamed, stopped their work and huddled together in

a corner.  Their frightened eyes were turned to her. 

Saloni ran to the loading doors and looked out. The noise of  gunfire

was deafening. Two huge three-masted Indiamen were anchored broadside in

the Straits, their gun ports open, flames and smoke erupting from them. Behind

the warships were other ships. She could discern figures just visible in the dawn

light, moving on the decks. Cannon balls ricocheted off  the walls of  the fort

on the other side of  the river. Some had landed on buildings that lined the street

on that side, many of  which were built out over the sea, on wooden stilts. One

house was on fire. It looked as if  it could be the opium den next to The House

of  Night Flowers brothel. If  the flames spread, all the flimsy houses and shops,

being built out of  wood and attap thatch, would go up in flames. Shop owners,

stallholders, kulis, women and their children were panicking, screaming and

running for shelter behind the great bastion built out from the corner of  the

towering walls of  the fortress. People were hugging the walls, trying to inch

their way round to the massive iron-studded entrance gates at the front of  the

fort. 

Saloni saw with horror that they were all in danger. She immediately

thought of  her precious daughter, Ninette, up in the kampong. She looked at the

kulis cowering in front of  her. 

‘We must all get out of  here now. I need someone to go and warn my

daughter and the people of  our kampong. Who will go for me?’ She looked at

them all. It was a lot to ask. They would want to go back to their own Chinese

area of  the town, not her Malay kampong, to be with their own families.

‘I will go, Nonya. I don’t have family. I help.’ Saloni looked at the woman

who stepped forward. It was Ah Wah, one of  her most trusted female workers.

She had rescued her from the whorehouse when the poor girl had contracted

gonorrhea and slowly cured her with the careful use of  mercury and her own

herbal potions. Ah Wah could no longer work as a prostitute but had learned to

keep the records and accounts of  the business with great efficiency.

‘Thank you, Ah Wah. You are good to me. Please go quickly and tell
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Antoinette’s amah, Maznah, to take her to the forest to hide. She will be in danger

if  the soldiers come. Tell her I shall go to the fort, I will be safe. Go now, as

fast as you can.’

Ah Wah put her palms together respectfully and rushed out of  the go-

down.  

‘The rest of  you go now,’ Saloni said to the shivering kulis. ‘Get back to

your families, but go with all haste, before the soldiers come ashore. Olomo and

I will lock up the go-down. Just go, and may your gods protect you’.
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from Unbecoming

Rose

My relationship with Mum works because we don’t test it. 

When I was younger, I shrugged off  things she did that annoyed me:

own-brand biscuits, hand-me-down clothes.

I didn’t mind when she added me on Facebook. I listen agreeably when

she calls to tell me the weather. Already this afternoon she’s mentioned it’s

raining in London three times, and I haven’t pointed out that I don’t care,

because I’m here, not there. I don’t interrupt when she talks about Lis and John,

the kids’ swimming certificates, achieving whatever grade at piano; how many

bathrooms they’re having put in, because their families are expanding at such a

rapid rate.

I never snap when she tells me these things when I’m trying to talk

about my life, a project at work, our own house. My new job more impressive

than grade seven piano. I don’t mention that; I want to have a nice time with

her.

I know she is glad to see me, despite the fact she didn’t make the roast

chicken with tarragon because that’s my favourite: she made steak pie because

that’s John’s favourite, even though John lives round the corner and can come

for dinner any day of  the week. 

All these things are fine. Standard Mum things: things within the lines

of  my mother, part of  the experience of  coming home. 

‘Lis is here,’ I tell no-one in particular. My perfect sister, their car pulling

up outside the house. 
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She looks like she knows exactly what she’s doing, always: every motion

considered and proper. She gets out of  the car and leans into the back seat.

Next, there’s an arm round her neck, a flash of  Batman on a T-shirt. Oscar is

lifted assuredly from the safety seat. 

At the front door, I sound like I’m trying too hard when I say hello. The

word drawn out. Unnatural.

Oscar is suitably wearing the pyjamas I sent him for Christmas. Elisabeth

is good like that. Lists, thank-you notes, who gave what and how to appear

grateful.

I kiss her husband Phillip on the cheek first. ‘How was your journey?’ I

pat the baby’s back, unsure how I’m meant to greet it. Coo over it, shake its

hand, kiss it?

I’m tired. Her line of  the family tree in full bloom. My branch just a

stump, no new shoots.

‘Are you Auntie Rose?’ A little voice, very pronounced.

‘I am. You must be Oscar,’ I joke.

‘No, I’m Hollie.’ No sense of  humour. ‘I’m four years old. How old are

you?’

Jesus. ‘I’m 35.’ And so are my eggs.

‘Hollie, that’s not polite.’ Elisabeth smiles so wide her face almost cuts

in half. I had braces, she didn’t, and her teeth are still straighter than mine. ‘The

journey was great, thanks. Easy.’ 

My teeth are beginning to cross over and fight back to their original

places, but I return the smile, play along with the general impression that

everything’s fine. I’m fine.

‘The journey was OK,’ Phillip says, extending the last syllable to indicate

that it was anything but OK. I like Phillip. He continues, ‘A lot of  roadworks.

Oscar woke up and the whole motorway knew about it.’ He puts his hands by

his ears and draws them out, like he’s indicating a helmet, but I think he’s

implying that his head exploded. His New York Giants T-shirt lifts up as he

does so, exposing a line of  pale, soft flesh above the top of  his trousers.

‘My Grandma is sixty.’ We all nod in agreement with Hollie. 
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Jasper appears and helps Phillip carry seemingly limitless luggage: two

holdalls, a travel cot, a crate, canvas sacks of  books, toys. Even my imagining

of  what Jasper and I might have brought with us if  we had a baby was

inadequate.

John and Elodie and Mum appear in the hallway, hellos, kissing, hugs.

Elodie and Lis compare babies. They talk about sleeps and feeds and weaning.

I paste my smile on. Hollie pulls at Elodie’s sleeve, and giggles as she is scooped

up into Auntie Elodie’s warm embrace. 

I realise my smile is curling my lips in. I try to seem nonchalant, part of

this happy family. My teeth are so dry.

Lis and Phillip take their children to bed. Jasper goes upstairs. Everyone

slips away, and I am in the hallway, alone.

I have brought my problems home. I need my mum. There might be

this unwelcome newness, this different behaviour: a criminal record and a court

date, but underneath all that, surely, Mum is still Mum.

Mary

The family have scattered to corners of  the house. It’s an odd quiet, the sound

after cymbals have crashed together; all noise and impression brought to silence.

In the kitchen, I open the dresser drawer, a space none of  the family

have ever looked in; their disinterest effecting a far greater barrier than lock and

key. 

My charge sheet. The local division’s badge in the corner, bold print

reminding me in capital letters that three days ago I did intend to disrupt the

peace and I did intend to cause harm and I did resist arrest. 

Of  course I resisted it. 

I have taken the charge sheet out every morning to acknowledge that it

happened. I’d like to put it on the fridge, like I used to with endless smears of

paint and family portraits.

Beneath that, among old cards, pens, and a supply of  stamps, is an
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envelope. Our address is printed, and the words Arthur Chievely Solicitors with

the return postcode pressed with an ink stamp. The quality and thickness of

the envelope give the item weight, certainly distinction, but you can tell when

you hold it that there isn’t more than a page inside. The mouth of  the envelope

is torn. I’ve read the letter seven times, once each day since it arrived. 

‘What’s that?’ 

Rose surprises me and the answer to her question pushes out of  reach.

With my back to her, I open my mouth. I dip my head and tense my tongue,

urging the words to come, but they are rooted too deeply. If  I pull at one word,

another and another will follow: sentences, paragraphs, chapters, whole volumes.

I face her, try to keep my expression plain. She doesn’t pursue an answer; doesn’t

interrogate me. Part of  me is disappointed she doesn’t grab the envelope from

my hands and insist she knows the contents. Her enquiry is brief.

Rose makes tea. I don’t usually drink any at this time, but I accept a cup,

hesitant to upset the fragility of  this temporary reality: my children and their

families filling the rooms of  the house once more; my daughter in the kitchen

making me tea. Children move away from home and leave you, then they return

as they please. It’s like having your limbs removed and thrust back into the

various sockets after you’ve healed. I move lightly, worried that what held them

there before cannot be regrown.

‘Right,’ she says, with a sigh. 

Here it is. I am ready to defend myself. 

I realise when I sit at the table that I’ve forgotten about the envelope in

my hand and it feels like I’m holding something as foreign as a fish, or a flag,

or a gun. It makes me self-conscious, but I hold it firmly. I’ve left the drawer

open on the dresser. I look around the kitchen, the scones on a tray, the mixer

for sausage rolls. This domestic stage is not fit for what I have to say.

She looks very directly at me and smiles, like we’re sharing a secret. I

know she will understand. I swallow, shake myself. I wanted to feel fierce. 

The order of  things is jumbled. I was protecting the library. I rehearsed

phrases about social responsibility and budget cuts and the need to stand up

against injustice. The things I have prepared are not forthcoming, stuck fast.
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My shoulders rise up and harden: that must be where the words are stuck, not

even in my throat.

‘Look, Mum. I’m sorry I laughed before. But you don’t have anything

to worry about. It will be discharged. Everyone knows you didn’t mean this to

get out of  hand.’

I nod, because she’s right. I didn’t mean for it to get out of  hand. I

wanted a different conclusion. I actually thought they’d change their mind and

agree the library could stay open.

I didn’t think about police and handcuffs and court appearances, though

I can’t deny that they did warn me about the consequences, several times. 

‘I mean, look at you. You don’t look like you’re about to start a

revolution.’

I hardly see what the way I look has to do with anything. I clear my

throat, unfamiliar with the role of  explaining myself. ‘It was important.’

‘OK.’ Her voice is weak. ‘It’s nothing. Honestly, it’s fine.’

‘It’s not nothing, Rose. People rely on the library.’ 

She scratches her face under the cheekbone, screws up her eyes. ‘OK.’

My only act of  disobedience can’t be nothing. 

‘Sorry,’ I say, and I want to grab the word out of  the air and shove it

into the mixer, eliminate the letters and the sound. I don’t say anything more,

because the next thing I think is that my arrest won’t make any difference, and

the reality of  it looms before me. I have not changed the fate of  the library, or

of  myself. 

I wish that what I had done was more anarchic: painting black words

onto cardboard, storming council offices, sewing sashes like the suffragettes: a

stance and a declaration on society that I could wear. 

I tap the letter on the table.

She speaks with her hand turned up towards me and her fingers slightly

splayed, as if  she’s holding a cigarette, ‘Listen, you’ll get a discharge, maybe a

small fine, community service at most.’

I was doing the community a service. 

The letter feels like it doubles in size, but Rose doesn’t notice. It is
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important to make sure I did the right thing. The library, the children, my life.

It has to have been worth it. It has to mean something.

My mouth opens to try again to articulate the reasons I stood for the

library. She stops me.

‘I have a lot going on, Mum. Let’s just have a nice weekend, spend some

time together.’ I pull my hands under the table, gripping the letter tightly. 

She kisses me on the forehead as she stands. They all do that, the

children, as if  I’m the child and they’re deigning to bestow their affection on

me. 

I shrug, confused about the aftermath of  my defiance. No difficult

conversations, no arguments: a roasting tin to wash up, the dishwasher to empty. 

I am alone again in my full house and thoughts of  my mother resume.

I never thought about her life, or if  there was anything to know about her. I

didn’t think about her choices or what happened, if  she had dreams and ideals

of  her own. She was a whole person and I didn’t realise. It is a sour-tasting hurt

then that my children don’t take any notice of  me as more than their mother.

I feel certain she wouldn’t care about my arrest. Her accusation is more

personal, the real offence committed long ago, against her.

I remove the letter from the envelope and unfold it carefully. It’s typed,

with an extravagant, hand-written scrawl by the solicitor’s name. The shape of

the page and the pattern of  the paragraphs are familiar now, but the words are

no easier to get hold of. They scatter like debris. The clauses hit me like shrapnel.

to inform you of  the passing of  Mrs Agnes Day

As if  my mother had driven by in a car. 

the named deceased

Dead. 

bequeathed to her only remaining relative 

They’re all dead.
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from A Note for Blue

He thought he had seen it all, receiving the news of  the election on an unusually

sunny and warm autumn afternoon. After a decade living abroad, Samuel

needed rain to relieve the fright, his nation’s disbelief  still palpable. And yet

nothing, unquestionably nothing, could have prepared him for Joyce’s death.

The weather, his country, and his life left turned upside down. 

Following her departure, the local market on his street had become

unbearable. It had started in December, and occurred every Tuesday morning.

Introduced to the old town of  Lausanne to encourage local craft, the artisans

had not accounted for the early morning rattle that erupted through Samuel’s

closed eyes in spreads of  color. Lime green for the higher pitched clinks, and

spears of  moss for the lower truck honks. 

He had been informed of  his condition at 17, when the doctor had

explained, ‘it’s a case of  synaesthesia’. Samuel had always perceived musical 

notes in shades of  colors. These changing pigments gave sense to his

surrounding, invading his daily activities. At the age of  four, he had given his

grandmother the nickname, Blue. It was the color of  her humming, softening

the streets of  New Orleans. Blue was in her late sixties at the time. She spent

long hours preparing Caribbean dishes in the small space of  her daughter’s

kitchen. Her passion for food had resulted in a group of  customers, who came

over to pick orders at mid-day. Beyond the warm smell of  plantain and spices,

she filled the house with drifting clouds of  melody that sipped down Dumaine

Street. 

On its front porch, the house wore a cracked wooden chair like the

neighboring cemetery wore its flowered entrance. It was a decorative element
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subject to the weather’s caprices. While the graveyard where his grandfather

Jimmy rested was Blue’s favorite destination after baking, his hard-working

mother preferred the rocking silence of  a cigarette. In the middle, like the 

chair and the flowers, Samuel’s education vacillated between the two women he

loved. 

Another lime implosion pounded over his head and for a moment he

longed for the placid humming of  Louisiana. The clatter had become a

nauseating khaki. Men shouting, trucks depositing heavy packages and the smell

of  exhaust fumes. Rumbles, howls, and a final bark: ‘Drop it here!’ 

He was lying in bed, his hands crossed over his chest as he listened to

the agitation. He took a deep breath, holding the air in his lungs to extract

courage over oxygen. Like every morning, he devoted the first seconds of

daylight to Joyce. It was the empty pillow, the space left unoccupied. With the

realization of  her absence, an additional lump formed on the soft tissue between

his clavicles. They were reminders that morning had once been as tender as

raspberries and cream, her favorite treat. 

The underlying humming of  the refrigerator brought him back to bed

and the air in his chest felt heavy. He sighed as he stood up to go through the

list he had made the night before. They were a series of  tasks to accomplish,

kept in a Moleskine by his bed. Number one was to obtain breakfast at the café,

which was out of  the question on a market morning. Number two was always

to practice. He glanced at his watch. He had less than an hour left. 

Around him, the air hung like Steen’s cane syrup. The room was buried

by a set of  marigold hangings that Joyce’s mother had given him. They were the

baroque reminder of  a couple that had once been newlywed. The curtains shed

light through the bottom folds, despite being firmly shut. Samuel could not

prevent the sun’s assault when pulling them open. From his balcony, voices

gushed like bursts of  magma. He found the view daunting, the jabbering voices

of  outfitted mammals walking on two limbs. His stomach growled. 

He turned to the maple table, over which the daily newspaper outlined

in bold: 

‘Times are grim in the Era of  Post-Truth.’
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He dwelled on the first paragraph, which outlined the repercussions of

the new presidency. He thought of  his home and of  the renewed turmoil. It

was irritating to see the ease with which men and women appeared to be leading

complacent lives, blinded by the minute variations of  a safe routine.  

His thoughts were jolted by the red screech of  his alarm clock.

Positioned in the living room, it announced 8:00. Time for practice. He ran to

stop the bloodshot speck that spread through the room by pressing a button

on the dialing plane. The sound muted and the counting of  seconds returned.

He sat down. 

The frame of  the piano was shut. His breathing softened. It was still

dormant, its glossy black sheen shedding gleams of  light. As he lifted the

fallboard to caress the unawakened notes, he thought of  the melody. The notes

rose against the plane of  his mind. It fascinated him, the challenge of  creation

contained within a set of  eighty-eight keys. He composed a painting every day,

the notes like watercolors running over an empty canvas. 

After she had gone, Samuel had maintained his routine driven by a

project and an unprecedented challenge. He desired to paint Joyce in a

composition, to paint her with exactitude. It would be his only musical portrait

and his last hope to keep her present. 

He began his practice with the two notes that marked the contour of

her hair. He continued until the patterns materialized, the shades of  color

shifting at different moments to delineate a face. Not hers, not yet. There were

once more the tensions and the unresolved endings. He closed his eyes and the

melody rose with promising strokes to drop with greater force, like a falling

stone fated to hit the ground. His eyes opened and he could not swallow and

could hardly breathe. He pressed on his temples, his fingers pulsating at the beat

of  his racing heart. The weight on his chest became heavier. 

At that moment a few steps resounded in the corridor. It was nearly

noon, and his eyes felt heavy. Even when closed, the burning sensation stuck

to his retinas, accentuating the nights of  insomnia. Outside, the muffled silence

of  winter had returned. The market agitation had died, leaving in its place a few

fallen leaves and rotten vegetables. But with silence and lack of  inspiration came
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the need for air. His coat in hand, he left the room, happy to roam through the

now deserted and cold alleys of  his neighborhood. 

Tuesday had once been a quiet day on Avenue Menthon. On his first

visit to Switzerland he had loved the street for its unaltered history. It was the

simplicity of  the paved pathway: each heavy-handed flaw was a source of

irreplaceable charm. But as he had explained to his doctor, even the streets had

adopted an eerie tone. An old friend of  Joyce’s family, Dr. Duprenaz had tried

to help. The pills he had prescribed had brought more relief  than the man. The

doctor was challenged by Samuel’s unusual condition. He had advised him to

stay away from certain colors capable of  triggering his fixation.

‘In all sincerity,’ he had said, ‘I understand your drive. But I don’t think

the composition is helpful. What you need is time to mourn. Accept her death.

It’s important,’ he had added with a pat to the shoulder. ‘Start by avoiding a few

colors, when you can.’  He must have been referring to mauve. A flat B, the tone

of  her voice. 

As he walked through the silenced streets surrounding the cathedral, he

gripped the textile of  his pants and shirt to find the annotations. His erratic

handwriting organized in numbers. He retrieved the folded sheet from his back

pocket and exhaled with relief. One: leave your confined space, get fresh air.

Two: focus on new sounds and new colors. Three: talk to someone, share a

moment with a friend. Four: keep your mind away from her colors.

He handled the document as he would a lock of  her hair, folding it with

care and placing it in the front pocket of  his shirt. More than recommendations,

they were his reminder of  an outside world, of  a universal rhythm that extended

beyond the one orchestrated by his fingers. 

He returned home to change, the numbers clear in mind. 

For his daily visits to the cafe, Samuel appreciated looking spotless. He

had had the habit of  washing his shirts weekly but had recently done so every

other day to prolong the lavender scent of  Joyce’s detergent on the fabric. The

wardrobe contained ten shirts: five black, five white, in a clean symmetrical

display suspended at equidistance on wooden hangers. Joyce had always

preferred the contrast of  white linen on his dark skin, but since her departure
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he only used the five arranged on the left. A black shirt in hand, he turned to

his trench coat hanging by the door. As he lifted it by the tag, a sharp scrape

ran through the door. It was controlled like a nail, leaving a taupe line hanging

in the air. He opened the door to an empty corridor, the whistling of  the wind

calling at a distance before he closed the door again.

As he changed before the mirror, he fixated on his aging shoulders. They

had once been firm, he thought, as he stroked the spot against which Joyce had

once pressed her hand. He wondered whether any of  the skin cells over that

surface remained, or if  they had they gone, slowly dying to be replaced. He

dressed calmly, a cardigan over his shirt, considering the cold. He moisturized

his hair with Argan oil, brushing his curls backwards before giving his reflection

one last glance. At the entrance, he wrapped his scarf  around his neck and

plunged his hands into a pair of  soft gloves. 

His plans were cut short. He could not have guessed a presence, veiled

by the shadow that spread across the marbled corridor. It was the breathing of

a girl. She was sitting on the ground with both legs to one side, leaning forward

to face his door. Her hair, brown, was carefully braided in a pair of  neatly crafted

interlaces and she looked no more than ten years of  age, for all he could tell of

children. In the decade he had spent in the Olympic capital of  Lausanne, he

had never seen nor heard the voice of  a child in his apartment block. 

‘We’are you going Señor Piano?’ she said, the magenta tone of  her voice

outlining the roundness of  her cheeks. ‘Can’t you, oh please, please, can’t you

play just a bit mo’?’ she continued, leaning against the wall. 

‘Excuse me?’ he said before resuming, ‘Good evening, young lady,’

unable to let go of  his good manners. 

‘I lov’ that piece you were playing earlia’. La la la du da,’ she giggled,

humming the notes of  his composition.

To his surprise, the chanting was accurate, both melodically and

rhythmically. The girl must have been listening for more than an hour.

‘Do you live here?’ he continued, his hands pressed against his stomach. 

‘Yea. Bu’ my Mama works a lot, grandma fell asleep after breakfast, she

made tortilla, I like piano, and …’ 
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‘Well, I’m very sorry,’ he paused. ‘I’m very sorry to hear that, but I have

to go,’ he said with care. He hadn’t made much sense of  her unstructured

sentence and did not hesitate to turn his back to face his front door. It was a

procedure he took very seriously, bolting the three locks that secured his

apartment.

‘You’re mean, Señor Piano,’ she resumed, pushing her small body with

both hands. She ran down the corridor, disappearing behind the purple slam of

a door. 
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from The Outside

CHAPTER ONE

Uriel

Girl

It just a day like any other. We walkin’ ’bout sniffin’ the air ’cause of  all the fresh,

crispy trees. It so cold and bright like the sun and God beamin’ extra just for us.

For me and Paw and dogs. Paw in bed ’cause of  his bullet and was mumblin’ all

kinds of  Outside stuff  to me ’fore I left but I knew it be okay by the time I got

back. Well I thought. Wrong, ’cause then the day just changed to a kind of  bad

deal. We out in the forest, me and dogs, all of  them, Mercy walk closely by my

feet while other two sniff  ’round at the ground and chase birds. Poor birds, can’t

catch a break, suppose it good that dogs can’t climb trees, or my ones can’t

anyhows. 

That when I see her. Mercy see her too, she run over to her all twisted

lyin’ underneath tree upside down like she fell from it. It a girl, I think, she lyin’

upside down and her body all twisted like a stream. Her eyes lookin’ straight at

me, wide and big and glassy like a pool of  water when it freeze over. Oh Holy

God, she dead. She died. We’re gonna give her a burial and Paw gonna have to

say prayers and blessings and then

‘Help me help me oh please, oh God please,’

She speak at me. Her arm twitchin’ and reachin for me like she a serpent

hidin’ in the grass tryin’ to strike. I ain’t never seen one like her before, other

than me when I look in mirror. Mercy started licking her and crying like she

does ’cause she a baby really, a baby from The Outside, not like me, I saves my
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cryin’ for the real stuffs. Paw from The Outside but he never cried once in his

whole life, I bet. Anyhows I’m frozen to spot on the ground ’cause I scared of

her twisted and hurt. I guessed it was a her ’cause she looked more like me than

Paw but I ain’t got yellow hair or blue sky eyes. 

‘I’ll go get Paw,’ I says quietly but she grab my ankle hard with her

serpent hand and snatch me tight and I can feel her damp hand like soft wet

leaves turned to sludge in the rain. 

‘No don’t leave me, please, take me with you,’ she cryin’ but her tears

runnin’ upwards to her head because of  how she layin’. Able and Isiah come

outta trees and start barkin’ and I tell ’em, SHHH, but they ain’t stop like usuals,

no, they pounce on the girl and start snarlin’ and rippin’ through her T-shirt and

she start to scream and help, I ain’t think even I just grabs ’em both by scruff

and pull ’em ’way from her. Use my body to block ’em out, look at ’em straight

in eyes like Paw do when they miss behavin’. But they ain’t I guess, only

protectin’ us, guess it been a long time for them for not seein’ anyone else, but

I ain’t think this girl mean us no harm. 

Girl just lyin’ there cryin’ now, see blood comin’ out from her arm, smell

it too in the air, bitter like how the peeling paint smells on Paw’s Trailer. Think

only plan now is to bring her to Paw. 

‘They ain’t mean no real harm, they protectin’. I’m sorry, yous okay?’ I

look along her winding body and saw her leg like a branch, exactly like a thick

branch except wearing blue and twisted wrong, an ouch shoot through me.

‘My foot,’ she says, real quiet, ‘it’s broken, it’s stuck under this trap and

I can’t move it.’ 

‘Okay, I move it,’ I look down at trap, it close up, she lucky it ain’t catch

her and she just trip over it instead ’cause that woulda been much bad deal. I

leans down and pulls, feelin’ the cold metal on my hand, tryin’ not to touch the

spikes could go straight through my hand if  not careful. Girl yelps like a dog,

just like Mercy do when Able bite her ear too hard when they play fightin’, and

I throw trap away from us so no one don’t trip on it ’gain. Her arm still bleedin’

bad from dog bite, feel real bad inside like it my fault. Paw know how to sew it

up if  we get her back, he even sew me up one time when I cut myself  real awful
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bad and still got the mark to prove it, right ’cross my left thigh from climbin’

tree. It the year I turn twelve I think. This year the year I turn seventeen so it

was a few while go now. I ain’t know if  he sew someone else so who knows if

her skin be right like ours, but I ain’t tell her none of  that. 

I hold my arm out and try get girl to pull up on me, but she just lie there

lookin’ all sad.

‘You gots to get up so we can walk back to Paw, come on, grab my arm,’

I say, and she sorta lean up and her face screw up. 

‘I can’t get up, it’s so heavy, my foot is so heavy,’ she say, ain’t sure what

she mean ’cause trap ain’t on it no more. I leans down more so I real close to

her now and sudden thought flash through my head sayin’ I just run back to

Paw fast as I can and not even tell her ’bout her at all, but that would be a real

big sin, no, no God, wouldn’t, shouldn’t do that. 

She cryin’ ’gain and sittin’ up now and pullin’ her bad foot in front of

her so it ain’t twisted and behind her no more. She look pale like the moon.

And got a face like the moon as well all big and round and swollen and I say

shhh, worry she cryin’ be way too loud and Paw be mad at us later if  he find out.

I think maybe this might be how I look when I cry at night in secret when Paw

can’t hear ’bout how much I miss Maw or other stuff  that’s too stupid to even

mention to my own head and, of  course, to God, ’cause he already knows what

kinda stuff  I cry ’bout. I a lil’ scared only like fifty percent off  ’cause what if

she a demon or somethin’ unGodly from The Outside which Paw would know

the word for but then I remember how she said God and ask him for help which

meant she knew him too. I had to be the disciple that would bring her back to

Paw and he could heal her and resurrect, I’m sure that’s like the words he’d say

if  he were here. Anyhows I take a breath and tie myself  up inside and say listen,

‘You use me as your leg and we walk back to Paw where he gonna help

you best. Hold both hands on me and I pull you up, you got it?’ 

She look at me with her big eyes all watery and blue, blue like when the

sky without any softs, and shake her head, ‘yes’. Then I feels her hands on my

arms and it like I hit with the feel of  touchin’ someone from The Outside other

than Paw. Her hands so soft it like dog fur, but not dog fur, but soft like the
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inside of  my mouth no ridges or nothin’, and almost feel like I could fall back

over onto the floor onto the damp leaves and twigs but no. I stand and pull her

so she standin’, she moans like it really hurt, just like Paw when he gets out of

bed when the bullet playin’ him. She leans into me and she heavy but not too

heavy not like Paw but like me if  I was to lean on my own self, and the dogs

start off  ahead walkin’ towards House and she say, wait,

‘My backpack,’ she say and point with her hand all shaky.  

I look down where she pointin’ and there this dark blue thing, backpack

she said, backpack, back of  course I know, pack, like not sure, so I lean down

and pick it up and it heavy and it got ropes and a jug attached on the side with a

nipple on top like the ones the dogs have on the underside of  their belly and of

course ones that me and Paw have but I don’t look at them much. I put the

backpack on my back and my arm through one rope and we start walkin’, slowly.

Slowly does it slowly. She limps just like Paw do when bullet playin’ up and it

extra cold out and it gets all stiff  inside like his muscles deep down. Every limp

she winces like it hurts so bad. She step on a twig and it snap under her good

foot and she almost falls, snap, I love the sound of  the snap, a good clean snap,

but I pull her up and it alright ’gain. We keep walkin’ through trees. Girl’s hair is

in my face and over my nose where she leanin’ on me and it smells like somethin’

I don’t know, like soap but sweeter and sorta like sweat and I think maybe that

just what yellow hair smell like. Maybe Maw hair smelt like that bein’ from The

Outside, have to ask Paw. The sun is higher now and it scatterin’ light. It yellow

breaks in through the branches and make patterns on ground, it showerin’ the

brownin’ leaves and warmin’ them up and dryin’ them out so they’re real good

and crunchy again. There so many squirrels out Mercy is going madness trying

to get up trees, not barkin’, no barkin’ thank you God, and the squirrels flyin’

through the air climbin’ on branches and swingin’ and it like they’re laughin’,

laughin’ at how stupid the dogs are and how stupid and not scary I am without

Grandpaw to shoot at them and skin them and cook them up for dinner. 

I notice girl is cryin’. What’s wrong, I say, 

‘We almost there, Paw will sort your leg and your arm he’s good he’s a

Messiah so you be —’
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‘What? What did you say?’

‘I was sayin’ Paw will make your leg heal, he know what to do ’cause he

knows everythin’ and he a Messiah, so, yous lucky, so so lucky.’ I turn my head

and smile at her but her arm is ’round my neck and it hard to really get a real

look. The pieces of  her hair ’cross my face feel so soft, everythin’ about Girl is

soft like the underside of  deer skin. I wanna ask her how she get so soft but

best not while she like this, maybe once Paw fix her up real good. Then she stop

walkin’, her bad leg hangin’ ’bove the ground like she ain’t want to let it touch

even one leaf  in case it will snatch her like a serpent and pull her underneath

the ground. 

‘What do you mean a —’ She kinda falls a bit but lands okay on her

good leg and I think, God forgive me, but this takin’ forever just to get home

and even dogs are long gone, bored of  waitin’.

‘Mes-si-ah,’ I say ’gain, louder but not too loud of  course, never too

loud.

‘I heard you. I mean, how…’ Girl stop and close her eyes real tight and

breathe deep from the ouch I guessin’. ‘Paw is your dad, right?’ 

‘Dad? Paw is my Paw. And a messiah. Oh, he’s a prophet too. Is that

better for understandin’?’ The girl stops ’gain, her leg hangin’, hangin’ so close

so far from the ground, and look at me. She squintin’ like when the sun too

bright and yellow, her face all bumped. Her lips all peelin’ like my burns when

in summer if  I not careful. She ain’t say nothin’ more. But we carry on walkin’. 
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from Antlers

The house is quiet, still smells of  death. There are dirt clouds blossoming up

from the carpet under Dan’s feet. The phone has been pulled off  the hook, left

on the hall table. Paperback books are grouped in stacks on the stairs, gathering

dirt. The door to the front room is shut, a key inside the handle. He drops his

bag at the bottom of  the stairs and turns to look at Da. There is an ache behind

his eyes and a ringing in his ears and he wishes he was anywhere but here. 

Da is backed up against the closed door, his hand behind him,

swallowing the key and the door handle. -make es a cuppa will ye?-

-aye sure-

In the kitchen the lino is lifting at the edges and sticky in the middle.

The counters have been piled with dishes, ready-meal containers with crusted

remains inside. The giant jam pan sits on the stove top, empty. There is a white

tideline in the sink and a spider with seven legs crouched over the plug, tempting

fate. The table is covered in old newspapers, plastic pots, a fine coating of  dry

soil. One of  the wicker chairs is missing. Dan struggles to find clean mugs.

There is one at the back of  a cupboard and one on the windowsill that needs

rinsing out. He watches the spider scuttle away from the water, skittering down

the smooth sides of  the basin. He stops the tap before it drowns and uses one

teabag for both cups. There is nothing in the fridge so he loads up with sugar

in place of  milk. Outside he hears sirens, close then further away. In the hallway,

outside the door, he pauses, juggling the mugs around so he can knock one up

against the wood.

Da fills the doorway, takes the mugs from him. –ta son-

On the wall behind his head, a carved crucifix is hanging, Jesus wrapped
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in bandages, his face bored and lifeless. Dan’s rabbit heart is flailing across his

chest as he slides his feet over the steel track-strip in the doorway. The blinds

on the window are still drawn. His mother is swaddled in the big hospital bed

in the middle of  the room. Two electric heaters are churning hot air across her

sheets. The heat chokes Dan. He pulls at his collar and coughs. The big light is

off  and the room lit by a lamp on the floor, so that the shadows in the caverns

of  her face are deeper than they were in the summer. She is surrounded by

machines, clanking and bleeping. On a wheeled table: a jug full of  water, bubbles

collecting against the clear plastic, a radio gently playing Clair de Lune, her Bible,

her rosary, paperbacks with white covers and red titles. The wicker chair from

the kitchen is beside her, two pillows stuffed into the seat, an indent left. She

has a mask now, the nasal prongs hanging from the corner of  her bed, and a

drip, milky and thick, disappearing into the top of  her nightdress. Her blue eyes

are red-rimmed and weeping, yellow filth gathering at the corners. He lumbers

closer to her and stumbles on a pillbox on the floor, tipping the tablets inside

so they tinkle like wind chimes. 

She turns slowly, agonizingly to look at him. -danny!- Her voice chafes

against the ridges of  her brittle tongue. 

-hello ma-

She lifts her papery bones from the bed and reaches for him. He leans

gingerly into her hug, trying not to crush her. Her skin feels like silk over tree

branches, over broken antlers. His eyes fill and he keeps sniffing, clawing back

his tears as she rubs circles into the space behind his ear. He frees himself  and

sits down beside the bed, both his hands entwined with hers. The wicker digs

into his thighs, his back. Da has disappeared and left the door open. She tries

to reach up to Dan’s face, to wipe at his tears, but the drip inside her tugs and

she jerks, muttering. Dan wipes his cheek with the back of  his hand. 

She smiles at him, and her teeth are coated in black grainy vomit. -ave

missed ye- 

He swallows his own retch. -ave missed ye an all, sorry a dinnae phone-

-as long as yer awright-

-am awright-
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-gid boy-

-how are ye?-

She raises the place where her eyebrows used to be. -coping-

-thas gid-

-yer das been helpin the nurses- 

-aye?-

-hes changin the syringe by hisself-

-he has?- 

-aye, hows school been?-

Dan’s mouth is gluey. -ave a new roommate-

-he nice?-

-ye ken whit school a go tae-

-doesnae mean theyre no nice, dinnae tell es yeve no pals-

He bristles. -ave git friends- 

-there ye are then- 

-hes irish-

-yer roommate?-

-he reads books an aw-

-at least wan o ye dis, yer da says yeve been playing rugby-

-a got oan the team-   

-he used tae play, he tell ye that?-

-aye-

-when a met him he always had a black eye or a rab c, yer grannie wis

sure he wis trouble- 

-shes still sure, is she no?-

She hums and shuts her eyes. The time between the two of  them is thick

and heavy, salted with dust motes. Dan can’t see his Da in anything but jeans,

filthy to his forearms, frowning over his bacon roll on the counter, pressing a

dry chipped kiss against Dan’s forehead on his way out the door.

She drags his hand closer to her face without opening her eyes, his palm

to her nose, the oxygen from the mask breezing over his fingers. 

He is tugging blackberries out of  hedgerows and she is using tweezers

286



to drag the thorns out from under his skin, kissing every welt better. She is

standing on the platform waving, tears pooling on her top lip, blonde hair

gusting over her face, standing next to him in church, fussing and wetting down

his fringe and smoothing out his collar and pinching the skin above his elbow

when he started drifting off  to sleep.  

-dinnae- she says. 

He feels like he is sitting in cold dark water, watching it eat into his legs,

seep up to his chest, suck at his neck. -am no daeing awthing-

She opens his eyes, his hand pressed to her oxygen mask. -dinnae blame

yer da-

He bites his lip, loosens his grip on her. -why wud a dae tha?-

-people dae aw sorts when theyre grieving thas wit God says-

She gestures for the Bible and Dan leans over her, breathing through

his mouth, to grab it. He hasn’t been inside the school chapel this year. 

-rosary an aw-

There are track-marks like footprints and bruises shaped like petals

around her wrists. She fumbles at the pages and moves her mask so she can

press her dry lips to the cover, leaving a mark on the leather. She places it on

the pillow next to her head and winds the beads of  her rosary between her

fingers. 

Dan tastes chalk, looks anywhere but her. -wheres gran?- 

-she cannae be here aw the time- 

-she ever here?-  

-shes sensitive tae these things-

-yer dying-

She tucks her chin into her chest. –aye, an so will she, eventually-

-hopefully-

-danny!-

-shes yer ma-

She smiles. Another black flash of  her teeth, a rotten smell of  burnt

eggs. –shes a lot o things, shes a ma tae mare than jist es- 

-ye need her- 
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-dae a? yer das daeing fine-

-a hate her-

- danny, of  course ye dinnae, did ye no listen tae es aboot God? yer

grannies still yer grannie an shell be here when am no-

Dan leans back in the chair, crosses his arms over his chest. -a thought

gypsies were supposed tae be in touch wi death-

-dinnae start, no now- 

-even aunt farre lives in a house now-

-danny, stop-

-yer not well though- His face feels hot and tight under the path of  his

tears. 

She tuts quietly and murmurs, leans towards him with her arms

outstretched and her eyes filmed with frosted glass. He slumps forward, his

forehead against the side of  the mattress and she kneads at the back of  his neck.

They are quiet, listening to each other breathe, the shouts from the street

outside, the steady beat of  her syringe driver, the muttering of  the radio, the

van starting up, Da leaving. Her touch slows, lightens, stops. His neck clicks

when he looks up, her hand falling limply from him. She is asleep, her cheeks

sagging into her open mouth. He untangles himself, glides her palm onto her

stuttering chest, and straightens her oxygen mask. He rubs at his face, itchy with

drying tears, and stretches. Her gurgled breathing follows him out of  the room.

The rest of  the house is dark and cold, the radiators chilly when he brushes

against them. Da is somewhere that isn’t here. 

The two undrunk mugs sit in the sink, tops oily, spider gone. The hot

water tap doesn’t run. He boils the kettle again, opening and closing the

cupboards, brushing the carcasses of  dead flies from the corners. A bottle of

runny honey has tipped over and stained all the jars, fusing them to the shelf.

His eyes are gritty and dry and the throb in his stomach is painful. He dumps

out the old tea and pours a cup of  hot water, feels his way up the corridor and

stairs, pressing against the flowers in the wallpaper. 

He opens his window wide so the smell of  burning plastic and yeast

can stream in. His bed is still unmade; mismatched pillows and a plate with toast
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crumbs balanced on his bedside table. His CD player, alarm clock, two copies

of  Standard Grade Physics are thrown on his desk. A jumper two sizes too small

and a lone striped rugby sock hang despondently from an open drawer. He

chucks himself  down on his back and stares at his sloped ceiling; a brunette

bikini girl on a motorbike scowls down at him, her face distorted as she flutters

from her drawing pin moorings. If  he concentrates, he can hear Ma in the room

underneath his, gasping for air. He lies there and feels and feels and feels. A

spider, thick with fur, twitches into a hole in the skirting board.

She lies there for four days, unchanging. Every time she slurps in a

breath, she sweeps the house dry; everything alive is sucked into front room,

the only one with a light ever on. His Da leaves too early, before the sky begins

to brighten, a creased fiver under the phone. Dan feels barren, his heartbeat

slow. He is inflated and grotesque. He takes cold showers and watches his skin

turn mottled and blue. At night, he presses his face into the pillow until the

sheets are damp. The ghosts of  Isaac’s hands run over his hips, his back. He

avoids the nurses, who might make him cry, skulking away from their rubber-

soled sensible shoes and pressed tunics, but he haunts the stairs, desperate for

the sound of  their voices, rising and falling. The fat one who comes in the

mornings, with vivid red hair and cheeks stained pink, makes Ma laugh once, a

churning burbling sound, like water bubbling up from the drain. He is molten

rage, where he is standing in the corridor, in his mismatched socks and knitted

jumper, crackling with hatred. Then the nurse opens the door and grins at him,

and he scuttles back up the stairs, shivering with shame. 

He starts wandering after that, until his feet blister and his calves ache.

His hands deep inside his pockets, rolling lint between his fingers, chewing at

the inside of  his mouth, sweltering inside his rain jacket. He makes it to the

beach, a tiny stretch of  battered pebbles and bone-coloured stones facing out

into the firth. Across the water there are acres of  flattened fields, muted dairy

cows and mountains behind them, slate rain clouds blowing around their peaks.

Further up, by the docks, a rusted tanker sways under the swing arm of  a crane.

The wind smells like salt and bread. The firth eddies between rocks, thick

boulders of  foam collecting on the surface. A seagull, feathers bent backwards
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in the wind, pecks viciously at a clump of  wet seaweed. He kicks his way to a

metal bench, half  sunk in the ground, scratched with initials. He sits there until

his back cramps and the cold metal seeps through to his boxers, watching IrnBru

bottles roll in the tide, two pigeons puff  at each other, a tug boat heave itself

up river chugging smog. 
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from The Admiral’s Fall

McQueen had been thinking about the late admiral’s mistress, Sarah Hawthorne.

She had so artfully deflected him when he’d asked about her current

circumstances, it made him suspicious. He wanted to find out if  she’d had any

visitors in the days since he spoke to her. Gentlemen callers, who perhaps might

have a particular interest in Lord Collingwood’s demise.

He had asked Captain Zammit for two police constables to watch her

apartment around the clock. He decided to have a word with whoever was taking

the morning watch, and then visit one of  the local hostelries for a drink. Perhaps

they would have a decent range of  whiskies. Maybe even a Highland Malt. The

thought of  that gave him extra impetus as he shrugged on his jacket and left

his lodgings.

After the mugginess of  the past few days, he was surprised to find it

breezy outside, and he looked up to see dark clouds scudding across the sky.

The wind whipped his trouser-legs and buffeted his face as he set off  for the

harbour. It was strangely warm, as if  blown from the open door of  a furnace.

The water looked choppy and he decided to walk rather than take the ferry. It

would do him good to stretch his legs.

It only took him twenty minutes to walk to Sliema around Marine

Harbour. The moored yachts were bouncing around on the water, their ropes

clanging against the masts. Only a few dhaisa were out, the boatmen controlling

them with long oars as they dipped up and down with the waves. There weren’t

many people on the streets. A group of  men stood together by the empty ferry,

talking volubly, clutching their hats to their heads.

It was late morning by the time he’d walked up the hill to the apartment.
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The police constable was in full view of  the window, on the opposite side of

the street, leaning against a lamp post and smoking a cigarette. McQueen sighed.

Could he have been more conspicuous? Mrs Hawthorne – as well as all the

residents in the street – could not escape the knowledge that her comings and

goings were being observed. No doubt she had passed on instructions to any

visitors to be particularly discreet.

He walked up to the constable and nodded. The man looked at him

from under sleepy eyelids and acknowledged him. ‘Inspector?’ His appearance

was slightly ramshackle, not least the dark bristles of  his emerging beard.

‘What time do you finish?’ McQueen asked, pulling out his watch and

pointing at the face to show what he meant.

‘Twelve,’ muttered the policeman, looking at him distrustfully.

‘That’s only half  an hour. You can finish now. Nothing else is going to

happen. Come on, I will buy you a drink. What’s your name?’

‘Camilleri.’

‘Fine, Camilleri, where is the nearest bar that serves whisky? Don’t worry

about leaving your post, I will say I needed your help.’

The constable looked tempted, glancing from McQueen to the

apartment window and then down the street. ‘All right,’ he said, finishing his

cigarette and grinding it into the pavement. ‘This way.’

He walked with a peculiar slouching gait, with little energy or life to him.

Could they not do better than that, McQueen wondered. Recruitment of  good

officers would be one of  the first things he would change if  he were in charge.

They walked back down the hill to the Sliema waterfront where there were

several bars and restaurants. Camilleri ducked into one of  the bars, which had

‘Neptune’ written across the front. It was dark inside, a couple of  candles

providing meagre lighting. Six men were seated at various small tables around

the room. They greeted Camilleri like an old comrade and he grunted a reply.

There was a bit of  banter in loud Maltese, a couple of  claps on the back, then

they all turned their backs and resumed their drinks and conversations. He

thought Camilleri must have warned them who he was.

Behind the bar McQueen could see a vast array of  bottles, the only
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whisky a blended called Dewar’s. He asked the barman for a quarter gill and

whatever Camilleri wanted, which looked like a kind of  Italian grappa. They

took their drinks and sat down. He tried the Dewar’s – somewhat rough but at

least they hadn’t watered it down. Camilleri was uneasy, shifting around on his

seat and watching the door as though ready to make a swift exit at any moment.

He would not look at McQueen but took quick sips of  his drink and waited for

him to speak.

‘Who are you watching for?’ asked McQueen, amused.

‘Adjutant – Borg – he must not see me. He report to Captain Zammit.

He live near here.’

So that was how he kept discipline. Zammit had his police adjutants to

make sure everyone was doing as they were instructed. McQueen downed his

whisky and turned around to ask the barman to refill their glasses.

‘Look, I need to find out what is happening,’ he said to Camilleri. ‘Tell

me, were you told to stand where you were, opposite the house?’

‘Yes.’

‘What did you see? How many people went in and out?’

‘Only Sinjura Hawthorne and her maid.’

‘Where did they go?’

‘I don’t know. They go for walk and then come back.’

‘No one else?’ Camilleri shook his head, still refusing to meet McQueen’s

eyes.

Whether it was fuelled by the whisky, or what, he had suddenly had

enough of  people not talking to him or giving him any answers.

‘Look, man, I brought you here to find out what is going on. Tell me

what you know about this lady, Mrs Hawthorne. You must know something!’

Camilleri looked at him shrewdly, reading the situation. He leaned

forward. ‘How much?’ he asked. ‘How much, to tell you?’

‘What do you mean, how much?’ he exploded. ‘I don’t give you money!

I can buy you another drink, and that’s it. It’s your duty to tell me. You are a

police officer.’

Camilleri shrugged then handed over his glass, holding up two fingers.
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McQueen turned to the barman, his temper flaring.

‘Two more,’ he said tersely. ‘For both of  us.’

Two new glasses of  spirit were lined up in front of  them. McQueen

took the first one and stared hard at Camilleri as they both drained their drinks.

He carried on staring as they then simultaneously picked up and swallowed their

second glass.

‘Right,’ he said, when they’d finished. ‘Speak.’

Camilleri smirked at him and again held up two fingers. ‘Two men,’ he

said. ‘But, remember I never told you.’

‘All right – get on with it!’

‘One man, very rich. Notabile. His name Count San Pietro.’

That was the second time in two days that he’d heard that name. Wasn’t

he from Cittá Vecchia, the ancient capital of  Malta? Why would he come to

Sliema?

‘And the second?’

‘I can’t tell you his name. But he is close to the superintendent. If  he

finds out I speak to you, I will be dead.’ Camilleri drew his forefinger across his

throat.

Then he got up, put his cap on his head, and disappeared.

McQueen was left in the bar, with six men turning to look at him now

he was on his own. The only person that came to mind, following what Camilleri

had said, was Captain Zammit’s brother, member of  the Maltese Council of

Government. No wonder the superintendent had passed on an implicit warning

to Sarah Hawthorne. There was only one thing to be done. McQueen decided

to pay her a visit.

Buoyed up by the drink, he walked briskly back to the apartment and

rapped at the door. After a few moments, he heard a voice on the other side.

He assumed it was the maidservant.

‘Mrs Hawthorne wants to know what you want.’

‘Tell her I need to see her now. I know who she has been seeing and if

I don’t talk to her myself, I will reveal the names at the police office.’

He heard the swish of  a dress as the maid turned away to report back
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to her mistress. A few minutes of  silence ensued, then she came back, and he

heard the door unlock. She led him inside. ‘This way, please.’

He followed her in through the main door and into the drawing room,

the room with the view out onto the street. As he went in, he could see the next

constable, the one taking over the shift from Camilleri, standing in exactly the

same place, leaning on the lamp post. Sarah Hawthorne was by the window,

fanning her face. The sunlight reflected a becoming shine on her hair. He

thought she had positioned herself  carefully for maximum effect.

‘Inspector,’ she said, her voice soft and alluring. ‘How good of  you to

come and see me again. I’m very popular at the moment, am I not?’ She nodded

in the direction of  the street.

‘We wanted to know who has been visiting you,’ he answered bluntly.

‘You are very discreet, but I have managed to get some answers.’

She folded her fan and tapped it on her left hand, looking at him

shrewdly as if  considering how much he truly knew, and how much she could

admit to him.

‘And does your research tell you that one visitor is a Notabile?’ she asked.

‘Count San Pietro, yes,’ answered McQueen.

‘That is easily explained. He is a great friend of  Lord Collingwood. They

have known each other since the admiral last lived in Malta.’

A great friend indeed, thought McQueen. Quite a lot in common.

‘Indeed. And how long has he been visiting this establishment?’

She unfurled the fan. ‘Oh, a year or so. The occasional visit, every few

weeks. He lives with his beautiful wife and family in Città Vecchia.’

He made a mental note to find out everything he could about the

admiral’s illustrious friend.

‘And the other visitor?’ he prompted.

‘Oh, I cannot possibly reveal his name.’

He didn’t feel like playing any more games.

‘Look, you’d better tell me,’ he said. ‘I could always have you arraigned.

On a charge of  prostitution. You can dress it up as coyly as you like, but that is

what it is, and I will do it.’
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Her eyes flashed. ‘Oh no, you won’t,’ she hissed. ‘I always make sure I

have friends in the highest of  places. You know who the other man is already,

don’t you?’

He stared at her, trying to gauge what she was going to do next.

‘Well, don’t you?’ she asked again.

‘Perhaps.’

‘Then scuttle off  back to the police office,’ she said, no trace of  the

former softness and seduction in her voice. ‘You know you will never arrest me,

and I don’t care to see you again.’

At that point there was a hammering at the door. At a nod from her

mistress, the maid unlocked it, and it burst open with a loud thump. Police

Adjutant Borg stood in the doorway.

‘Inspector McQueen,’ he said, his moustache twitching. ‘You’re to leave

now. Captain Zammit’s orders.’

‘No surprises there,’ muttered McQueen as he picked up his hat and

pushed it onto his head.

‘Mrs Hawthorne,’ he said, bowing politely as he left. ‘I look forward

immensely to our next meeting.’

She watched him with suppressed amusement, her blue eyes framed

above the exquisite design of  her lace fan.
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from Isle of  the Forgotten

PROLOGUE

Bloodroot

Stretched over a hillside, in the shelter of  Alfyr Forest, the village Bailore was

fast asleep. The dust had not been kicked up from the dirt road for many hours.

A piebald cat dared to stroll out and fold up in the middle of  the path, awaiting

the first spot of  sun with half-closed eyes. Bailore counted two farms, a water-

mill and a blacksmith. The one farm by the crease of  the hill was but a house

with a small barn. It marked a bend in the road and the end of  the village –

only a field separating it from the woods. 

The roosters had yet to crow, but in the barn, someone was awake. A

young woman, Madin, stood by a modest window, an infant girl sleeping in her

arms. They had come to the farm the night before, and had slept in the company

of  the few animals that lived there – a goat in one corner, chickens in another

and fodder for the rest. Alert from many nights’ flight, the young mother was

now awaiting the daybreak. The window was blurred by hay dust and chicken

droppings, but still allowed her to gaze into the dim-yellow light of  pre-dawn

and onto the dirt road. It sloped over the hilltop behind the village and emerged

from the buildings before it passed the farm and disappeared around the bend. 

The sun wove its way through the tree crowns, shone its first light in

the window and stirred the infant in her sleep. She gave out a squeal and kicked

to let her mother know she was awake. Madin gave her a smile and a finger to

hold. The girl looked up at her mother, whose eyes crinkled and dark brown

hair swayed above her. Her own blue eyes widened with joy when Madin started
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humming. Letting go of  the finger, she reached out a tiny hand and closed it

around a silver medallion dangling from her mother’s neck, then yawned and

closed her eyes. Madin bent down to kiss her daughter’s forehead. 

‘Sleep, my little Jaclyn,’ she whispered, as a horse whinnied in the

distance.

Madin looked up to see dust rising on the horizon. Before long she could make

out black specks moving over the hill back down towards the village. She didn’t

stay to get a better look. She recognized the speed, the rhythm, the swerving of

horse necks and the quaking from dozens of  helhorse hooves – the Black

Ryders were coming for them. Madin pushed open the barn gates, held on to

Jaclyn as tight as possible without hurting her, and ran as fast as she could across

the field. It wasn’t far from the barn to the forest, maybe a quarter of  a mile, if

she could make it before the Ryders saw them, they could easily escape into the

thicket. But not far from the trees, she turned her head and saw the first Ryders

round the corner of  the barn, stretching into a gallop through the fallow. Her

throat tightened and she struggled to breathe and keep running, the additional

weight at her chest putting pressure on her lungs. Somehow she kept going.

Jaclyn slowed her down but she was also the reason she continued on and on

through the underbrush. Her bare feet sank into the cold ground that was still

in shadow under the trees. Unripe blackberries slapped her over the shins as

she ran and leapt through the growth as fast as she could. 

‘Move, you cockers!’ 

His voice boomed behind her and shocked her like a lightning bolt. He

was here.

But his Ryders were not comfortable going into the Alfyr Forest, even

on helhorses. Strange tales surrounded it, of  people who went in between the

trees and never reappeared. Yet, soon enough, the soft forest ground shook

from the galloping Ryders who dared not defy their Kay’s orders. They flanked

Madin on either side. Great black figures haunted the corners of  her eyes. Then

one of  the massive creatures swooshed in from the side and came to a violent

halt in front her, dirt flying from its hooves, clouds of  warm steam erupting
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from its flaring nostrils, misting the chill morning air. The other horses circled

her, spraying her with damp mulch, before they came to a stop. The forest fell

eerily quiet as only Madin’s own breath and the puffing of  horses sounded. Then

Jaclyn’s cry cut through it all and a flock of  fowls took off  from the treetops. 

Madin stood on an untouched patch. Around her the ground was

upturned – strewn with fragments of  Star Moss and wildflowers  – but by her

feet white flower heads still colored the forest floor. Madin turned looking at

the faces surrounding her: they all blurred together – distant eyes behind steel

helmets. Then she met the dark brown ones, harboring the deep anger she had

come to be familiar with. He jumped off  his horse and approached her.

Contradicting the wildness in his eyes, his voice was calm as he reached out his

arms.

‘Hand over the child.’

She could not. Jaclyn’s scream still echoed in her ears. She fell onto her

knees, no escape possible amongst the stamping herd, but she could not let go

of  her child. Someone dismounted behind her, while she kept her eyes on the

man, his steel posture and burning eyes in a stone face. She could do nothing

but breathe – staggered shallow breaths. Kay Olferin gave a quick nod, and a

sword pierced through Madin’s back. She was still looking into his eyes, into the

fire, while he gently removed the bundle from her arms. Jaclyn’s cries faded as

Madin looked down at the red gleaming sword emerging from her stomach,

drops of  blood falling onto the white flowers below. It stuck out at a downward

angle, to evade what she had been clutching – Madin only just understood that

she had failed her daughter, before she fell onto the ground – no time for tears

to form in her eyes or a cry to escape her throat.  

Jaclyn was now looking into a very different set of  eyes than she had earlier that

morning; brown and distant. Her face distorted into another cry, her eyes

squeezed up in the midst of  a dangerous shade of  red, but not before the Kay

had taken a good look at their bright blue color. He had intended to comfort

the child, to bring her home where she belonged – but as he now turned his

gaze from the tiny red face with the piercing blue eyes to the body sprawled on
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the forest floor, he realized his mistake. Madin’s eyes were still open wide, their

color not more faded that they still matched the moss her head was resting on.

He held out the crying child to the side.

‘Take her,’ he demanded, expecting that someone was next to him, but

he had to wait for one of  the Ryders to dismount and place Jaclyn over his

shoulder where her hot-red cheeks pressed against the cold chainmail. She

heaved in breaths of  air but the outbreaths no longer carried any sound.

Olferin kneeled next to Madin’s body, crushing down the white flower

heads, not minding his breeches soaking up the blood from the moss they grew

from. His hand shook with a wish to reach for her, but he gripped around the

handle of  his sword to steady it instead. The absence of  her life glared at him.

Now it all seemed pointless. What had he punished her for – not loving him?

He reached out, focused on keeping his hand steady, with his thumb and middle

finger he pulled her eyes closed. As brusquely as he’d handed off  Jaclyn, he

stood up and commanded the body to be transported back to Blackwood Castle.

Upon hearing about the Kay’s return, Kyng Archibald went looking for him in

the Great Chamber. The room was lit only by the somber light from the

fireplace, which didn’t reach any of  the corners. The furniture cast long shadows

on the floor – the unused candle crowns dangling in their chains cast even longer

shadows on the ceiling. He could see the back of  Olferin’s head leaning against

the top-edge of  one of  the great armchairs in the middle of  the room, the fire

adding a bright sheen to his black hair. As he stepped further into the room,

the footstool in front of  the chair came into his view and upon it an infant girl

left to herself, placed at a safe distance of  the glooming man in the armchair.

‘Olferin?’

The young man didn’t move. 

‘What happened?’

Archibald walked around the chair to face his nephew. The look on the

other’s face made him weary of  repeating the question. It wasn’t to say whether

he was watching the child or the fire. Possibly he had started out looking at one

or the other, but now he was staring into nothing in particular, as if  a great
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emptiness was growing in front of  him. What disconcerted Archibald was that

he had never seen Olferin cry. Quite possibly he had cried into the arms of  the

wet-nurse when he was young, but losing his father before the age of  four had

toughened the boy. Never had he expressed more emotion in front of  his uncle

than an angry shriek of  pain during sword training. Now, however, silent tears

were marking his face.

‘You did what you had to in order to bring home your heir.’

After weeks of  listening to him raging, Archibald was more than aware

that he was speaking Olferin’s own reasoning back to him. ‘You accomplished

what you set out to do.’

Before he completed the sentence, footsteps rang through the hall as a

young girl stepped out of  the dark entrance. Archibald wondered how long his

niece had been hovering in the shadows. Geraldine’s eyes settled on the infant

girl, and Archibald was disconcerted by her hateful expression. An image of

her flinging the child towards the fire entered his mind, and he instinctively

stepped into her line of  sight. She curled her upper lip, walked in long steps to

the window and held aside the heavy curtain. Her hair pulled tightly back in a

knot, and in a mahogany dress, she almost blended in with the fabric. 

‘The traitor deserved to die,’ she drawled, looking out into the darkness.

Olferin stood. He turned his back to Jaclyn and joined Geraldine by

the window. 

She continued. ‘I don’t know why you kept the offspring.’

‘She’s my daughter.’ His voice was flat.

‘You can’t even stand to look at her.’ 

The bailey and inner walls below were barely visible, there was no light

from the Prayer House windows, and beyond that it was pitch black, bar one

small light. A lantern had been set down between the gravestones as the digger

worked through the night.

‘We should send her away,’ Geraldine suggested.

‘Send for the nurse.’ Those were the last word Prince Olferin uttered

that night and Geraldine’s face settled back into resentment.
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Not many years later, a Bailorian peasant dared to venture into Alfyr Forest,

hunting for mushrooms. He didn’t find any but he came upon a peculiar growth

of  flowers. Amongst the white blossoms sprawled across the forest floor was a

particular patch, which, as if  the roots had sucked the color up from the ground,

had turned a deep red. Soon mysterious tales were thought up amongst the

villagers, but no one thought of  the young girl who had once stayed in one of

their barns.  
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from Sirens

CHAPTER SIX

After today, anything seemed possible. Nothing had changed and yet everything

had. Somehow I’d stumbled into an alternate universe where I spent time with

Alex ... and we connected. 

I entered the main hall at college with the champagne fizz of  victory

running through me. Even an enforced evening of  choral singing and promoting

the school to parents and their bored offspring didn’t faze me. Somehow I would

have fun.

Over the heads of  the crowd I saw Ben. He was leaning against a

radiator. His posture looked awkward, until I realised he was shielding plastic

cups of  wine from view, lined up along the radiator box.

I started moving towards him before I was even sure of  my intentions,

my body seemingly deciding on action while my brain lagged behind.

Time to have fun. 

The thought whipped across my mind, clear and sharp. The words

matched the energy of  my body and I didn’t question them. Everything felt

right.

Ben looked up as I approached him, and I let a swing enter my step. I

could have leant beside him, or sat in one of  the plastic seats nearby. Instead I

strode right to him, before boosting myself  up onto the radiator cage, so our

arms brushed and my bare legs swung centimetres from his hand. When I met

his eyes, mine were on a level with his.

‘Hi,’ I said.
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‘Hey.’ I’d taken him aback, but he rallied with an easy grin. ‘You’re a nice

surprise.’

‘Right back at you.’ I leaned towards him and whispered in his ear, ‘I

thought you might need some help.’

‘Help?’ 

‘Hiding the contraband?’ I raised my eyebrows, nodding towards his

stash.

He laughed. ‘Didn’t the last time you help me also involve alcohol?’

I felt a sting of  embarrassment at the memory of  the BBQ – of  holding

one of  the clinking carriers of  booze and trailing Ben mutely across the sand,

too shy to meet his eyes, let alone talk.

I didn’t want to be that person any more. I wouldn’t be her. But when I

met his eyes, he didn’t look like he was remembering the me of  that night.

‘This is pretty.’ He touched my silver bracelet, his hand grazing my arm.

‘Sexy Roman Centurion.’

‘That’s exactly what I was going for.’ The words were there before I’d

thought them, my body still seemingly running on some wired instinct.

Ben’s smile widened and he leaned closer. ‘You know the easiest way to

hide alcohol?’

‘What?’

He looked around quickly, then reached behind, brought out a cup and

took a large swig. ‘Ta da!’ he said.

I giggled. ‘Ingenious.’

‘Have one,’ he offered.

I almost did. No one was watching, the few teachers in the hall grouped

around the meagre selection of  finger-food at the buffet. But I didn’t want to

drink, not really. ‘No thanks, you’re good.’

‘Not in the mood for warm boxed wine?’ asked Ben. ‘Very wise.’ He

took another swig, screwing up his face. ‘I wish I had your restraint.’ I could see

the eager look in his eyes as he waited to see if  he’d amused me, and he grinned

when I laughed.

He wasn’t to know I was laughing because I’d never realised it could be
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this easy. This easy to create a flicker of  interest in someone’s eyes. This easy to

lose yourself. To shrug off  the parts of  me I didn’t want and pick a whole other

person to be.

I ran my hand over my hair under the pretence of  tucking in stray wisps.

As I tilted my head to the side, I could feel Ben’s gaze on my exposed neck, my

jaw, my face. I felt no embarrassment, not even about my scar. It was dizzying

to be this in-control. No wonder Jessica loved it.

‘So why are you even here?’ I asked, poking him in the arm with my

finger. ‘Not that I’m complaining.’ I looked up from under my lashes and the

tips of  his ears turned pink. He took a hasty glug of  wine.

‘I volunteered to show people round the music department,’ he said.

‘Very selfless.’

‘For extra credit, of  course.’ He took another furtive swallow, scanning

the crowd for teachers. ‘I don’t know why Al’s here though.’

I followed his gaze to Alex.

He was standing with Jessica, naturally. She was talking to Mr Roberts,

who was wearing a madly floral tie. Jessica was laughing, her pony tail swinging

like a shampoo ad. She slipped her hand into Alex’s and I turned away, fast. 

‘Maybe he wants to hear her sing.’ Again, the words came from nowhere

I knew, but I inwardly applauded the lightness of  my tone. Screw Jess and Alex

both. I didn’t care. I didn’t. There was a good-looking boy sitting next to me,

hanging on my every word. 

‘Maybe,’ Ben made a face. ‘Young love, eh.’

‘You think?’ I had to concentrate to keep my face neutral.

‘Who knows,’ Ben shrugged. ‘She’s fun, I guess. A bit of  a loose cannon,

but some guys like that.’

And didn’t I know it.

‘She’s a little obvious for my tastes.’ Ben held my gaze. His eyes were a

clear brown, the lashes as long as my own. In many ways he was very similar to

Alex; the same light golden skin and perfectly straight nose. He leaned closer

and I could smell on his breath a hint of  wine sourness. It made me pull back,

aware suddenly, that I was toe-up against a line I wasn’t sure I wanted to cross.
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My gaze had found its way back to Alex. He saw me and raised his

glass; a friendly gesture, nothing more.

‘So, we should hang out,’ Ben was saying. ‘The two of  us, I mean.

Sometime.’

I pulled my gaze from Alex. I think I’d just missed the first person ever

to ask me out. 

‘So what do you think?’ Ben hadn’t noticed Alex was watching, but I

could still see him from the corner of  my eye. 

‘Sure, maybe.’ I looked up at Ben.

I had no intention of  going. I knew this as I spoke. But I wanted Alex

to see the smile on Ben’s face when it appeared, to see Ben’s eyes taking me in.

I wanted him to know that somebody wanted me. Was that so wrong? 

Nothing’s wrong if  you want it.

The thought was barely a whisper, but my body responded anyway –

sod it. I leaned in towards Ben and his smile brightened by degrees, warming

me like alcohol. His hand moved from my arm to the small of  my back, pulling

me closer –

Someone tapped my shoulder. I jerked around flustered, my head

swimming, unsure of  what I’d been about to do.

Jessica was behind me and she was alone. Seeing her was instantly

sobering; it was impossible to be near her without wondering which way she

would spring.

‘Looking good, Evie. Being mates with me agrees with you.’

‘Nice of  you to say so.’

My words were dry and her eyes lit up. It was the challenge, I realised.

She liked it when a person didn’t fold immediately. 

It was weird, but somehow I could resent Jessica’s existence several times

a day and still be pleased to see her. She had a way of  making things real. You

lived every moment fully when she was around – even if  it was on your toes.

She tucked her arm into mine and her skin was cool, her aqua tank-top a soft

cloud.

I admit it, I got more of  a thrill from her touching me than Ben. I
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couldn’t help it, Jessica by my side was a status symbol I’d never dreamed of

achieving. And if  our friendship wasn’t real? If  it were just a sham? Well, we

were the only two to know.  

‘I’m stealing her away,’ Jessica announced to Ben. ‘We’re starting now.’

She cocked an eyebrow at me, ‘although you may not have noticed ...’

The smirk she gave was brazen enough for Ben to look at his hands. But

I knew now not to give her the satisfaction of  embarrassing me. I met her eyes.

‘I’m ready,’ I said.

‘So let’s do it.’ She towed me away by the arm.

As expected, the crowds melted before Jessica.

‘Congrats. Ben looks ready to reel in,’ her glossed lips quirked. ‘I thought

I might need a bucket of  water.’

I opened my mouth, I think to protest, but Jessica just laughed.

‘Hey, you don’t have to deny it to me – Claire, maybe ...’

My stomach dropped away. I looked to where the rest of  our class was

assembling to sing. Claire was already in line, talking at speed and gesturing

angrily to the girl next to her. She managed to spare the time to shoot me a

filthy look.

Oh. Jesus.

‘Look, I’ll straighten it out,’ said Jessica. ‘Claire’ll take it better from me.

Those two were going nowhere. You’d be doing her a favour.’

Jessica steered me into line just as Mr Roberts began to talk, giving me

some small reprieve and allowing me to turn my back on Claire and face the

audience. 

‘Welcome everyone to tonight’s Open House,’ he began. ‘But before we

let you loose for a wander and a chat in the departments, A-level Theatre will

be kicking things off  – hopefully in style – with a classic Welsh ditty.’

I couldn’t think what I was going to say to Claire about Ben. The truth

– that she hadn’t even crossed my mind – I knew from experience was the

hardest thing to hear.

Was I destined to lose my friends as soon as I’d gained them? Would I

be sent again to the back of  the line? No buts. No cuts.
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The song’s intro began on the piano and I all but threw myself  towards

the refuge of  the sound. I wanted out of  my head, needed to feel something

good.

I wasn’t let down.

Within seconds of  uttering the first note, I was lost, the pull of  the

melody and the tide of  sensations even stronger than before, bearing me away

on a wave of  euphoria.

I no longer cared about Claire, or wondered what Jessica saw when she

looked at me. I wasn’t concerned that I’d twisted Ben’s view of  me, just to see

if  I could.

All I could feel was the music, its pulse stronger than my own heart. 

I didn’t look to see how the audience reacted, I was barely even aware

of  the surrounding singers. I was waiting for each coming note. Each one I

sung, left me a little more giddy, a little more weightless. The melody was peeling

away pieces of  me, leaving me lighter. Tugging me further and further from

myself  until I was almost free.

What was left, when it was over and the harsh silence hit my ears was

clear and sharp and focused. It was a me I didn’t know. Something not softened

by the tide but honed by it; bright and sparkling. Dangerous.

With the echoes of  the music in my mind, I didn’t need anyone to

approve of  me, not anymore.

I wanted more than this claustrophobic group of  people, none of  whom

really liked me. If  I couldn’t have Alex then none of  this was enough.

Don’t worry.

The whispering was back, as soft as a caress.

I’ve got your back.
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from Mauseline

CHAPTER ONE

‘Three … ’ 

The countdown begins on time; the shadow on the sundial is pointing

at nine. I love these morning sessions. I’m waiting for the count of  two, when

I hear it I will begin casting the spell to let me end this fight quickly. My heart

races so I steady my breathing and hope that in doing so my heart will do the

same. I am sat with my back pressed up against a stone wall, a small barrier

between myself  and our opposition. On my left my eldest brother, Birch, is also

waiting. He is fully dressed in metal-plate armour. His helmet looks like a bucket

with a flap cut in the front, he’s never cared much for looking impressive; he

says that if  the helmet does the job then he’s happy. He is crouched, eyes closed,

holding the handle of  his blade in both hands. He’s muttering a prayer to

Makrath. He is calling on the God of  War to guide his hand in battle. 

I prefer to think that I am in control of  my own actions; whilst the gods

have influenced my life more than most in the country, I hope that they have

given me a semblance of  free will. I do, however, hope that they guide Birch’s

hand to close his visor before we start: the last thing we need is someone losing

an eye before the battle at Barrengrawl. 

Oakaren is to my right, his usually stylishly slicked-back hair is dry and

sticking up in places. It takes a lot of  self-control not to put his cowlicks back

in place – when I get stressed out I start putting things in their right place. I’m

able to keep myself  in check most of  the time but every now and then I start
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rearranging bookshelves, or tidying my tutor’s perpetually cluttered classroom,

and it’s not until someone tells me that I’m doing it that I’m able to stop. 

Oak is crouching facing the wall with a crossbow in hand. My brother

and I share an affinity for not wanting to get up close and personal in these

fights. It seems an unnecessary waste of  skin. Neither of  us dress for close-

combat, choosing to wear loose fitting cloth garments that are much better for

running away should we need to. We are not cowards. We are survivors. At least

… that’s what we tell each other. I’m not sure the kingdom sees it that way.

Perhaps that is why more and more cities are succumbing to Gallus Aescerian’s

rebellion. 

‘Two …’ 

I focus on the magic that runs through my blood. I am Princess Mauseline,

of  House Abarelle, the daughter of  Queen Anika and King Sion, first of  my name. I am

a daughter of  the Goddess Al-Halazar. I feel the connection to the other planes

burst through my chest. A sudden rush of  energy pulses through my body and

pushes me forwards, away from the wall. 

That’s never happened before. Now is not the time for the Al-Halazar

to start sending me new powers.  

‘One …’

No time to question that now. E’SHAH. This spell means, light, and as

Birch stands on my left, still hunched enough to be covered behind the small

wall, pale green light begins to glow in my chest. It pulses with every beat of

my heart, spreading down my body, up over my shoulders, I can see it change

the colour of  the tip of  my nose, getting paler and greener with every beat. 

Two cannons fire in quick succession. 

Birch dashes past the wall and out onto the courtyard, where similar
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blockades to my current position are, providing more than enough adequate

cover for our opposition. Two loud shrieks come from above. 

Those bastards. They started on the roof. Birch is out in the open with

two very large birds about to tear into him. I stand and face the sky, the sun

blinds me and I cannot see where either of  them are. Oak has the same problem,

he asks me if  there is anything that I can do, and I tell him to wait. Energy is

flooding my body now; I can feel it pulsing in the tips of  my fingers and toes,

looking for a way out. I don’t know how long it is safe to hold on to magic like

this. 

Another shriek echoes around the courtyard. Birch has taken his shield

from his back and is holding it above him to block out the sun. He’s still got his

visor open. A silhouette darts across the sun, and back across getting larger, I

think that one is Rok, the elder Pterran. 

‘Where’s Astor?’ I shout to Oakaren, but he is too busy trying to keep

his sights on Rok to answer me. 

Birch screams. High pitched and childlike. Astor, the younger and taller

of  the two Pterrans, has landed behind him with wings outstretched and is

holding Birch by his bicep. It is moments like these that I can truly appreciate

how absurdly large the Pterrans are. Birch is almost a foot and a half  taller than

my meagre five feet. Birch’s head is only just reaching the chest of  Astor. 

Astor’s feathers are black with an oil-in-water quality to them. His face

is like that of  a raven’s, his mouth … beak … jaw … beak is as big as my head.

Pterran arms are similar to human arms until the elbow, when they revert back

to bird-like talons. Astor’s forearms look like they have been strapped in a layer

of  clear leather, a natural armour, a trait he shares with his brother. Astor’s razor-

sharp talons are digging in to the gaps in Birch’s plate and I can see blood

dripping on to the dusty stone floor of  the courtyard. 

OUS. Leave. I fire the light towards the chaos. I hope that Birch has the

sense to close his eyes. This is the reason we made sure you had the visor,

Bertrand. 

The percussive wave from the release of  energy sends me flying back

several feet, but I manage to stay upright. I watch as a pale green statue of
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myself  flies across the courtyard towards Birch and Astor, I feel it hit them

both. Cries of  agony come from them both as my magic sears their skin. Please

have closed your eyes Birch. Please. 

‘Moss, duck!’ the cry comes too late, and I am knocked to the floor by

Rok as he barrels into me. Ha! Duck. Very funny, Oak. Rok’s beak is much less

intimidating than his brother’s, resembling a common mallard’s in its yellow

colouring. Even Rok’s feathers are coloured like a duck, black and brown, but

his talons are Pterran. I feel them pierce my shoulder and waist as he pushes

himself  from me and stands to face Oak. 

The pain is excruciating. I can feel my pulse pushing more blood from

me with every beat. These wounds, however, are not life threatening; my powers

will save me. I channel my divine energy once more, I hear the cries from Birch

and Astor die down as the spell wears off  – I can’t cast more than one at a time. 

I feel healing magic wash through me. This spell always feels

uncomfortable. It feels like I am trying to sweat out honey, or milk, or something

equally unusual for a human being to pass through their skin. The plus side to

the discomfort is that as soon as the spell finds any open wound, it closes and

repairs the flesh as if  nothing happened. 

A crossbow bolt is released, and the sound of  it piercing flesh follows

almost instantly behind. 

‘By the Six! Moss, help!’ Oak sounds more panicked than he usually does

after one of  these sessions. ‘Help! Quickly, Moss, please!’ What on Gaius’ great

Earth has he done? 

I run over the short distance to Oak and Rok and for a split second my

stomach somersaults and I think that I might vomit. Oak has fired a crossbow

bolt up into the left eye of  the Pterran, who is visibly shaking, and I can see

nothing but fear in his good eye. The bolt is sticking out of  the centre of  the

eye and there is blood and goop running down the inside of  his face, past his

beak, into his open mouth. His breathing is harsh and shallow. I need to do

something quickly.

Annoyingly my first thought is not a plan to save the bird; instead I’m

wondering how he’s still alive, there’s a bolt in his eye … how far back is a
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Pterran’s brain from its eye? No time for thinking about that now, we can ask

them later. Time to use your powers for good, Moss. You can do this. Somehow. 

Okay don’t panic. Think of  it like tidying, except you’re tidying a face

by taking a stick out of  it. A really bloody and gross stick. 

My stomach flips again. I don’t think Astor will thank me if  I throw up

on his wounded brother but, on the bright side, if  Rok dies then he can’t get

annoyed at me for throwing up on him. 

What a horrible thing to think.   

I have two options. One: I cast the healing spell on the Pterran as he is

now and hope that in doing so the spell pushes out the bolt and the eye returns

to normal. But if  I do that then there’s the possibility that the spell may just

heal everything around the bolt and may even fuse the flesh to the bolt and Rok

would be forever walking around with a bolt hanging out of  his face. 

I gag, visibly and audibly. 

Option two: I pull the bolt out, and possibly the eye along with it …

stomach, please control yourself  … and hope that the spell grows a new eye

for Rok? That doesn’t sound as good. 

Okay. If  someone has been stabbed, what do I do? I wait for the blade

to be pulled out before I cast the spell. I wait for arrows to be taken out if

someone has been shot. So … option two seems the right one. 

I hate this. This is why I tell them not to aim for the vitals. What if  Rok

loses his depth perception and now he’s useless tomorrow?

Astor has carried Birch over to us both. I close my brother’s wounds

easily. His eyes are still closed. I would be willing to wager my powers that he

didn’t close his eyes when my spell went off. I put my thumbs over both of  his

eyelids and focus the spell there. When I withdraw from him, Birch opens his

eyes and looks sheepishly at me. I would scold him but now is not the time. I’ll

do it when Father is watching. 
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Charlotte’s career as a journalist, writing features for publications such as The

Sunday Times and the Times Educational Supplement, earned her two awards,

including Investment Journalist of  the Year, presented to her at the Houses of

Parliament. Fuelled by her love of  drama and fascination with people and what

makes them tick, she spends much of  her spare time writing plays and stories.

While working on her first novel – for which she got a distinction at the Bath

Spa MA Creative Writing course – she was especially delighted to meet Igor, a

much-loved character, who appeared unexpectedly on the page.

Synopsis

Uncle Igor and I is a coming-of-age tale with a dark twist, set in the bohemian

world of  London’s Primrose Hill, 1972. This bittersweet exploration of  grief

follows 17-year-old Lara’s search for identity as she navigates life in the chaotic

aftermath of  her parents’ death. Wishing only for a stable existence, she finds

herself  torn between her eccentric guardian, Uncle Igor, and the respectable

Aunt Cynthia. Lara’s troubles intensify when a hugely valuable painting, which

holds the potential to change her life, goes missing. But she must discover for

herself  just who and what she can trust.

charlottewolff3@gmail.com
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from Uncle Igor and I

CHAPTER ONE

It was a normal Sunday – or so I thought.

I was at my desk, revising for a maths exam, books spread across the

green leather surface, a shaft of  sunlight illuminating the ink stain left by a leaky

pen. The sound of  Polly’s music thumped in the bedroom above mine. 

When the doorbell rang I thought it was Mum and Dad and they’d

forgotten their key. They were due back from some awards dinner up north,

something to do with Dad’s film work, but I didn’t know exactly when they’d

be home. Reluctantly, I put down my biro and went downstairs.

A man and a woman in police uniform stood on the top step. He held

his helmet stiffly against his side. She had a pretty face, a short bob of  blond

hair.

‘Is this the house of  Andrei and Mary Veronski?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘But they’re not in.’ The thought flashed through my

mind that my parents had finally crossed the line and committed some criminal

act. I tried to smile.

‘Are you a relative of  Mr and Mrs Veronski?’ the man asked. 

I considered denying it, but thought better of  it. ‘Yes. I’m their daughter.

What’s going on?’

‘I’m Sergeant Cummings and this is Police Constable Lunn. I’m sorry

to trouble you, madam. We’d like to come in if  that’s all right with you.’ He held

up his identification card.

‘Is there anyone else in the house?’ he added.
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On TV, this might be the moment when the girl at the door shouts

upstairs – ‘Run for it!’ and bolts out through the back door. But this was just

17-year-old me, itching to get back to my schoolwork, on the doorstep of  my

home in Primrose Hill, north London. Apart from the smell of  hash wafting

down from upstairs, there was really nothing much to hide.

‘My sister’s upstairs, with her boyfriend,’ I confessed.

The policewoman looked at me with kind eyes, a tight crease set in the

middle of  her brow. Something about her expression made my brain do a weird

spin, like I had a fleeting thought but couldn’t grasp what it was. My stomach

tightened.

She repeated his request. ‘Would you mind if  we come in? We’d like to

speak to you and your sister.’

I led them up a flight of  stairs to the sitting room, which I figured was

the least likely place to hold tell-tale signs of  cannabis. I was right – no ashtrays

– and only one discarded cereal bowl on the floor.

They were both deadly serious, standing there watching me. My legs felt

weak and wobbly.

‘I’ll fetch them down then,’ I said, after straightening the paisley

bedspread that covered the sofa.

Polly’s room was up three flights. I knocked on her door. Experience

had taught me that I really didn’t want to barge in on her when she was with a

boyfriend.

‘What is it?’ she shouted, competing with the sound of  Bob Dylan’s

‘Highway 61’.

She was lounging on her bed in her silk dressing gown, looking

gorgeous, even before she’d washed or done her hair. Greg was lying beside her,

dragging on a cigarette, ash hanging.

‘It’s the police,’ I said in hushed tones, my heart pounding.

They looked at me, horrified. 

‘What do you mean, it’s the police?’ Polly asked. Greg was already on

his feet, wearing just a pair of  underpants, rummaging through the pockets of

his leather jacket.
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‘They’re downstairs, in the sitting room,’ I said.

‘The fuzz! In the sitting room!’ Polly said. ‘What on earth are they doing

there?’

Greg was looking at a piece of  silver foil in his hand. ‘Do you think this

would flush down the loo?’

We ignored him.

‘They asked if  this is where the Veronskis live. I couldn’t say no, could

I?’ I explained. ‘Then they asked if  they could come in.’ I was struggling to

breathe as I spoke, I was that stressed. ‘I think something bad might have

happened. They want to speak to both of  us.’

Polly swung her slender legs to the floor with her usual grace.

‘They don’t want to speak to me, do they?’ Greg asked.

‘They know you’re here, so … ’

‘I think you should come,’ Polly suggested, more like a command.

Greg started stuffing his legs into his jeans at great speed.

‘Tell them we’ll be down in a minute,’ she said. ‘And offer them some tea.’

I found the two visitors sitting awkwardly on the sofa. They didn’t want

drinks. I hovered for a moment before dashing off  to the toilet.

When I got back, Polly was talking to them. ‘I’m 21 and Lara’s 17. Why

do you need to know?’ She sounded scared.

I sat on a beanbag. Then the man came straight out with it. ‘I’m really

sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid we have some bad news.’

I stared at a ladder in the policewoman’s tights, wondering if  she knew

it was there.

‘It’s about your parents,’ he said.

I lifted my head. To my surprise, the woman looked as if  she was about

to cry.

‘They were involved in an accident early this morning,’ he went on.

‘Not dead though,’ I heard myself  say.

‘I’m sorry.’ His words hovered in the air like dust motes, their meaning

refusing to settle.

I looked at him.
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‘They were taken to the Birmingham Royal from the scene of  the

accident. I’m afraid neither of  them survived.’

Silence. Then a strange, rasping sound. It came from me.

Greg rushed over to Polly, stumbling. ‘Unbelievable, man,’ he cried.

‘No, that can’t be right.’ It was Polly speaking, but her voice was high

and unfamiliar.

I became conscious that the walls of  the house were too far apart – a

sensation of  profound precariousness. I felt that if  I tried to stand up I’d be

knocked straight down, because the framework that held my life together was

suddenly not there. I thought, with a stab of  self-inflicted guilt born of  pure

fantasy, that maybe they’d driven too fast – to get back early, for me. That maybe

it happened because of  me.

Polly lurched forwards, her long hair framing a distorted face. I reached

out to her and held on tight, as if  by some miracle she could stop me sinking.

We were taking our first steps, about to learn what it meant to enter adulthood

without parents.

Officially, suddenly, we were orphans.

Uncle Igor arrived within the hour, having cycled straight round from his flat

in Notting Hill. As he’s our closest relative, one of  the police officers had called

him to break the news.

‘My sweet angels! Embrace me!’ he cried as he burst through the door.

How sweet it was to hear the rich, mournful sound of  his voice.

Tears trickled from his eyes as he strode, arms outstretched, into the

sitting room, where Polly and I lay on the sofa, wrapped in blankets, despite the

warmth of  the day. He wore his usual outfit: a black peaked cap, red waistcoat

and bicycle clips on his trousers.

As he wrapped his bear-like arms around me, I clung to him in a way I

never thought I would, breathing in the scent of  his sandalwood oil. Strands of

his beard found their way into my mouth so I pulled away, noticing with a stab

of  unbearable pain how much he had the look of  Dad around the eyes and

mouth.
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For the next few days we lived a semi-real existence, visited at times by

neighbours and friends who came and went, half-acknowledged. At mealtimes,

Igor would appear in our kitchen, his bulky torso wrapped in his apron, the

words Never Knowingly Understood emblazoned across it. ‘Food is the balm for a

broken heart,’ he told us.

On one of  these days he announced he would teach us how to make

solyanka soup, a Russian broth. ‘The cure of  all cures for hangovers,’ he

explained.

‘Hangovers? I’ve never had a hangover,’ I said.

‘It is I that have the very worst kind of  hurting,’ he replied. The shadows

under his eyes were darker than ever.

‘Too much vodka?’ Polly asked.

He shook his head. ‘Yesterday I saw a sight I cannot forget.’

Looking into his eyes, I began to understand what he was telling us. He

had been to identify our parents’ bodies.

I went over and hugged him, laying my head on his chest. He put one

arm around me. Polly sat down on the armchair in the corner of  the kitchen,

staring at Igor, her face pale. ‘You saw them,’ she said.

‘But we have work to do,’ he said, stepping away from me.

He began to unload the ingredients from a canvas bag, which he’d

carried over on his bike. It included a cabbage, celery, carrots, chicken breast,

two sausages and a greasy jam jar labelled beef  stock.

‘Now, my children, we shred the cabbage and you, Polly, must cut this

piece of  celery very fine.’

Polly walked slowly towards us and knelt on a wooden stool, her hair

flopping around her face as she leaned her elbows on the table.

‘No, no! You must never let your hair fall like this when you’re preparing

food.’ He gathered up her hair and held it back.

‘Lara, find me one of  her ribbons.’

‘Uncle Igor, this is 1972, not 1872. I never tie my hair with ribbon,’ Polly

said. Then she asked if  I could get one of  Mum’s bandana headscarves.

I was in no mood to argue.
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Mum’s drawer was packed full of  colourful fabrics. I returned with a

red scarf  flecked with white dots. I’d seen her wear it so many times.

We began to prepare the vegetables, and as Igor filled a sachet with

herbs, he spoke sombrely: ‘Today, my darling children, we must begin to do

what our hearts cannot bear. We must plan the burial of  our dear Andrei and

his beautiful Mary. There must be a great funeral in their honour.’

Polly and I remained silent. To me, the true reality of  their death was

still hovering in some distant, dark place.

‘A Russian Orthodox ceremony would be what our father, your

grandfather, would have wished,’ he continued.

I didn’t know much about funerals, but I had no memory of  Dad ever

going to church or talking about the Russian Orthodox religion.

‘That would be … amazing,’ Polly said.

Igor nodded. ‘We can give them the send-off  they deserve, full of

colour, candlelight, flowers and beautiful song.’

‘We could use that church in Knightsbridge,’ Polly suggested.

He lifted his arms. ‘No, no, it doesn’t have the architecture. The cathedral

with the magnificent blue dome is better. It has the splendour. Inside, the images

all around like a golden haze, and the bells they ring from the tower. This is

what we need.’

I finished shredding the cabbage and wiped my hands on my apron. 

‘Shall I do the carrot?’ I asked.

Igor gave me a sharp knife and I began to chop.

‘I don’t think that will work, Igor,’ I said.

‘There is something wrong with the knife?’ He turned around from the

pan, his face reddened by the steam.

‘No, I mean the church idea. Mum was a complete atheist and I thought

Dad was too. He never went to church. I don’t know if  it’s even allowed for

atheists to be buried there.’

Igor fell silent for a while as I chopped. 

‘Do you know, little one, you may be right. Always the one with her head

in the position.’
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‘Screwed on the right way,’ I muttered, keen as always for accuracy.

He began to softly sing a Russian song. Then he placed his wooden

spoon on the sideboard. ‘Do you know, girls, we can hold a funeral wherever

we want? There is no law telling us we cannot celebrate their lives on Primrose

Hill beneath the open sky.’

‘Cool,’ Polly said. She seemed to brighten.

‘It would be easier to just book a place like the one we went to when

Grandma died. The crematorium up in Hendon,’ I said.

Igor paused, then put his hand on my shoulder. ‘Lara, my myshka, you

may be right. With you here, we are safe as ... ’ He struggled to find the word.

‘Houses,’ I said.

He kissed the top of  my head.
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POETRY





Energy
Introduction by Tim Liardet

Though the goal remains the same – to deconstruct in order to reconstruct –

each new incarnation of  the MA Poetry Workshop generates a unique,

unprecedented and irreplaceable energy. This has never been truer than for the

poets who made this year’s workshop so rewarding an experience. Each poet

took on a new critical vocabulary and put it to good use; each quickly

understood the painful business of  self-editing, the exactions of  word-skinning

and the animal traps poetry slyly sets for its devotees: in short, each learnt, to

paraphrase Charles Olson, Harold Bloom and many others, the power of  any

poem is the poems it leaves out.

Josie Alford crossed the floor from Spoken Word to take on arguably

the hardest job that poetry can tackle: the death of  a father and, with him, the

death (and continued life) of  a deeply complex relationship. The effects were

often as bold as they were confrontational, as stunning as they were moving,

stuffed full of  courage, impossible to forget.

Sophie Dumont mastered the luminous narrative-as-lyric, deeply

personal in tone and founded in the sort of  articulation which ensured it

travelled way beyond itself  to make its wider grasp. The images were exact and

strikingly original. When she encountered the work of  Ocean Vuong, her poems

mined a rich seam, struck a crisp, a fresh, a compelling new register.

Anbur Ghouri put ancient forms like the villanelle and the sestina

through the psychic spin drier and they came out the other side elegantly

misshapen and unable to fit anything too orthodox. The effects were brilliantly

subversive. In work that broke all the conventional rules of  engagement, she
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made of  the prose poem and the still life an exquisite if  not otherworldly

marriage.

Nicola Heaney, in the evolution of  her own distinctive voice, made her

peace with ‘Irishness’ and perhaps with the artistic gift/burden of  her surname:

her poems displayed a marked fidelity to an Irish ‘sound’, while simultaneously

striking chords of  European post-modernity, or perhaps what is better called

post-Irish Irishness. The synthesis was exciting, and entirely her own.

Twice shortlisted for the T.S. Eliot Prize, for The World Before Snow (Carcanet) in

2015 and The Blood Choir (Seren) in 2006, Tim Liardet has produced eleven

collections of  poetry to date. He has also been longlisted for the Whitbread

Poetry Prize, and has received several Poetry Book Society Recommendations,

a Poetry Book Society Pamphlet Choice, an Arts Council England Writer’s

Award, Society of  Authors Award, a Hawthornden fellowship, three Pushcart

nominations, and various other awards. His poems have appeared or are due to

appear in The Kenyon Review, The New Republic, Slate Magazine, The North American

Review, London Review of  Books, The Times Literary Supplement, The Poetry Review,

Poetry London, New Statesman, The Spectator, The Guardian, The Sunday Times, The

Independent, and many other journals. Arcimboldo’s Bulldog: New and Selected Poems

appeared from Carcanet in May 2018. He is Professor of  Poetry at Bath Spa

University, England.
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Josie Alford

Josie Alford is a poet, performer and workshop facilitator who has performed

at events and festivals around the country. Her poetry fuses the techniques of

written poetry and spoken word. She is the winner of  the Hip Yak Poetry Slam

2018 and is part of  the winning team at the Hammer and Tongue National

Team Slam championships. 

Synopsis

Faulty Manufacturing is about the loss of  a father, domestic violence, trauma and

how to reconcile that with one’s grief. The collection is defined by the fractured

nature of  memory and is driven by a whirlwind of  emotion, searching for

meaning in old family stories. This collection shapes a horribly painful

experience yet evokes a strange, posthumous ambivalence towards the father.

The sometimes self-consciously dismissive tone gives grief  a new form in which

to appear and the deliciously jarring humour gives it a sparkly jacket.

jmo.alford@gmail.com

www.josiealford.com
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from Faulty Manufacturing

November the Twenty-first 

On my way to see Simon Armitage read

Travelling Songs and Paper Aeroplanes,

I play chance encounters; a man holds

a fairy-lit guitar, crooning old songs

to the passing crowd,

the spice of  mulled wine clouds

around smart couples snuggled unironically

sipping steaming takeaway cups

in doorways up the cobbled street.

I continue up the Christmas Steps,

the phenomenon of  an impostor.
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Sonder on the M4

Sit side by side no eye contact,

it’s easier for me to talk this way,

but I don’t, not always.

It is busy, this stretch of  grey is choked

by an embolism near junction 18. Now,

we’re surrounded by other bodies

in other cars.

I see an old moon in a passenger window

it stares right back and for a moment

we connect, before the inside lane 

moves on and I’m left behind to crawl.

In an attempt to avoid vicious memories

and travel sickness, I close my eyes. 

A spare left hand finds my right wrist;

a link to a reality that I’m not sure 

I want to be in anymore.

We drive on like everyone else:

each going where we need to go

and back again.

Sonder: n. the realisation that each passerby is living a life as vivid and complex

as your own – The Dictionary of  Obscure Sorrows
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A Poet Returns Home

I choked on the words I wished were mine,

bit back what I could shout at them all

but the grief-stricken air silenced any honesty;

and honestly, my own language

is blunt and unwielding.

Not fit for purpose.

I stalk this silent house not quite a home,

with corpses hidden in each small room,

softly, so as not to wake the dead.
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My Father’s Crocs

He had the same black pair for years;

they were useful to slip outside for a fag,

but in the end he smoked indoors.

He died in them.

We tried to leave them behind

but when we got back we found them

where his landlady had left them for us

stained, worn and falling apart

in the garden of  my family home. 
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Sophie Dumont

Sophie is a writer and artist from Bath. Before the MA she was the resident

writer for Leeds-based immersive theatre company Riptide, and now performs

her poetry in venues around the South West. Sophie has been published in The

Interpreter’s House, shortlisted by Bare Fiction and Highly Commended by Poetry

School and Nine Arches Press. She was also chosen to become one of  two Bristol

Boat Poets 2018, where she was given a residency along the Harbourside and had

a film made of  one of  her poems. Her writing is confessional, rich in sensory

fusion and balances a narrative and lyric tone. 

Synopsis

Sophie let life events during her MA year infiltrate her poetry collection,

including the birth of  her niece, two break-ups, and a residency along the Avon.

The MA also allowed Sophie space to creatively address the death of  a partner

six years ago. The collection was inspired by Sophie’s obsession with the

condition of  synaesthesia, and this way of  combining the senses enhanced her

use of  colour and visceral experiences. As the year progressed she found her

natural form moved from lyric to prose poem. Her collection contains a

strangeness of  diction and plenty of  personal confessions as a young woman. 

sophiedumont@hotmail.co.uk

www.sophiedumont.co.uk

Instagram: @sophie_dumont

Twitter: @SophieDumont1
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from Notes on Hung Road

First Impressions

You introduce yourself

and the base vibration of  your voice

is oatmeal and buttermilk.

I offer you my name

and the mustard yellow of  its letters

rolls from my lips

– I’ve given you a sunflower

the moment before the sun sinks

to somewhere else.

Our hands shake

and a loamy memory 

wipes across my palette. 

Now we don’t talk in separate beds.

My cereal tastes of  cereal 

and I wonder what you heard in me. 
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Word Heave

I used to sleep with an encyclopedia beneath my pillow

I believed the hard facts would turn soft

under my weight and spill into my ears

I would season my meals with ripped up notes

cast away from my father’s desk and fold the words

into my pasta until they became translucent

my dictionaries still make my mouth wet

but I don’t think it’s about consumption anymore

I’ve noticed myself  retching out

something at night usually after I’ve heard

your words and I think I ate too much as a child

I try and leave words where they might

not be noticed like that scene in The Great Escape

where the men shake the soil from their trousers

and kick it into the earth

yes I need to be lighter excrete some of  it fast

because we talk when the light bulbs have been cold

for hours and I feel a retch coming and I sweat

with the prospect of  what might come out
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Not Yet Walking

My niece stands clinging to the furniture,

a light wobble on the tightrope of  her feet.

She moves, branch-to-branch, table leg to sofa,

carefully tracing the outline of  the house

as if  she’s gathering

for the day she’s left with nothing.

You could have been her Uncle

but, instead, you left me to trace the remains

of  our five years together like the white line drawn

around the perimeter of  a crime scene.

You could have been her Uncle.

I kiss her like I’m starving, like she’s air

and I’m drowning. I wonder when she’ll know

that my mouth coming towards her

endlessly is a good thing.

You could have been her Uncle

but, instead, you stood in the centre of  the room

where neither of  us could reach

and my niece and I were left to figure out

the relationship between

foot and ground, ground and foot.
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Venice

A boat’s mast passes amongst chimneys. A man bobs at a floating bus stop. The

tower leans to hear the water telling it of  its thirst for the rooftops. There are

no pigeons in Piazza San Marco. Perhaps they let a bird of  prey circle the first

Tuesday of  every month to scare them off. I stand in between the two string

bands on either side of  the square. I wait for afternoon to touch the gold tiling

of  the Basilica. I wait for it to appear as if  in flames and burn ferociously on

the violin’s wail.
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New Skin

We don’t know each other, only met up twice to move our limbs in and out of

pink light in an underground club. This morning, we are sober. We see each

other. We ask about each scar and blemish and listen. I trace the red where you

trapped the sun at the back of  your neck and kept its warmth. You count the

dips on my ribs left by chickenpox and offer me yours that match. You give me

the darker patch on your wrist, burnt from a motorbike’s exhaust pipe and

already in the shade and shape of  a band-aid. You split your lip in a drunken

fight, which reminds me of  how young you are and how I have five years of

scars on you, but when you push up your lip with your tongue to show the white

sliver, I shock you with my hunger. I eat your mouth. I sing the scales of  myself

into your lungs and also the scales of  not-myself  because your not knowing me

is delicious. A different daylight lightens your back. We turn each other inside

out and begin, tentatively, asking of  the parts we cannot see. 
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Anbur Ghouri 

Anbur Ghouri has completed a MA in Creative Writing at Bath Spa University.

She writes poetry.

Synopsis

Her manuscript is a collection of  poems which explore form, theatre and art.

The prose poems imitate the style of  still life paintings. 

anbur.ghouri17@bathspa.ac.uk
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from A Drop of  Calligraphy

Watching the Women in Macbeth 

I was six when I lost my soul,

on the theatre doors

it left a smoky red satin.

Heavy gilded folds of  cloth

draped open to frame life.

I was six when I lost my soul

free to join a fraternity of  females

gifted with liver, a nose and lips

which left a smoky red stain

that clung to my hands, as though

the theatre marked me; guilty.

I was six when I lost my soul

in a moment that split me;

my right hand scrubbed my

left’s smoky red stain.

On the stage voices speak

of  her hands’ violent insanity.

I was six when I lost my soul,

it left a smoky red stain.
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Death has a Mask for Every Occasion

He is dressed as a beaked Druid priest

playfully disturbing the gondolas.

Born with ghost eyes,

dyed in stone-black ink.

Playfully disturbing the gondolas,

his cane feels for pulsing flesh.

Dyed in stone-black ink,

scarabs form veils.

His cane feels for pulsing flesh,

prodding spice stuffed effigies,

scarabs form veils,

masquerade eye-masks.

Prodding spice stuffed effigies

born with ghost eyes;

masquerading eye masks,

he is dressed as a beaked Druid priest.
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Portrait of  a Lady in Evening Dress Designed by Erté

Her back is a chessboard – forty black, forty gold, squares constructed into a

pattern, alternating dusk and dawn. Her hands deconstruct the pattern into

columns, which she gathers into waterfalls that descend into bronze and silver

shimmers – tassels. Legs are concealed in a right-angle triangle. Both index

fingers point to Jupiter. She stands on a balcony – cast iron lotus root, slice,

fourteen spaced between twenty-eight vase outlines. Below is the formation of

twilight – coal dispersing into ashes. A mark singed on her left arm. Head is

turn to the left, hair under a cloche hat – aged red, onyx, sculpted into flames,

between amber rays. Her left eye behind a haze. 
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Still Life of  a Beauchêne Skull

Suspended against glints of  metal are twenty-two fragments of  ash, burnt white

– an exploded skull. The lower jaw bolted with brass, a door handle, is pulled

apart from the upper jaw. Both are lined with primitive tools, thirty-two teeth,

bare in barbarity, the left-hand side is exposing the curve of  the daggers rooted

in remains of  gum. Above the cranium floats – pieces of  bone like blows of

smoke, laced with wire into a constellation, held in the shape of  an abstract

bowl.
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Nicola Heaney

Nicola Heaney is a writer and poet from Northern Ireland. She has been

published in The North magazine and has read in a number of  venues in Bristol,

including the University of  Bristol.

Synopsis

Liminal Spaces explores the transience of  the borders of  personal experience.

This collection of  poetry is a patchwork of  self  – or a poetic idiolect, where

the poems are the dust that has gathered on the furniture of  my relationships

and encounters. Different strands are woven through the collection, ranging

from the struggle of  being an immigrant in a world with fluid boundaries to

the relationship between language, landscape and self.

nicola.heaney17@bathspa.ac.uk
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from Liminal Spaces

Þingvellir, Iceland

Clan chiefs first gathered here a millennium ago,

called it ‘fields of  parliament.’

Now I stand on the spot where my two muses 

meet, alone on the gap between two plates.

On the Eastern side, my pen suffocates

under the weight of  civilisations.

Modern Barcelona stands on Moorish

Barshiluna, on the fortress of  

Visigothic Barchinona, 

on the roads of  Roman Barcino; 

The Iberian city of  Barkeno

holds the cities up on its shoulders. 

To my west, a cross-section reveals 

nothing but rock. Above, buildings scrape the sky,

glass and steel thrown up on open plains

that offered hope and opportunity.

My pen revels in dropped lines and rules

shattered by books written on one, long sheet.

I stand alone, where two worlds were one, 

my maroon coat the only pop of  colour

in this greyscale world. My soles

are coated in ash. I open my mouth.
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Anna de Noailles

Draped in tulle and chiffon she casts no shade.

Propped on an elbow – lids heavy over turquoise orbs –

she meets my gaze head-on. Brocade

drapes a scaffold for elegance and poise

as she basks in the spoils of  privilege.

A plaque on the frame tells her story:

‘Countess of  Noailles.’ Defined by her lineage

through marriage, not awards or glory 

of  the legion of  honour. A wife.

She must recline on the couch, compliant – 

present her beauty for the paint-spattered hands

of  a male artist. Her eyes blaze a riot

of  light as she permits him to continue:

Is that a shadow of  a smirk on her lips?
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The Rock of  Cashel

The Rock of  Cashel: a sacred site, home to the ancient High Kings of  Gaelic Ireland

Up on the rock, among ruined halls,

machines thrum, churning the turf.

Work stops. 

In the teeth of  the digger,

a leather satchel has been unearthed:

a limbless torso lies naked to the air.

Nearby, a discarded arm a futile shield;

A severed head a confiscated crown.

In the heavy silence, globules of  water drip 

like ancient blood from gleaming blades. 

An expert comes. Work begins again.

The museum sign tells me

that clinging to a beaten brow,

his hair holds flecks of  gel;

that his fingernails are manicured,

his bones pickled soft. 

I’m heartsore just looking at him,

enshrined in glass under the spotlight:

betrayed by his starving subjects,

sacrificed to appease an angry god. 

Nipples removed,

spine cleaved,

cloaked in time

that crushed him flat,

felled by a rite of  axes.
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Torcello, Venice

The overgrown island

clings to the tails of  the lagoon.

It stands alone, encircled

by marshland and scrubby islets.

Its pontoon creaks in wakes 

made by distant ferries. 

The dock stands empty,

untroubled by visitors.

The easterly breeze carries a whisper

of  the pomp and splendour

of  barges setting forth to forge

new trade from the heart of  an Empire.

In a grassy piazza, encircled

by clods of  marble and chipped facades,

a cathedral stands, crowned in battered gold.

Artichokes grow where palazzos stood.

Across the lagoon, Venice wilts

under the gaze of  sixty thousand souls. 

On Torcello, a tractor thrums in the fields.
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