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        Horizontal gene transfer when genes (DNA) are passed from one organism to another . . . is a phenomenon that has only recently been recognised as also occurring among higher plants and animals. No living thing is untouched by the potential for horizontal gene transfer, with bacteria and viruses facilitating multiplication and recombination (creating new combinations of genes).

        Brown’s Encyclopaedia

      

        

      

      

      
        
        
        Mary was on the lookout and peered out, a long kitchen fork in her hand like a rapier. As she lunged at me with the fork, I stepped back, recoiled on the policeman and so confused matters that, by the time we got through the door, Mary had disappeared. “Disappear” is too matter-of-fact a word; she had completely vanished.

        The Hunt for Typhoid Mary, Journal of George Soper
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      Burning rubber, that’s how humans smell, like the odour that hangs in the air after a car has just skidded to a halt.

      I try to breathe through my mouth but a cough catches at the back of my throat.

      “That’s nasty,” says the man. “Hope it’s not catching.”

      I keep my hand clamped over my mouth until the fit subsides. I remove it and, careful to touch nothing else, bury it deep inside my pocket.

      “I said: hope it’s not catching.” The man looks at me askance. He’s not kidding. We live in troubled times. Danger these days can take many forms. He’ll have seen the headlines, heard the radio. He’ll be thinking: you never know quite who, or what, you might pick up these days.

      “Nah,” I say. “Just the arse-end of a cold, nothing to worry about. But do you mind if I open the window?”

      “What? I smell or something?”

      Nothing personal, mate, you all do. Despite your Polo aftershave, your Lynx effect, or maybe because of it, people always have that burning rubber smell to me. In truth, it’s not just rubber, but that’s a convenient catch-all for the jumble of perfumes and polymers, synthetic fibres and accumulated soot, which remind me your typical self-styled human is maybe not so human after all.

      “Sorry,” I say. “Just a bit stuffy.”

      “Go on then.”

      As I’m reaching for the handle, the man says, “What happened to your wrist?”

      I, too, notice the red rim beyond my sleeve. “Oh,” I say, thinking quickly. “Painting a mate’s house.”

      The man is about to say something else when the rain surges against the windscreen. We brake in a blur of rear lights, slow to a halt.

      I breathe in the cool air. The man pulls out his phone, sends a message.

      At least it looks like he’s lost interest in me, which is a relief. What was it Magda said? “For a moment, I thought I might have to kill you.”

      I can’t help but smile.

      The rain rushes against the side of the truck, leaks in through the window. The man gestures for me to wind it back up again.

      “Sorry, mate,” he says. “You’ll have to put up with my stink.”

      But it’s not just in my interest. If you knew what I was, you’d want the window wide open, come rain or shine. The pair of us would sit here drenched, if you knew the odds. Not that you’d have picked me up in the first place. Friend—you would have, you should have, speeded up. Called the cops, alerted the military. They’d have had their helicopter gunships out in no time, bearing down on me, all guns blazing, chewing up the pavement as I fled from the forces of righteousness.

      Because you never know who, or what, you might pick up these days.
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      Be aware then, be warned. This is how it begins: the signs, the symptoms.

      Lying there like a wounded thing. Wheezing, fevered, shivery. I was thick with phlegm, my legs lead-heavy. Laid out, bowled over, I was a sick, sick, sick boy.

      But of course, it could have been anything.

      “Put it there,” said Summer. “Not there, there.” She had on her best Funk Me boob tube, low-slung jeans. She’d raided her mum’s makeup drawer again, with the opposite effect than intended: she looked about ten years old, although she was pushing thirteen.

      “Drink this.” She lifted the warm mixture to my lips. It burned the roof of my mouth.

      “What,” I gasped, “is that?”

      “Honey, brandy, water,” said one of the wee ones.

      “Pepper,” said another.

      “Curry powder,” added a third.

      “Curry?”

      “It was in one of those Ayurvedic books,” said Summer. “You know, from India.” She shrugged. “Maybe I got the amounts wrong. Anyway, it said you’re to have plenty of liquid. And eat. Here, we made you boiled eggs.”

      “With soldiers,” added a weenie. They lifted the tray onto my lap and looked at me expectantly.

      “Just . . . leave it here, okay. I’m not too hungry right now.”

      “But the book said . . . ”

      “Liquid . . . is good. But some water, okay? Now I need to sleep.”

      “You need some peace and quiet,” said Summer. She began to usher the others out. Just before she disappeared, she turned back to me. “I’ll make sure they don’t bother you.” I nodded, closed my eyes.

      

      A glass was being laid beside my bed but I pretended to still be asleep. The rustle of the beanbag, the hiss as someone sat down.

      “Vereesh,” she said. Not Summer. Ma.

      She leant forward with grim-faced intent, the laughing eyes I’d become so accustomed to back to their hard slate-grey.

      “They said they found you in the dip,” she said. “How on earth did you end up there?”

      And I, too, despite that great stretch of time, was back to where we began. “Don’t know,” I said. This was no time for evasions, appeals for sympathy.

      “Unconscious, they said. Had to carry you back. You can’t remember how you ended up there?” I shook my head. She looked exasperated. “Well what’s the last you can remember?” Her American accent pierced the BBC English she had perfected over the years.

      “I’d been down the town,” I said. “Getting my stuff together. Got the bus back. I remember . . . ” I was straining now. “Taking the bags back into the room.” We both looked—there they still were, resting against my half-packed rucksack. “And then . . . ” I shook my head.

      “And were you feeling poorly before that?”

      I shook my head.

      “Did . . . ” I noticed her bottom lip had a wee tremble. “Did anyone give you anything, Vereesh? To eat? To drink?”

      I shook my head.

      “Not the night before? This week? Come on, honey, someone must have stood you a pint down the Ku on Thursday.”

      “Ma . . . ”

      “Do you have stomach cramps?”

      I shook my head.

      “There’s been no blood when you go to the toilet? Palpitations? What are your symptoms?”

      I explained.

      “Sounds like some kind of . . . flu to me.”

      “Maybe it is.”

      “Vereesh, you’ve never been sick.”

      “I’ve had colds.”

      “No, you have not,” she said. “Not even when you were a baby. All that time we were in India, not so much as diaper rash. It actually began to worry me; I took you to a doctor. He looked at me like I was mad.” Her expression began to soften. “Maybe it’s a sign—now you’re going away. My little toad is all grown up.”

      “Ma.”

      “If you need me you’ll call?”

      “Yes, Ma.”

      “And you’ll remember our code?”

      “Ma.”

      “I know, I know. I’m just a crazy old bird . . . ” She smiled, leaned over, laid the back of her hand against my fevered brow.

      “Hot,” she said. “Hot!”
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      I caught the coach from Sunderland Central.

      Ma was there. Even Clive had made it.

      “You’re sure you’re better,” said Ma.

      “I’m sure,” I said.

      The driver opened the trunk. I handed him my rucksack. “Take care,” said Ma. “Keep safe.”

      “It’s only London, Ma,” I said, “not the Middle East.”

      “Big city though, big man,” said Clive. “Watch yourself.”

      “Here,” said Ma. She pressed something into my hand. The Swami, with his white bushy beard, his brown face grinning like he’d eaten all the pies, stared sublimely up at me amidst a nest of beads. She had given me her mala.

      “Ma. I can’t take this.”

      “I know you’ve . . . moved on,” she said, “but I thought now you were going away it would be good for you to have something familiar, from home . . .”

      “Ma.”

      “Please, Vereesh . . .” She smiled. “Sorry, I mean Matt.”

      The bus started up. “I’d better get going.”

      “Go on then,” she said. She closed my hand around the mala. She gave me a big, long hug. “Write,” she said.

      “I’ll e-mail.”

      

      The coach whisked along the A1. The statue of Angel of the North, grand and lonely on its hill by the motorway, loomed above us as red as fire, as red as rust.

      I pulled out the mala, made the Swami spin between my fingers.

      “What’s that?” asked the girl across the aisle. She was from the estates—tracksuit bottoms and boob tube. Hair pulled back and—a flash of stainless steel between her lips—tongue stud.

      “A mala,” I said.

      “A what?”

      I knew better than to explain. “Just a lucky charm,” I said.

      “What do you want one of those for?”

      “My mum gave it to me,” I said. “I’m off to university.”

      “What you studying?”

      I hesitated. “Theology.”

      She snorted. “What you want to bother with that for? Are you a priest or something?”

      “No,” I said, “I’m just interested is all. About the way humans have tried to make sense of stuff. But it’s almost the opposite of philosophy, which reduces everything to a kind of . . . nothingness. Religion . . . reaches for the stars, if you like.”

      The girl seemed unimpressed. “If you’re not going to be a priest, then how are you going to get a job?”

      I shrugged. I’d never really thought about that.

      “I got into the Royal Free,” she said.

      “Royal Free?”

      “Aye.” She looked at me like I was thick. “The teaching hospital. Trainee nurse. They pay your fees and lodging and you get five grand a year.” She put on her headphones and picked up a copy of Glamour.

      I turned around for a last look at the Angel but it was long gone.
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      LOST in London.

      I’d reeled from the bus station, senses blaring, and by the time I’d got myself together again I had utterly no idea where I was or how I’d got there.

      Rucksack heaving, I strode along the mansion streets, trying to look like I knew where I was going, put off from asking by the fuck-off expressions of the passers-by. I kept fiddling with my phone, but the message was still the same: there would be no Google Maps unless I could find a hotspot. My meagre data allowance was already used up.

      “Big city, big man,” Clive had said. And now here I was, lost in its heart. Lost in its guts.

      A main road, a high brick wall. Then: black railings, soldiers in red. I finally twigged, a gleeful grin smeared across my face. I sneezed.

      “Bless you.”

      “Ta.” I wiped my sticky hand down the side of my jeans.

      “Where are you from, son?”

      “Sunderland.” That wasn’t the whole truth, but I guessed he would never have heard of Hebdon-Le-Hole.

      “Sun Der Land. Is that near Scot Land?”

      “Aye,” I said. After all, he wasn’t far off. “It’s about seventy miles south of the Scottish border.”

      The man looked relieved. “And you’ve just arrived?” He nodded towards my rucksack.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “And you thought you’d check out the sights? We’ve been here since Saturday and can’t get enough of them. This is our second trip to your palace.”

      “Aye,” I said. “Well, actually . . . ” I felt my cheeks begin to burn. “No. To tell the truth, I’m lost.”

      An explanation. A consultation. A Texan tourist with a functioning smartphone.

      “Good luck, son.” His generous smile. His firm handshake. “God bless.”

      I was back on course.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I threw my rucksack on my bed. My room wasn’t much—I stretched my arms out and they could almost touch both walls—but at least it was all mine. Enough with sharing: for the first time since I was a nipper, I had a proper place to myself.

      With a view, too. I looked down at the crowd gathered around the bus stop, in all their colours and cultures. Back home, me and the other residents of the commune, or “fucking hippies” to the locals, were about as colourful as it got. Not that anyone other than a local would ever have called me a hippy—I’d long since had my hair shorn to a close buzz, got into the skater thing—but I was a bit of a stoner, mind.

      I took out my baccy, rolled myself a joint. Thin and tight—I didn’t know where my next stash would come from.

      The cough caught on the first drag. It started light, a little stutter I couldn’t clear. I chanced another pull at the joint but now it came back tenfold, a real wheezing cough that bent me like a reed. I had to hang onto the desk as it shook through me, and when it had subsided that all too familiar hot-cold feverish feeling lingered.

      So I wasn’t entirely better then, but I’d known this when I’d insisted that I was. After all, I wasn’t going to miss the start of uni, was I?

      I sat down on the mattress and rested the joint on the windowsill. Dug down to the bottom of the bag and pulled out the mala, let the Swami swing pendulum-like between my fingers.

      There was a knock at the door.

      Shit. I looked around for somewhere to hide the joint. In a moment of madness, I thought about flicking it out of the window but instead pinched its smouldering tip and shoved it into the desk drawer. I stuffed the mala back into my bag and waved the smoke away.

      “Aye?” No answer. I ushered the last blue-grey wisps outside and opened the door. A man stood there, smiling.

      “I am sorry to interrupt you, but I saw you arrive,” he said. “I am your neighbour, Daniel.”

      

      Daniel had just arrived from Ghana. If I thought I’d had it tough navigating the big city for the first time, Daniel’s phlegmatic account humbled me. The poor lad had never used escalators before, let alone rode on the Underground, yet he seemed remarkably unperturbed.

      “Yah.” He grinned. “I must admit I waited a little bit to see how it was done, and when I finally stepped onto the stairs I held on tight. But then this man pushed me. I was standing on the wrong side! This city will take some getting used to . . . ”

      “You’re not wrong there,” I said. “How about escaping this madhouse, going for a pint?”

      “A pint?”

      “Of beer, man, lager.”

      He laughed, nodding vigorously. “Sounds like an excellent idea.”
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      I may have had my own room, but even back home it was quieter—we kids had the barn to ourselves and curtained-off partitions gave us older ones a bit of privacy. Of course, they didn’t block out all the sound, but having grown up together, and having had to watch out for each other a fair amount too, I suppose we all appreciated keeping it pretty chilled.

      Not so my new housemates. For a lot of them it was their first time away from mum and dad and they went for it big time. So it was with a wee bit of a jaded eye I viewed the high jinks of those early days, though I was careful not to appear too cynical or too much of an arse.

      Daniel, on the other hand, was not up to speed on his group psychology. Or maybe he just preferred the quiet life.

      I’d encounter a bloodshot Ghanaian in the common room the next morning.

      “I hardly got a moment’s sleep,” he’d say. “How can they stay up so late? Don’t they have lectures to go to?”

      I’d sympathise, say it would cool down sooner or later, although to be honest I didn’t mind that much. Truth was, I had my own little thing going.

      We’d clocked each other by our tribal markings (well, t-shirts) and an appreciation of the weed, begun to venture out together, take in some gigs, check out the skating action along the South Bank. Stay up in my room until all hours smoking and talking shit.

      “And this guy, he wakes up and, like, he’s changed into this giant kinda bug,” said Gray, short for Graham.

      “Sheeet,” said Cal, a Canadian. “That must have been some kind of trip!”

      “No,” said Gray earnestly. “It was before they’d discovered acid. It’s from the 1920s, by some Russian.”

      “Czech,” said Jane, who was doing lit. “Franz Kafka. The Metamorphosis. Jew, died in a concentration camp.” She screwed up her nose. “Or was that Freud?”

      “Ain’t there that other book, about bug drug people?” said Cal. “The Naked Lunch, Burroughs. Now that was about acid, but in the Fifties. Made into a film. Fucking weird man. There was some English guy too, back in the old days. Some writer—loved the stuff so much he took it when he was dying.”

      “We should get some,” said Jane. “Do you think you could get some, Vereesh?”

      I took a toke, shrugged. My sannyas name still sounded funny in her posh accent. Funny she was using it at all, in fact. But there it was on my certificates, registration forms, hall register, and although I’d introduced myself to my new friends as “Matt”, as soon as Jane saw it she took to using it because “Matt’s so boring; I know loads of Matts but only one Vereesh”.

      I kind of resented her assumption that I was the obvious one to score the acid though.

      A door slammed in the corridor. There was shouting.

      “ . . . cannot stand this any longer . . .  like children . . . ”

      “Sounds like your mate,” said Gray.

      Through the thin partition we could hear squeals of protest from the clubby chicks, gruff monosyllables from the lads. Daniel had picked a bad night—Thursday. No one went in on Friday mornings, except would-be accountants from developing countries like Daniel.

      There was a crash and the tinny dance beat we had grown accustomed to stopped. I winced. Now the shouting was coming from both sides. There was a thud, the scrape of furniture, then silence.

      Bugger. I began to pull myself up, half hoping that the others would do the same, but no such luck—they stayed slumped, avoiding my gaze.

      I opened the door.

      After the initial commotion, everything now seemed eerily subdued. The only light was coming from the kitchen at the end of the corridor, where I could hear muffled, panicked whispers. I approached it with some difficulty, bouncing off one wall then another, stoned out of my socks. Was I actually wearing socks? I looked down.

      No.

      This was not good, not good at all. I was definitely in no state to mediate between my fired-up friend and coke-fuelled clubbers.

      But then I was at the doorway. I blinked in the glare, the strip lights bleaching the scene like a budget horror. There were the girls—paper white, charcoal eyed, lipstick-smeared, all clubbed out. The boys were standing behind them, pumped up, their shirts still clinging with sweat.

      Daniel was on the floor, propped against the fridge, his head bent back, a hand covering his nose. Bloody spots splattered his white t-shirt. I crouched beside him.

      “Danny,” I said, “are you alright?” He opened his eyes, looked blankly back. He didn’t seem to recognise me. “Where does it hurt?” He took his hand away from his nose, a bloody mess. It was then I felt the dampness through my jeans and looked down. I was kneeling in a raspberry red pool.

      “Jesus,” I said, “this doesn’t look good. We ought to get you to casualty.”

      “He started it,” one of the girls piped up. I looked at the group again. They seemed sobered by the violence, or at least afraid of getting in the shit.

      I went over to the sink and grabbed a couple of towels from the dispenser. I handed them to Daniel. He dabbed listlessly at his face.

      “Does anything feel broken?” He gave me that blank look again. “Maybe you’re concussed,” I said. “How does your head feel? I’d better call an ambulance.”

      “No,” said one of the girls. “What I mean is, he only hit him on the nose, once, didn’t he? Then he sat down, didn’t you? He’s alright, aren’t you … ?” She didn’t know his name. “You’re alright, aren’t you?”

      “Daniel?” He looked me in the eye for the first time. Covering his nose with the towels, he began to get up. The boys and girls drew back. But Daniel was no danger to them. He was no danger to anybody. He rose, surprisingly steadily, and made for his room. It was only as he reached out for the door knob I noticed his hand was trembling.

      “You’re sure you’re alright?”

      But he didn’t seem to hear. He went inside and closed the door behind him.
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      The night made a mirror of the carriage window. The creaking first-class cabin, the comings and goings of the char wallahs, the sweetmeat salesmen, bewhiskered ticket collectors—they all played their part in our drama. The fat businessman, his well-fed wife and their chubby offspring who pressed me into the corner and no amount of elbowing would shift; the straight-backed Sikh army officer who acted out heroic deeds in my imaginings; the American missionaries who unsettled Ma the most with their friendly inquisition.

      “You’re from the West Coast?”

      “California,” said Ma. “San Bernardino, originally.”

      “And you’ve been in the country long?”

      “A few . . . weeks.”

      I frowned. I thought it had been longer than that, but then, maybe not—I wasn’t so good with time. Christmas still seemed months away, that much I knew, even though we were already in December.

      “It’s a glorious land, isn’t it, so full of colour,” said the nice white-haired lady. “Are you hungry? We brought some fruit.”

      I held out both hands.

      “How old are you, son?” asked the nice white-haired gentleman.

      “Four and three quarters,” I said.

      “Well, let’s cut this apple into four slices—it’s alright, isn’t it, ma’am?”  Ma gave a strained smile. “One for every year . . . how about you, Tonto?”

      I giggled.

      “I’m not Tonto, I’m Matthew.”

      “Matthew. That’s a nice name. Do you know who Matthew was?”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you, but Matthew was a disciple of Jesus. Do you know who Jesus is?”

      “The Swami?”

      “The Swami? Who’s the Swami?”

      “Matthew, honey,” said Ma, getting up, “it’s time to go.”

      “Go?”

      “To the bathroom, honey, come on, take my hand.”

      “But I don’t want to go.”

      “You need to wash your hands before you eat, remember what I’ve been teaching you? Off we trot.”

      She led me along the corridor and into the bathroom. First class or not, it smelt of poo. She took my hands and washed them in the warm, rust-coloured water, crouched down and wiped them on a fluffy white towel. Stopped. Held my hands hard. Hard like her face.

      “Remember what I said, Matthew?”

      I looked for clues in her expression. All I knew was it scared me.

      “No . . . ”

      “Remember the special thing we talked about?”

      “Ma, you’re hurting . . . ” But she didn’t let off.

      “Remember what I told you, Matthew. It’s very important. About talking to strangers, about talking about the Swami. We don’t do that, do we, remember?”

      “No, Ma.” I began to cry. “No. Please, it hurts.”

      “What do you remember?”

      “Ma . . . not to talk. Not to talk about the Swami.”

      “You’ll remember now? And not say to people? Like those in the car?”

      “Yes, Ma.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      She let go and pulled me to her. “Come here, little toad, come here.” I was back against the softness of her breast, safe in the forest of her hair. “I’m sorry, little toad, I’m so sorry. But you’ve got to remember . . . ”

      

      I pulled the sheets back, gasping. I was lying there in the dark, slick with sweat, my heart racing. I fumbled for the bedside lamp, found the switch, pushed back the night.

      I propped myself up, gulped down some tepid water. Christ.

      I waited for my breathing to slow, for the reality of my gloomy cubicle to overwhelm the images imprinted upon my retinas. Slowly they faded; the solid, temporal dimension asserted itself. The past had passed. I was back in London, England, in the here, the now. The Rizla papers and spilt tobacco on my desk. My jeans hanging over the back of the chair, their knees dark with Daniel’s blood.

      I wheeled my feet off the bed and onto firm ground. Rose unsteadily, testing the heat of my forehead with the back of my hand. Burning. I was burning up. Oh Christ.

      The sheets were soaked right through.

      Suddenly all my strength seemed to leave me. I sank to my knees, held on to the edge of the bed to keep myself from succumbing to unconsciousness.

      Tried to keep my eyes open.

      I concentrated on the sheets, glistening now, I noticed. Rivulets were beginning to run between the creases—rippling, they were. I leaned closer, watched the water run, the beautiful swirling, snake-like shapes it made.

      My solid twenty-first century world didn’t seem so solid after all. I lurched upright, but the world was still wobbling.

      This was not good.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Mate.”

      “Is it drugs?”

      “Dunno. Mate?”

      I was being rocked. Harder. I opened my eyes.

      “He’s awake. What’s your name?”

      “Matt. Vereesh. Can’t say.”

      “He doesn’t know his name,” said the woman cop.

      “You alright, mate?” said the man. “You with us? In the land of the living?” Lights. Blue, white. I realised now: a police car.

      “Aye,” I said. “Sorry.”

      “What happened?” asked the man. “Do you know where you are, Matt?”

      “Where I am?” I looked around. The toughened glass, the mobile phone ad. The red plastic bench. “A bus stop,” I said. “I’m at a bus stop.”

      “And where do you think you’re going?” asked the cop, a smile beginning to play at the corners of his mouth.

      “Where?” I was trying not to go anywhere, concentrating on clinging on. Staying conscious was enough for me.

      “Cos I don’t think you want to be going anywhere, dressed like that, Matt, do you?”

      I looked down. I was naked except for my boxer shorts. “I’m cold,” I said.

      “I’m not surprised,” said the cop. “Where do you live?”

      I looked around. Realised. “There,” I said. I pointed across the road.

      They were alright, the police. They walked me back to the reception, saw me into the lift. I went back to my cubicle, sat on the end of the bed, shivering. I wrapped the duvet around myself, but it wouldn’t seem to stop. I slumped into the corner of the room.  My teeth, now . . . I tried to stop them . . . My teeth were rattling as if I was hooked up to the mains, but I knew, I knew, I knew this was not electricity.

      Just try. To hang on.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Awake. My first reaction: relief. I was still there, in the corner of the cubicle, lying on my side. The shaking had subsided. I checked my temperature. I seemed to have cooled down.

      I remembered the fever, the dreams, the double-bluff . . . what was real? Unreal? The bus stop came back to me with a shock. Surely that was just a dream?

      I eased myself off the floor, pressed my palms to the bed. Well, that much at least was true—it was definitely damp. I examined the soles of my feet. They were black, pocked with grit.

      I went to the window, pulled up the blind. It was still dark, but London rumbled on. A bus drew up at the empty stop, a dark figure stumbled out. Cars, cabs, motorbikes weaved around each other. An ambulance zoomed by, its siren muted but blue lights flashing.

      And beyond all this, there I was, staring back out of the darkness.
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      I was lying on the hard, scratchy carpet, the duvet covering me like a corpse, when I heard Daniel leave for college.

      I tried to get back to sleep, but it was no good. I crawled out from beneath the duvet and surveyed the crumpled scene. Memories of the long, lonely night came back to me, unsettling and unreal in the morning light. I tested the bed: drier, but there were still traces of damp. And the dirt on my soles.

      “We’ll call it sleepwalking, shall we?” The policeman’s wry smile as we sat in the backseat of the squad car, the woman writing out the report.

      “Poor love, first time away from home?” She handed it to me to sign. “You just take it easy, alright?”

      And there was the receipt, crumpled on the desk. I shuddered. First the dip. They found me, they said, nestled half naked in the woods, wreathed with leaves. Now this. I fought a flare of panic.

      I couldn’t be having this, I thought, I just couldn’t. London wasn’t like home, surrounded by acres of woodland. There was fucking traffic here. I could get killed.

      Cool, I thought, just be cool. Alright, so it was a bit fucking weird but . . . look: maybe it was just the weed. Some dodgy super skunk or whatnot. In any case, it wasn’t so bad this time. I mean, I wasn’t all sick and fluey, knackered like before, laid low. I was just a wee bit . . . light-headed, euphoric even, in a weird kind of way. Actually, BURSTING with energy.

      Fuck it. So I probably just overdid the whacky. And even if this flu, this bug, this psycho-flu-bug wasn’t properly out of my system just yet, it was certainly on the way. I would be alright.

      I coughed, cleared my throat. “Fuck it,” I said out loud. “Let’s clean this place up, get a bit of order.” I jerked myself upright, got onto my feet, but had to sit back down again as the world spun around me. I waited until it had stopped and took some deep breaths before trying again, this time taking it more slowly.

      That was better. I opened the window, stripped the sheets. When the room was back in shape, I took a long shower.

      Stepping out, I felt fine. Better than fine: great. I could feel the energy surge through me. Heavens, I thought, I might even go to uni.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was cradling a hot chocolate in the common room when I spotted Daniel. He was with a bunch of other lads—geeky third-worlders taking serious subjects. I was torn between going up to him and looking down at my phone. In the end I did neither, just sat there and waited to see what would happen.

      It turned out one of the lads ahead of Daniel chose to sit at the table next to mine, followed by the others. I gave Daniel a hesitant smile, half-wave. He looked slightly alarmed.

      “How are you doing?” I asked. I had the same impression I’d received in the kitchen: that he didn’t really recognise me, or worse, considered me in league with his tormentors. The others must have sensed this too as they visibly bristled.

      “How’s your nose?” I said. I hoped the others understood I was the Good Samaritan. “Daniel got in a bit of a tangle with some people in our halls last night,” I said. “Had a nasty bang on the nose.”

      “We know,” said an Asian lad with a small goatee.

      “Did you go to the doctor, Daniel?”

      Daniel shook his head, said a soft “no.”

      “Well,” I said to fill the awkward silence, “perhaps you should.”

      “I think Danny can make his own decisions,” said the Asian.

      I shrugged. “Fair enough.” I pulled out my phone.

      Some folks began to gather across the way, rolling out sheets of paper, making banners by the look of things. Having a right old time, they were, like at home when we all pitched in for the summer festivals. One of them noticed me—a pretty lass with tangled hair and a tight t-shirt. She gestured: come on, join in. I smiled, shook my head. Not that I didn’t appreciate the invitation, but I was a bit wary of the whole joining-in thing.

      Nice tits though.

      A shadow fell over me. Daniel was standing there while the others got their stuff together.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, “for causing you any inconvenience last night. Thank you for your kindness.” He held out his hand. His grip was soft but the skin hard.

      “Not a problem,” I said. “Are you feeling alright?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Alright.”

      “Your nose isn’t as bad as it looked last night, anyway,” I said. “But it looks like it hurts. What are you going to do?”

      “Do?”

      “Are you going to make a complaint or something?”

      He shook his head in puzzlement. “No,” he said.

      “Why not? It’s not on for folks to just go bashing others about, you know. If you want to, I’ll back you up . . . I mean, say what I saw.”

      “I just want to get on with my studies. I have a lot of work . . . ”

      The girl with the tangled hair placed some fliers on the table. Shot me a meaningful look.

      “Don’t let them use it as an excuse,” she said. “It’s only for the oil.”

      “I’m sorry?” I said.

      “The smallpox attack,” she said. “In America. It’s just an excuse, another one of their excuses for another one of their wars. We’ve really got to stop it this time.”

      “So,” I said, “there’s been an attack?”

      She gave me an exasperated look. “Don’t you look at the news?”

      “Yeah, it’s just . . . ”

      “On Saturday,” she said. “Be there.” She moved on to another table, bending over to display plenty of pale blue knicker-elastic.

      I picked up one of the fliers. “NO MORE OIL WAR. Embankment to Hyde Park. Saturday, October 26.”

      “What are you up to on Saturday?” I asked Daniel.
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      While the Swami wasn’t actually in favour of war, he wasn’t exactly against it, either. Writing during the Iraq war, he pointed out that peace protests were often characterised by rage, and wasn’t anger what war was about in the first place?

      The man of peace, he said, was not against war, because to be against anything is to be at war. Instead, he understands why it exists and in understanding is at peace.

      This was one of the Swami’s best tricks—to accept some stuff couldn’t just be wished away, but still to give you something to work with.

      “Yes, it is amazing. Have you ever seen so many people?” Daniel had taken my sardonic smile the wrong way, but he was right: the demo was pretty impressive. Standing on Waterloo bridge, the crowd stretched into the distance on either side.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      

      An announcement came over the PA: “The head of the march has now reached Parliament Square.” There was a huge roar.

      “Do you have demonstrations like this in your country?” I asked Daniel. He looked at me as if I was mad, then let out a loud laugh. He shook his head. Behind us a group of drummers started up.

      It was more of a shuffle than a march, and it took us almost an hour to even reach Big Ben, but I didn’t mind. It was great to be a part of something like this, to look around wide-eyed and realise that aye, I’d made it. Me: Matt, Vereesh. In London—London Town, man—a place I’d only previously known from the telly. But here I was, landmarks looming on either side, hundreds of miles away from home with its scowling locals, hippy-bashers, fuckwits. It felt so bloody liberating just to be here, anonymous in the friendly crowd, no longer marked out as different. Then it dawned: here I could be who the hell I wanted to be. Here I could be anybody. Here I could be bloody nobody.

      I took a swig from the quarter bottle of whisky I’d bought before the off and passed it to Daniel, who shook his head.

      “Go on, man, it’ll do no harm,” I said. “Keep you warm.”

      Daniel took a wary sip. Squinted as it hit home. “Not bad, eh?” I said.

      “Not bad,” he coughed, handing it back.

      I did a three-sixty turn, looking for the tangle-haired girl. Went up on tippy-toes to see if I could spot one of her banners. Nay chance. I took another swig of the grog and we shuffled on.

      “No! More! Oil! War!”

      

      It took another hour or so for us to reach Hyde Park—a bit of an anticlimax after the excitement of the demo. The sheer size of the park seemed to diminish us. There were some speeches from a floodlit stage but most of the words were lost on the wind.

      “Look,” said Daniel. He began to head in the direction of a group of Asians standing by a green banner emblazoned with Arabic script.

      “Ahmed,” said Daniel. The two of them clasped hands. It was the lad from the common room. “You know Vereesh,” he said. Ahmed nodded, took my hand.

      “As salam alaikum,” I said with tipsy goodwill. Ahmed’s eyes widened.

      “Alaikum salam,” he said, dropping my hand. He turned to Daniel. “Good to see you here, Danny. Did you go on the march?”

      “Yes,” said Daniel. “It was enormous. I have never seen anything like it.”

      Ahmed shrugged. “There have been larger ones, but I suppose if it is your first . . . Is this your first demonstration, Ver . . . eesh? That’s an Indian name, isn’t it? If you’ll forgive me, you don’t appear to be from . . . the sub-continent.” He was polite, but pointed. Daniel looked curious too.

      “Oh,” I said. “Hippy parents. You know how it is . . . ” I returned Ahmed’s stare with a steady one of my own.

      “The hippies have a lot to answer for,” he said gravely.

      “Yeah,” I said. “All that peace and brotherly love.” I gave him my broadest fuck-you grin.

      Some beardy came on stage and Ahmed’s friends surged forward. “Sorry,” he said. “I’d better go.” He briefly clasped Daniel’s hand and gave me a wary wave before being swept away.

      We wandered back through the centre, happy just to soak up the atmosphere. As it began to grow dark we headed up through Islington, taking in a couple of pubs along the way, where we would choose a corner table and talk in low tones.

      Although we were growing tired, the alcohol helped us make that final push to our hall of residence.

      We slumped down at the kitchen table, where Cal and Jane were having a meal.

      “Hey, where have you guys been?” asked Cal, chasing a pea around his plate.

      “On the demo,” I said, worn out but enthused. “It was huge!”

      “Demo?” said Jane.

      “You know—the one against the war.”

      “Oh,” said Jane. “Yeah. I heard about that. I went on the last one. Was it fun?”

      “Well,” I said, straightening up, “I wouldn’t call it fu . . . ”

      “Yes, we had a good time, thank you,” said Daniel. “Vereesh’s whisky helped!”

      Jane laughed. “Yeah, it can do that. I’m Jane, by the way.” She held out her hand.

      “Daniel.”

      “How’s your nose? Vee said you got hit.”

      “Nothing broken, thank you.” He took a swig from the remnants of the bottle.

      “How do you know that?” I said. “You never bothered going to the doctor.”

      “Oh I know, Vereesh,” he said. “It would not be the first time.”

      “The first time for what?”

      “That I have suffered a punch on the nose.”

      “Really,” said Jane, leaning forward. “What happened?”

      “Let us say, Jane,” he turned his palms upwards, “it was a . . . dispute between two fellows over a lady of our mutual acquaintance.”

      “You got in a fight over a girl? How romantic!”

      “Hold on,” I said to Jane. “Are you saying you like men fighting over you?”

      Jane laughed. “What woman wouldn’t?” Daniel nodded.

      “Ah yes,” he said. “It is the same the world over.”

      “So,” she said, “did you win?” Daniel thought about it.

      “No,” he said, then began to smile. “And . . . yes.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked.

      “While it is true I lost the fight, Vereesh, to the victor need not necessarily go the spoils.” He gave Jane a knowing look.

      “What you mean,” she said, “is although the other guy beat you up, she chose you.” Daniel chuckled.

      “My nose hurt very much, Jane. I was in need of a good nurse.”

      Jane laughed, clapping her hands. I shook my head. “You’re a sly one, Danny boy, you know that?”

      Daniel chuckled, getting to his feet, heading for bed. He laid a warm hand on my shoulder. “I just take what is offered, my friend,” he said. “I go with the flow.”
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      It was not long after I’d turned in. I sensed that, even though I’d just been tugged out of oblivion by the Body Shop scent; tugged ever so gently by the smell of peaches and the parting of my boxer shorts. Tugged, firmer now, the cold fingers around my cock; tugged more insistently as it grew hard between her fingers and I was thinking nah, please … Not since I was a kid have I messed my sheets like this and I don’t even know where the nearest laundrette is, but I was still being tugged and Jesus, it was good. I was giving in even as I was waking up, as I was letting light into the monochrome and beginning to realise it was all for real.

      “What . . . ”

      Jane pressed her mouth against mine.

      

      At first I kind of recoiled from the unexpected assault, began to grow soft as my consciousness struggled to keep up, but then good sense kicked in. I banished any questions and concentrated on the task at hand—began to stroke her back, fumble for her breasts; pulled her up and onto my narrow bed.

      She straddled me. Her pubis grazed my belly and I felt her wet on the tip of my cock. Then a pause, a freeze frame, a moment of . . . disconnection as she pulled her mouth away from mine, held my head in her hands, looked me in the eyes.

      We said nothing, toothpaste breath hanging between us.

      She smiled, kind of cruelly, then let me in.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jane lay there, her head resting against my chest. I didn’t know what to say. Thank you? To tell the truth, I even wondered: what if this was a sleep-fuck? Her equivalent of me at the bus stop in my boxers? Maybe she’d just sleepwalked into my room and at any moment would wake up and start screaming.

      But no. This was the real thing, taking place in the waking world. She sat up.

      “I thought you were awake,” she said. “Your light was on.”

      She picked up my shrunken thing. “You’re circumcised,” she said.

      “Am I?” I said.

      “What, you mean you never noticed?”

      I supposed I had, or perhaps I hadn’t—at least I’d never pondered it.

      “Is it a problem?” I said. Jane laughed.

      “Er … no.” She wiped her sticky fingers against my thigh. “Look.” She held

      out her bare arms. “I’ve got goose-pimples. Move over.”

      She lay down beside me and pulled the duvet up to cover us both. I turned towards her but she pushed me the other way.

      “Spoons,” she said, and shaped her icy body to mine.

      But it didn’t last. Minutes later, hours, God knows . . . I was awake in the darkness, hard in her hand, hard between her thighs, then buried deep in her dark, wet warmth with no debate, no debate. Through the night and into the day. Foreplay, what was that? A few light strokes and . . . I was already there. Sometimes just sticking it in and moving it enough to keep it up while we looked into each other’s eyes; other times ramming it in fast and hard, the pair of us coming quick. Grunting, moaning, sometimes swearing, but never really talking. One minute we were like we used to be—just friends, chatting away, talking shit—the next we were madly fucking. Parallel lives, occasionally colliding.

      I stopped myself from asking why the hell she had materialised by the side of my bed like every teenager’s wet dream. Although I was dying to know, I sort of sussed that part of the reason was that she didn’t expect me to ask. In her eyes I was the lad with the funny name from the hippy commune. I guessed she must have figured this kind of thing happened to me all the time, so for me to act like it damn well didn’t might burst the bubble. Which was the last thing I wanted to do.

      

      “Aye?”

      “Vereesh.”

      “Aye?”

      “It’s me.”

      “Ma.”  I sat up. “Hi.”

      “Can you talk?”

      I looked at Jane, thumbing through her Wired. “Yeah,” I said. “Why not.”

      “So. How’s it going?” I smiled. Ma had never been good at small talk, particularly on the phone.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Alright.”

      “Your room is okay?”

      “Yeah,” I said. I wondered for a moment if she had expected me to call—that wouldn’t be like her.

      “How’s the course?” I had to suppress a giggle—I wondered if she thought she was expected to call.

      “Yeah, it’s alright,” I said. “I went on a demo the other day.”

      “Oh?” she said.

      “About the war.”

      “Oh,” she said. “Was it fun?”

      “Well,” I said, then I looked at Jane lying there, her pert marble bum poking up between the sheets. “Yeah, it was alright.”

      “Good,” she said. There was a pause.

      “Ma?”

      “I was wondering,” she said, “how you were. It’s just that young Summer has been quite sick. She’s got a heavy fever. At first we thought it was chicken pox, but she’s taken a turn for the worse and Julie’s had to take her to the hospital. She’s there with her at the moment. Are you feeling okay?”

      “Me?” Just looking at Jane there, with her legs slightly adrift, was making me hard again. “Fine.”

      “Only I was worried, given how you were before you left.”

      “I’m fine.” The bus stop came to mind. Trying to regain my focus in that blue-white light. But I was better now, wasn’t I? I noticed Jane’s plump vulva swelling between her ass cheeks. How lush it looked. How I would like to bury myself inside.

      “And you’re eating properly?”

      “Ma. Of course.”

      “Okay. Well, take care, won’t you?”

      “You too.” I switched off the phone, leaned over and pulled Jane’s legs further apart.

      

      Days passed, nights, episodes of EastEnders, but what did we care? Naked, half naked, wrapped in the sticky sheets, in each other. Spoons.

      Two soft taps at the door. We lay there in silence. The lights were off, the blinds drawn, nobody was at home.

      There they were again.

      “Hello?” I called.

      “Vereesh?”

      “Y-e-s . . . ” I didn’t recognise the voice. “Hold on.” I got up, wrapped a towel around myself. Opened the door a tad.

      It was Ahmed.

      “Oh,” I said. “Hi.” He stood back, maybe a bit embarrassed by my semi-nakedness. How much more would he be, I wondered, if I opened the door fully.

      “Hi,” he said, looking down. “Sorry to disturb you.”

      “No worries.”

      “I’m looking for Danny. Have you seen him?”

      “No, I’m sorry. I’ve been . . . a bit out of it the past few days.”

      “I knocked on his door and there was no answer.” Ahmed looked along the corridor. “He hasn’t been at lectures for the past two days.”

      That really was out of character for Daniel. “Funny,” I said. “He didn’t mention going off anywhere. Did he to you?”

      “No.”

      “Look, hold on.” I closed the door and started pulling on some clothes.

      “What is it?” asked Jane.

      “Oh . . . nothing. Friend of Daniel’s is looking for him. Won’t be long.”

      We walked along the corridor in silence. I wondered if Ahmed had heard Jane. I wondered if he could smell her sex on me. I wondered if he ever got a hard-on. What he did if he did.

      Jesus. Three days with Jane and sex was truly on my brain.

      I knocked on Daniel’s door. There was no answer. I tried again, louder.

      “Daniel?” Nothing. “Well,” I said, “he’s obviously not there.”

      “It’s not like him,” said Ahmed. “I don’t understand.” He knocked again.

      “Danny,” he called, “are you in there?” He pressed his ear against the door. “I can’t hear anything.” Ahmed looked at me. “Are you alright?”

      Something had begun to bother me. Bother me badly . . . It was in the shortness of my breath, the quickness of my heart, the flush of blood to my face . . . the world had begun to wobble again. I stepped back, trying to get a grip of myself.

      “Yeah,” I murmured. “Just having some kind of . . . funny turn.” I retreated into the kitchen, ran some cold water. Sat myself down.

      Ahmed came in, gave me a slightly contemptuous look, and inspected the noticeboard. “I’m going to call the caretaker,” he said, dialling the number.

      It was on the answering machine. He left a hesitant message. “We’re concerned about our friend. We haven’t seen him for a number of days, which is extremely uncharacteristic. We’ve knocked but there’s no answer. We really need someone to come and open it up.” He hung up. “Feeling better?” he asked me.

      I shrugged. The dizziness had begun to subside but I was still feeling pretty shaky.

      “Now I suppose we wait,” Ahmed said. “But what if he’s in there? Sick or something. It could take them days to arrive.” He paced the room, stopped. “We should break the door down,” he said.

      I held up my hands. “Isn’t that a bit extreme?”

      Ahmed looked at me hard. “Daniel may be in there,” he said. “Sick. What’s more important? A man or a door?”

      I looked away.

      “You do it,” he said.

      “Why me?”

      “It’s . . . your place. It would look better coming from you.”

      “But no one knows you here.” I took a sip of water. “You can just walk away.”

      He shook his head. “But then they might involve the police. I don’t want the police involved.”

      We heard a bump. It had clearly come from inside Daniel’s room. “It could have just been a book or something,” I said.

      “He’s in there,” said Ahmed. “Sod it, this can’t wait.” He rushed into the hallway. I heard a crash as the door burst open.

      “Shit,” I heard him say. “Vereesh!”

      I was getting up as another wave hit me. I sat back down, tried to quell the rising sense of . . . dread that had gotten hold of me. I pressed myself into the chair, gripped white-knuckle tight to the table top.

      God. I felt suddenly … swallowed. Swallowed by the world.

      “Vereesh!”

      By the world. Tumbling down its deep, dark throat.

      Oh Jesus.

      “Vereesh!”

      Come on. Snap. Out. Come on. Come on, man. There’s nout to be afraid of . . . nout . . . but an empty kitchen, a mate in need.

      Come ON.

      This time I made it to my feet. Holding on to the back of the chair, I drew a deep breath and propelled myself forward.

      

      The blinds were drawn, there was a grainy pall to the room. I had to squint to make out Ahmed kneeling beside the grey figure wedged between the bed and desk.

      Naked except for a pair of pale y-fronts, Daniel was on his back, his eyes half-closed, one arm by his side the other twisted behind his head at a weird angle. He was speckled with tiny blisters from head to foot.

      Daniel, Danny.

      The slow swell of your belly.

      You were alive.

      “What was that noise?” Jane, behind us. “Oh my God.”
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      Ahmed cradled you, shook you, said Danny, Danny, can you hear me? Danny?

      Twisted around, crazy-faced. “Well don’t just stand there. Call a fucking ambulance!”

      They came, finally, shooing us away. A flurry of fluorescent green—gadgets, cylinders, see-through tubes.

      A kind of quiet, of calm, then chaos again as they wheeled you down the corridor, Ahmed by your side, taking hold of your hand.

      “It’s going to be okay, Danny, you’ll be alright,” he said. “You’re in safe hands now. It’s going to be okay.”

      They burst through the double doors and were gone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jane and I headed back to my room, sat there, no longer touching.

      “What . . . do you think it is?” she asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Do you think it’s infectious?”

      I shrugged.

      “It was horrible.” Jane shuddered. “I’ve never seen anything like that. It was . . . like something from a horror.”

      I nodded.

      “Even thinking about it makes me feel sick. Are you okay? You’re looking really pale.”

      “Okay,” I croaked. “Just a bit . . . fazed.”

      “Not fucking surprising.” She took out a cigarette. “What a fucking malarkey.”

      

      She said she’d see me later.

      A moment of awkward not touching and Jane was going, going, gone, the door closing behind her with a hollow clunk.

      A gap of silent, solitary grace.

      Then it caught up with me—all the shit I had swallowed back, swallowed even as I was being swallowed; all the dread, the nausea, the fright I’d fought down since hurling myself towards Danny’s bedroom, surged back.

      Tipped me off the bed and onto my knees. And I was bending forward. And I was placing my palms flat upon the floor. And I was letting my breath go.

      Oh God. Oh God. Darkness rushed around me.

      I blacked out.
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        LITTLE DEATHS

      

      

      Imagine you’ve had this crazy dream but even now, as wakefulness washes over you, you’re struggling to remember it.

      So you’re waking, still trying to hold onto those once-vivid images, but they’re going-going-gone, and that’s it, you’re awake, you’re back in the real world, but you’re not rolling over in bed, you’re not looking up at the ceiling – you’re breathing heavily, your lungs are bursting with the cold, outside, air. You’re actually on your feet, in fact, you’re fully clothed, you’re running, you’re running as fast as your legs will carry you, and Camden High Street is coming into view.

      You slow to a trot, you stand there, still sucking in the air, at the junction along with the tourists, the hustlers, the office workers as the traffic lights flash red, amber, green. Then you’re flowing with the crowds up and down the street, in and around the market stalls.

      But you’re not thinking about any of this, in fact, you’re barely conscious at all. Subconscious? Unconscious? Seeing, certainly. You can see. Hearing. Check. But no thoughts, no actual articulated thinking, anyway. You may have woken, but it’s like you’re still dreaming – still being driven by the dream gods.

      I may have found myself there in Camden, but I had no sense of autonomy – or at least only so much as I was permitted to do what was necessary, which was: to seek out the densest clumps of shoppers, like a spooked antelope sheltering among the herd.

      PANIC, we humans might call it, or at least that’s how I came to make sense of it, to excuse it, even, to myself – this absolute, terrifying loss of control.

      Blind panic. Then, gradually, the longer I stayed among the crowd, perhaps reassured whatever it was that was pulling my strings, seeing panic, then drawn-out panic. A panic, that would diminish over the coming days like the most god-fucking-awful comedown, but never quite go away.

      That had swept me away from the halls and carried me here.

      About Daniel.

      About what it all had to do with me. Because if there was one thing I knew—and there was only one thing I did know as I wove up and down Camden High Street—it was my umbilical tie to Daniel’s pimple-flecked body.

      And my need to get away from it – fast.

      

      It grew dark, the shops shut up, the sightseers petered out.

      An amber-lit pub would have felt way too conspicuous so I headed for the darkening canal side, sat down at a bench just past the lock.

      My phone rang.

      I saw Jane’s name flash up even as I terminated the call, my heart pounding at the thought of the chirruping device alerting someone to my presence.

      I moved further along the canal. Found another secluded spot. Checked the phone.

      A slush of social media I swiped without reading, plus three messages from Jane.

      
        
        15:46. I knocked at your door but there was no answer. I need to get my hairdryer back, okay? Ta XX

      

        

      
        15:58. You didn’t get back to me, so I tried your door and I thought you should know it was open, unlocked I mean. Did you know? Anyway, hope you don’t mind but I took the dryer . . . not like you need it anyway! There was a break, then it continued: No news about Daniel. God, I hope he’s alright. Anyway . . . speak soon. XX

      

        

      
        20:21. Can you give me a call when you get this? We’ve had some medical people here. About Daniel . . . They weren’t really talking specifics but they were asking a lot of questions . . . Anyway, can you give me a call? It would be good to hear your voice, know you’re ok . . . XX

      

      

      My message centre told me I had one new message but when I listened to it there was nothing. Static. Snow. An indefinable echo, then click. Dead.

      You have no new messages.

      I turned the phone over in my hand, its ruby signal winking in the darkness, every pulse marking my location.

      He’s here, it signalled. He’s over here.

      I switched the phone off and pitched it into the canal.

      

      I stayed by the canal until night proper, only distant islands of orange around the lampposts providing any real illumination. But never is it ever truly dark in London and there was more than enough light for the nocturnal creatures to emerge: the solitary creeps that passed up and down the canal side, the drug dealer lurking behind a tree. The hoodies crowding along the path.

      As they drew close, I took my cue from the pervs, the junkies, the dealers, following them up the concrete ramp and back onto the high street.

      I felt awfully exposed here, dipping from one shadowy awning to another until a police car slowed, and the cops gave me a LONG, HARD LOOK.

      It was then I saw the queue for the Underworld.

      Just standing in line made me feel better. I was back among the herd—any one of the baggy youths could be me—and after a perfunctory search, I was in.

      I found a stool, carried it to a dark corner. I sat back and let the beating music, the thickening crowd, cover me.

      And at some time during that lost night, like the sense of feeling returning to a numbed limb, self-awareness, self-consciousness, began to fully return.

      I was becoming human again. This much I knew: I was Vereesh. I used to be Matt, but that name got lost somewhere.

      I was . . . I touched my cheek. My nose, my lips, the inside of my mouth, my two ears. I was me: brought squalling into the desert light at the dawn of a new century; a gunk-covered prune, now grown up, smoothed out and lurking in the dark corner of a night club thick with dry ice, staring as vacantly as any other drugged or drunk teenager.

      But still . . . I was the same me. The same Vereesh. Via Antelope, Hyderabad, Hebdon-Le-Hole, Holloway.

      I had a history, a story. A nose, two ears and a mouth.

      I suddenly pictured Jane, teasing me. Remembered what I’d done to the phone.

      Oh dear God, what was happening to me?
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      “Why so glum, pretty boy?”

      I’d had to navigate around them up at the bar: a gaggle of tottering women all short skirts and low-slung spangly tops; glitter, L-plates and joke shop antennae. The one getting hitched was about my age, but most looked old enough to be my mother. Over thirty, anyway.

      I ignored her.

      “Mind if I sit myself down?” She plonked herself onto the stool next to me, her knees lazily grazing mine. She laid her plastic pint glass on the table and its contents slopped over the sides. “Cheer up,” she said with cider breath and a cheeky smile. “It might never happen!”

      She said her name was Carol and she was down for the weekend on a hen do. Back in Manchester she did the accounts for a haulage firm, which was dead boring, but you had to pay the rent, didn’t you, and really it weren’t so bad, the lads were alright, a bunch of big softies to tell the truth, and at least it weren’t as bad as here, I mean, don’t get me wrong but it’s not England, is it?

      Us northerners best stick together, she said with a wink. She leant unsteadily towards me and squeezed the top of my thigh. To my surprise, my thing flushed and I felt it shift beneath the surface of my jeans. I think Carol must have noticed too because she gave me a knowing look and kept her hand right where it was.

      She went on about Tee Jay, who’s ‘do’ it was, and who turned out to be her best friend’s niece, but you’ve got to make the effort, haven’t you, and she was a good girl, even though if you asked her she was too young, but Chris, that was her young man, he was off to the Middle East next month with his regiment and you never know, do you? Said it’s better to have a widow’s pension for her and little Tomas should the worst happen, God forbid, and I felt Carol’s hand move ever so slowly up my thigh.

      The Vereesh I used to know would probably have fled by now. He would have made his excuses and left, maybe with an ‘I’m just off to the bathroom’, but actually going to the far side of the club or even outside into the sobering night air. But the boy who had been with Jane just that morning was now as if viewed through the wrong end of a telescope—close enough to touch, but far, far away.

      This Vereesh . . . the Vereesh Carol from Manchester stumbled upon looking oh so cool—read: shocked, awed, agape—was another kettle of fish. This Vereesh was still thawing out, still part-animal, looking for shelter.

      “Do you smell something?” he asked. “Like something’s on fire? Plastic maybe, rubber?”

      Carol shook her head, smiling, rested his hand upon hers. Tipped her face closer to his.

      Her tobacco tongue filled his mouth.

      

      A group of us, a gaggle, a giggle, as the Underworld emptied out. The one with the L-plates was being comforted in an alley after throwing up, the boy who’d just had his tongue down her throat standing sheepishly nearby.

      A pair of spangly mums in unison: “We wannakebab.”

      “There’s a cab firm over there,” said one of the guys they’d picked up.

      “A kebab,” said the girl. “Don’t you Londoners speak fuckinglish?”

      We began to head towards a kebab shop but I felt myself pulled in the direction of the cab company. “I don’t want a kebab.” I felt Carol’s tongue in my ear. “Do you?” I shook my head.

      “We’ll see you back there,” she shouted.

      We joined the queue outside the cab company but then Carol spotted an empty black one. “Come on.” She wrenched me across the road, jumped in the back. “The Empire,” she said. “Seven Sisters Road.”

      

      The Empire was one of a line of hotels facing Finsbury Park, its proud white façade spidery with cracks. As soon as we were inside, a sense of relief swept over me. I was off the street, safe.

      “You look like the cat that’s got the cream,” Carol said as she unlocked the door. She smiled, but somehow less certainly than before. Maybe she was sobering up, maybe just a little nervous in the bare hall light. She looked old, I thought, tired. Older than thirty. Forty? Fifty? “I’ve got some Baileys,” she said. “And some vodka still over.” She turned on the bedside light, then walked back across the room to switch off the main. As she lit a cigarette I noticed her hands were trembling. “God, I was dying for that,” she said. “Can’t smoke anywhere these days.” That nervous smile again. “You don’t say much, do you.”

      I took the Baileys. I sat down on the bed, overcome by fatigue. I felt Carol sit down beside me. I said felt because my eyes were closed now. “Hey,” I heard her say. “Hey.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Carol was on top of me, and I was inside of her. She threw her head back. Oh yeah, lover, yeah, hmmm, yeah. She reached down and began to rub herself. Yeah, lover. She fell forward, her breasts pressed against my chest, her hair hung over me, engulfing my face in her chemical haze.

      Yeah, lover, she was in my ear, yeah, hon, fuck me, come on, lover, fuck me, fuck me hard. Her groin beat against mine. Whatever turns you on, hon, come on, fuck me . . . That’s right, that’s it. Now . . .

      Now, lover. I want it now. I want you to come. Fill me. Fill me up, lover, fill me with your babies.

      “Carol,” I said. “Jane.”

      And in that little death, I knew I’d done for them both.
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      We were in white and I had sunk beneath my collar so I was a headless ghost. I stomped blindly around the room, arms outstretched, bumping into things. I collided with Ma, grabbed hold of her thighs and moaned whoo-hoo . . . She lifted me up, turned me around and pushed me in the other direction.

      I wandered outside, watched the sannyas gather, their white robes lighting up the moonless night. I began to head towards them.

      “Matthew. Stay.” I paused like a half-trained puppy, then continued tentatively on. I wanted to be a part of the grown-ups’ party. They always had such wonderful parties. Swirling, whirling celebrations. Just be careful not to get caught underfoot.

      “Matthew.” I could hear Ma coming up behind me and I began to run too, chortling away. She swept me up, my little legs dangling, and I was in her arms. She marched me back to the bungalow.

      “We don’t have the time, little toad,” she said. “You have to stay with me.”

      

      A huge crowd had gathered in front of the auditorium as we left. I expected us to join them but Ma wrenched me the other way, into the musky darkness.

      Quiet apparitions, sometimes alone, sometimes hand-in-hand, came through the trees. We dodged them, heading towards the marble gate posts, luminous in the murk.  Before we passed through, Ma stopped and for the first time I saw the suitcase in her other hand. I was about to ask why but something stopped me. We didn’t have the time.

      We trudged on, against the ashram-bound tide; headed up the lane and into the park. This place had scared me ever since I had wandered in one afternoon and couldn’t find my way back: the sheer variety of trees, shrubs, colour, scrambling my senses. I had stumbled around for what seemed like hours until cornered by a band of monkeys. My terrified, high-pitched squeals did nothing to scare them off but they did attract the attention of a holy man who chased the beasties away. He took me to sit with him under a banyan tree and chatted to me in incomprehensible Hindi until a sannyasin spotted me and took me home.

      The hedges still cast shadows from that day and I pressed myself close to Ma as we headed along the dirt path through the park, began to glimpse the headlights from the main road. The jostle of cars and rickshaws, painted trucks and working elephants. The bougainvillea laden with dust.

      The whole world was on the go. As ever, the shock of it: India’s overwhelming indifference. Maybe it was that that made Ma stop. How can everything just carry on as normal? Didn’t they know it was all over? Didn’t they realise?

      She was still standing at the roadside, suitcase in one hand, me in the other, when the head of the procession reached us. Surely she must have heard them coming—the trudge of hundreds of hairy Westerners up the lane, the sighs, the moans, the incoherent cries? But she was still there, stumped by the traffic, as they engulfed us, carried us along with them, right up at the front, beside the Swami.

      They had covered him in flowers. Asleep, they said, but trotting along the side of the litter I could see his grey, shrunken skull, see that he was not asleep, that he was . . . dead, and this realisation affected me more than the shock of his actual passing; the solemn working it out for myself, the insistent, cannonball truth, shattering my childhood innocence.

      More grown-up stuff tumbled mercilessly through the breach. I knew where we were heading, too: the ghats, they called them, not the mountains, silly, but the bonfires beside the river whose glow sometimes accompanied me to sleep, and I liked that because we didn’t have much electric.

      The crowd swelled around us, spreading across the road and holding up the traffic. Rickshaw drivers darted in between, reaching out to touch the Swami for good luck.

      We poured down to the riverbank, slithering over the garbage between the roadside shacks. There was the ghat: a scorched concrete wall set against the river beside a tiny Shiva temple and crooked banyan. The pyre was ready. The crowd closed around me.

      I struggled to see between the legs and with the first flash, Ma pulled me away. I strained to look behind as we struggled back up the smelly slope, my last sight of the Swami, Big Beardy, a burst of blue flame with an orange halo, like the first flare of a match if you hold it up close.

      

      Or the autumn sun as it surmounted the horizon and shone through the gap between the polyester curtains into the hotel room.

      “Hereonefaryou,” Carol snuffled into the pillow, and removed her hand from my bum.

      The springs yawned as I eased myself up from the bed, the plug-in air freshener failing to mask the stench of decay—the rot in the walls, the weight of skin, all the dried-out juices that had seeped into the mattress over the years. I could still hear the legion of shifting, feasting bugs, and couldn’t help scratching.

      “Hereyouare,” she continued in her sleep. Her cellulite-flecked flanks glimmered in the morning light. The sweat had dried on her now, but I could still smell its cheesy sourness as I pulled on first one sock, then another. I clenched my stomach as I put on my boxers, jeans, t-shirt.

      I was closing the door as she turned over, rubbed her eyes and peered blearily at me through the gloom.

      “You’re going,” she said huskily.

      I nodded.

      She closed her eyes and fell back to sleep. I heard her begin to snore as I made my way down the stairs.

      I caught a 29 bus at a stop just down from the hotel. The half-light was perfect for me—the driver still drowsy, the only people on the bus barely-legals. I sat in the cubbyhole downstairs where the camera couldn’t reach and made myself small, forgotten already.

      North London slipped by in shades of grey.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The 29 lurched stop-start, slowly filling up, and with every new arrival, my senses came further undone. I was half up and half down, half-deafened by the cludder-shudder of the bus, half-high on the hydrogen, the carbon; the dried piss, fried food, grease, the mouse mummifying beneath my seat; the peaches, apricots, almonds, roses, musk that provided a slapdash mask to the fishy privates, sourness, gut fart, rot of the other passengers.

      The man opposite gave me a funny look and I forced myself to sit back down. I tucked my hands beneath my thighs, closed my eyes. Opened up again and he was looking elsewhere, looking at the young mother juggling the two kids. Like a cadaver, this man. His rubbery, jaundiced skin. His bloodless lips, eyes flat like buttons. Yet there was something in him still alive. I could feel it nestling there in his centre, radiating outwards. Christ, I could almost feel its oven heat.

      Cancer. It was cancer, I could feel it. Burning him up inside, its becoming that would be the end of them both. And I was horrified. And I was awed. And I was getting up and looking him in the eye and making the OH, forcing my mouth to make the warning OH but the words wouldn’t come, they caught in my throat. A rasp. A sandpaper rasp was all.

      And he must have been thinking I was crazy, a madman, a knife-wielding random act, and I was turning on the greasy pole and heading up the stairs, bounding to the front of the bus and flopping down, only now the slam-door of my lungs yawning back open. Never again, they said as they let the life back in. Never try that again, Vereesh—to draw attention to yourself, shout for help—or like your friend on the bottom deck we’ll go down together, a pair of parachutists tangled in a deadly, spiralling embrace.

      And I didn’t doubt it, not for a minute.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The city began to shed its monochrome suit for the colours of the day.

      I could feel the bus filling up behind me with its wave upon wave of synthetic and secret odours. Among this cloud, this crowd, I could, at least feel some comfort in obscurity, but then, outside, a creeping familiarity: the laundrette, the dodgy pub, the bookie’s, all-night grocery – we were entering my neighbourhood.

      The traffic congealed, the bus inched forward as three lanes merged into one. I leant over to see what the problem was: a police car was parked at an angle across part of the road, blue and white tape stretched across the street behind it. An ambulance was sitting there, cops and other uniformed types chatting among themselves.

      Most of the talk behind me was Slav, save one coarse cockney that said: “Stabbing.”

      Then the bus lurched forward and we were through the bottleneck, heading on towards the centre of the city, the diversion guiding us away from the halls of residence we should by rights have passed. And I wanted to believe that—that it was a stabbing. He must have heard it on the radio that morning. A drunken spat, a hoodie rumble, a Turk feud. A stabbing, and if I was to get off the bus at the next stop and walk back, sleepy-eyed from my night on the tiles, the cop at the tape would wave me through, say just a gang thing, mind the bloodstains, mate, and I’d let myself into the still-slumbering halls, push open my unlocked door, pull the blinds. I’d drape my clothes over the chair and crawl beneath the duvet. Sleep, until afternoon.

      

      We finally reached the city centre. And it was as if I were in a film in rewind, retracing the steps I had taken before: now I was boarding the coach, now it was reversing out of its berth at Victoria Station, hissing forward, but me, I was still passing backwards through the city streets with their grand white mansions, their embassies, their monuments, stores, tourists, suits, students, chaos, colour. Cover, I thought. Cover enough, and, honestly, I was torn between the staying and the going but I’d chosen to go, so go I would. Go, Vereesh, and do the only thing you can think of.

      Run back to Ma.

      

      Which makes a change. Running to you, I mean, running solo.

      “Little toad, my little toad.” You’d stroke my hair but what good did that do? Another sooty carriage, another soot-black night. Nudged awake, lifted up and wrapped in an itchy blanket. No, I’d insist, shrugging it off, I was big enough to stand. Irritably, sleepy, dreamy, as you zipped my parker to the top and the world was enveloped by a fluffy snorkel. It began to dawn on me as we ran for the last train—that I was leaving Daz, Chaz, Davey, Jules behind. The dread prospect of a new school, a new gang. My shrill squeal, beetroot-faced tantrum. Those tender but determined hands hoisting me on board. Whispered apologies, heartfelt thanks, the heavy clunk of the door, the screech of the ageing rolling stock. The turning away, the digging my face into the scratchy seat. I’m sorry, little toad, my little toad.

      You finally found a hole for us to hide in though, didn’t you, Ma. Hebdon-Le-Hole, ha ha. Fuck knows where the Le came from, but the hole was plain enough—there were two of them in fact, set at opposite ends of the toon, as the locals would have it, their mounds of slag and low-slung buildings the tip of an industrial iceberg.

      The whole area was riddled with mines. I sometimes imagined the pavement giving way as I walked home from school. One minute I’d be strolling along, the next I’d feel just air beneath my feet and this whumping noise as I fell through the caved-in ground, passing tunnel after tunnel as if through the collapsing storeys of a high rise. It’d stop with the sky miles above me, and as the dust would clear I’d find myself face-to-face with a leering skeleton in a miner’s helmet or a Celtic treasure trove which would transport me and Ma away to the beaches of . . .

      “Oy! Hippy prick.”

      Fucking Hebdon. For sure, the only miners down the holes were dead ones by the time me and Ma showed up, but there was no shortage of their angry offspring.

      “You’ll love it,” she said as we pulled into Sunderland railway station. “It’s by the sea. It’s been a long time since you’ve been by the sea, hasn’t it.” I just scowled through my fringe. By now I’d grown out of tantrums and into sulks, but they were no less heartfelt. It’s hard to describe the burning sense of injustice I felt, the betrayal, shame even. Ashamed of myself, mainly, for believing that we’d settled at Elizabeth Road, Birmingham, the ramshackle three-storey terrace we’d shared with a couple of other families. Ashamed for drawing on every positive word Ma had uttered about the house, the place, the people as inferring that this time maybe, surely we’d be staying put. Ashamed about Victoria From Upstairs, with whom I’d spent countless hours camping in the front room, watching kids’ shows, playing Harry Potter, and who’d come with us all the way to the station and presented me with a crayoned goodbye card with a wizard (me) and witch (her) and all I could do was snatch it without saying thank you and run up the platform where she couldn’t catch me.

      “Look, there’s Samat!” Ma ran towards him and they hugged.

      “Matthew!” He strode towards me, arms outstretched. Ignoring my warning look, he hugged me every bit as enthusiastically as he had Ma. He let go and stood back, chuckling. “I’m not going to say it . . . okay, why not? You’ve grown, man. Soon gonna be chasing the pussy, eh?”

      “Samat.”

      “It’s back to Clive now, Ren. This ain’t sannyas, just a bunch of New Agers doing it for themselves. Though to be honest I’m feeling more like an old ager these days. Got to hand over to the new generation, eh, Matthew?”

      “It’s . . . Vereesh,” I said. He looked at me, then Ma. Grinned, his teeth ivory white against his leathery tan.

      “Vereesh it is then.” He picked up Ma’s luggage and led us through the station.  “It’s perfect, Ren,” he was saying. “Dirt cheap and massive. Enough space for everyone. It’ll be just like the old days.”

      “Not just like, I hope,” said Ma.

      “No,” said Clive, loading up the van. “Not just like.” I was already inside but the doors were still open when I heard her say, “You’re sure it’s safe?”

      “I’m sure, babe,” I heard him say.

      I watched them embrace in the wing mirror.

      

      At first I thought Sunderland was just like Birmingham, except with fewer black people, but as the town began to give way to countryside, I grew uneasy.

      “Where is it we’re going?” I asked.

      “It speaks!” said Clive.

      “A place called Hebron . . . ” said Ma.

      “Hebdon,” said Clive. “Hebdon-le-Hole.”

      “Funny name,” said Ma.

      “Funny name, funny place,” said Clive. “Old mining town, except the mines have gone. Well, not gone exactly—they’re still there, sort of—but it’s all closed down now. That’s why it was so cheap!”

      “It’s a big house,” said Ma. “Like Birmingham but bigger.”

      “Much bigger,” said Clive.

      “We’ll be sharing with lots of others. It’ll be a big community. Just like the old days.”

      “Except not just,” said Clive.

      Ma laughed. “No,” she said.

      “Will I have my own room?”

      “Will he have his own room, Clive?”

      “The kids have got their own barn. How about that? When you’re grown up and your girlfriend asks,” he adopted a shrill voice, “where did you grow up? In a barn? You can say, as a matter of fact . . . ”

      We passed through a cluster of houses, by some shuttered-up shops, an abandoned church, a concrete bus stop sheltering a gang of older kids. As I looked back, one of them gave me the finger.

      Soon after, we turned off the road and down an overgrown lane, foliage brushing against the sides of the van. And then, there it was: the house. An overblown gothic pile jam-packed with turrets, crevices, hidden passageways and gargoyles. Home to a bunch of hippies dreaming of a new age, a haven for Ma and me.

      The Swami didn’t like Fate, did he, Ma? Said it makes you slaves, makes you Indian. But what were we doing except running from it? Not the Fate you envisaged sure enough, but you’ve got to admit there’s a certain sweet irony here, one even the Swami would appreciate. Did you think we’d finally got away with it? Is that it, why you thought it was safe to stop?

      Oh, Ma.
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      As the coach pulled in, Sunderland seemed pretty much the same as ever, only kind of shrunken by my London horizons. But there was none of the frustration, the resentment I used to feel as the coach swept into the station, none of the self-pity about being stuck out on a limb like this, not even in Newcastle for fuck’s sake. Instead I felt a kind of cool-eyed comfort. I knew this geography, knew what was around every corner, and even though I could sense the danger, at least here I could face it on my terms.

      But I didn’t want to be recognised and I pulled my hood up as I crossed the station for the connection to Hebdon.

      Through the diesel fumes I could taste the salt in the sea air. The sea was never far from you in these parts. I remembered the toxic beach near the house, with its sulphurous sand and moon rock, a far cry from the seaside image the region liked to promote. If the fine Seaham beach was the city’s beautiful, if chilly, face then our poisoned beach was its hairy arse, so of course that was where we kids used to hang out, clambering over the abandoned cars, burning stuff. Maybe it was a kind of subconscious rebuke to the organic health kick the grown-ups forced upon us, and for a moment I wondered if that was it—that maybe I’d absorbed some kind of chemical shit from back then, become a sort of Toxic Avenger like in some Eighties schlock horror, and as I boarded the bus, turning this over in my mind, I could almost hear myself laughing, fuck it, I was laughing, and the driver was giving me this crazy kids look. Then I stopped laughing, wondered: was that it?

      Was that really what was happening to me?

      Was I losing my mind?

      

      Rewind . . . the tape kept playing backwards . . . to the leaving home, the arriving in London. The halls, the drinking, the lessons, the fucking. Daniel, Jane, Cal. Ahmed. Then what happened. All that happened—the blackouts, the panic . . .

      This thing. This thing I could feel even now inside of me, coiled in some dark recess, it felt like; quiet, resting for the moment, but ready to take me over again if I stepped out of line.

      Was it not nearly so mysterious as I would have it? Not nearly so special, so terrible.

      Was it maybe just . . . madness?

      

      The bus took its usual wretched route, lurching through the town then into the estates, but I was blind, engulfed by this double-dread, the one for what I was, the other for what it meant. In short—was this all in the mind? Was that all there was to it—young Vereesh lost it down in London, ended up on Ma’s doorstep gibbering of infections, sights, smells, possessions . . . was taken away, poor lad, shuffling around the mental ward even as we speak. Always was a bit of a weirdo, that one.

      Oh Lord, if this was madness then I had it. Because I could look at what happened, look at what I was, and know it was real. Whatever I was, it was, there in the darkness, every bit as tangible as the tongue between my teeth, the nails pressed into my palms. The springs in the seat, the cool of the window against my temple as we passed the sign that read Hebdon-le-Hole.

      Oh Lord. Whatever it was, I was.

      

      There was no one at the bus stop. The common, with its tangled swings and bashed-up slide, was likewise empty. The bus moved off and I began to make my way along the high street, as barren as ever but somehow still comfortingly familiar.

      I glanced into the corner store where Mr Sykes was still behind the counter, ready to sell you king-sized cigarettes for 50p a pop as long as “you don’t tell your betters”. A taciturn man, he’d never been that friendly as such, but this time he caught my eye, raised his hand, mouthed, “Lad,” and beckoned me.

      I looked away, quickened my pace. Don’t lower your guard now, Vereesh. Not when you’re this close to home.

      I put my head down, concentrated on what was ahead.

      Ma. You’d likely be in the kitchen or the workroom. There’d be others, there always were: from the house or further afield. Better strangers, cos then there wouldn’t be too many questions. Either way I’d need to be casual, upbeat, even, so they didn’t take too much account, then slip them in, the words, our code.

      “You’ll remember our code, won’t you?”

      Crow Town. It’s Crow Town, Ma. Come back from Crow Town. Been to Crow Town. Gone to Crow Town. You would remember, wouldn’t you? After all your insisting?

      Of course you would.

      

      I was almost through the town now. Around the bend was the turning towards the house, but something made me stand a while, lean into the silence, and although I couldn’t hear anything, I was beginning to pick up a scent, a smell, of something chemical. And I could feel that thing, that madness, whatever it was, stir inside of me, spread its icy tentacles. And I was off the road and I was ducking into the woods.

      I picked my way through the trees, avoiding the well-trodden path direct to the house. Instead I ducked and scrambled through the overgrown tangle of brambles, weeds and branches in the direction of the beach. I kept out of sight of the house because if I could see them, then they could see me, which was not so much my thoughts as those of my thing, keeping me safe and doing what was necessary.

      The beach was still baked yellow and burned brown, the sea dark as lead. The same old carcasses of machines and sea creatures; even the sky seemed sick here, bleached by our bad living.

      I skirted along the sand, kept close to the tree line. Finally found what I was looking for.

      This path took me back through the woods and I was soft and I was swift, dodging the coal-black trees, my feet falling on quiet ground untouched by autumn leaves. Inside my head there was a map of this place, a memory of the big tree with its tyre swing that stretched over the dip and, above it, the rickety platform nailed into the high branches, which looked out over the sea and, more importantly, down onto the house.

      There it was, the tyre suspended over a carpet of undisturbed leaves. I began to head towards it when there was that smell again, that chemical sharpness that set my senses screaming, and I ducked down, behind a too-thin tree. Too late to move: the sharpness was close now and I would have started running for it, making a mad dash like any other forest creature, but I sensed it was too dangerous even for that now. So, as much as my stillness would allow, I shrunk into myself in an effort to become small as could be, as skinny as I could behind this skinny tree. And I waited.

      I waited.

      There.

      Yes, and there. A glimmer; a slither growing bigger, bigger still, moving through the woods, it’s fluorescent orange skin as raw as fire. A blazing sloth, a bloated biped.

      It must have been quite a labour to carry that amount of bulk and I could hear its shallow breath through its long black snout.

      Hollowly, heavily, steadily it picked its way towards me.

      I could have backed off, made a break for it. I could have maybe outrun this one but knew I’d be done for. Where there was one there would be others. Hundreds, thousands. In cars, ’copters, on the ground. The air waves would be buzzing, the internet instantaneous. I wouldn’t see out the hour.

      I thought about killing it, calculated my chances. The old Vereesh . . . well, this wasn’t him. Now, I’d still just give it 30/70, cos I wasn’t fooled by its sluggish outward appearance. To kill it I’d have to get beneath that polythene skin, and inside there would be a whole other creature, a cop or a soldier maybe. Older, heavier, tougher than I was. The only element in my favour would have been surprise, and how long would that have lasted before its instincts kicked in, along with all that experience and training and maybe a baton or firearm or pepper spray? Against what? My superior senses. Speed. Will to survive.

      So there I stayed, part hidden, part exposed. You would have seen me easily if you were looking for me. But if you weren’t. If you were just taking a stroll, as it were, laden down with twenty pounds of respiratory gear, a bulky bio-suit and your vision restricted to a fogged-up Perspex window, then you might. Just. Miss me.

      The thing paused on the other side of the dip. Contemplated the tree, the swing, the platform. And quite possibly me, just a few metres to the side. I couldn’t tell if the head was moving inside the head, and I was too far away to see its face inside its face. But I was waiting. Waiting for it to come down the dip, cos that would mean there’d be no choice, it would be 30/70 but, if it did, I decided to try and up my odds by coming out to meet it, jumping right off the edge and aiming at its head. See if I couldn’t snap that neck inside that no-neck, or at least stun it to buy myself time enough to get hold of a rock and crack its skull.

      And if there was no rock.

      Peel back its hood and plunge my middle finger through one of its eye sockets as far as it would go. Thereby piercing the brain.

      

      The leaves crackled, the suit squeaked. It moved along the top of the dip then away, in the direction of the house.

      I remained behind the tree, waiting until the last sliver of colour had disappeared, before falling silently back towards the beach. I hugged the tree line then retraced my steps through the woodland. There was no need to climb up to the platform now. I’d seen all I needed to. I knew all I needed to know: that this was the very worst place for me to be.

      And I felt naked as I walked, not ran, mind, walked like anyone else, through the town. Naked as I crossed the road to avoid Mr Sykes and passed by the common, expecting any moment to hear the voice that called me back, that called for backup.

      But somehow I reached the bus stop, ducked inside its concrete cover. Felt a momentary relief. Only to find someone else waiting there.

      But not for a bus. I could tell that, even before she turned to face me, her black hair drawn back to reveal a kind of dark, bruised beauty. She smiled like she knew me.

      “Vereesh,” she said with certainty.

      And I was getting out of there, I was stepping off the curb, when it hit me.
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      “It has been scientifically proven—that science does not exist! Scientists have demonstrated, in their quantum experiments, that observation precedes essence. Consider that—before the material world, came the observed one. But who was watching?”

      I was awake behind my closed eyes, yet the Swami was still chattering away, his insinuating, sing-song voice unmistakable.

      “The answer is simple—we were watching. All of us, consisting of one great consciousness that our individual particles dip in, dip out of . . . we come together as Peter, as Jane, and then we fall apart again. And again, and again . . . we are all connected because we all share a single consciousness. Our individuality—what we call you, what we call me—is a fake, a shell constructed by time, by biology, circumstance, accident . . . but within that shell there is a constant, a consciousness that runs on and on into eternity . . . a wholeness, a holiness, that is the heart of who you are.”

      “The heart of who you are . . . ” said a different voice altogether; knowing, male, American. “Boy, he could turn a phrase. Are you feeling holy, Vereesh? Still in one piece?”

      I opened my eyes. The man grinned wolfishly behind his transparent plastic mask. “Of course you are. Akka!” he called out.

      An old woman loomed out of the gloom. While the man was in full surgical garb—mask, goggles, apron, gloves, a doily teetering on the crest of his domed forehead—the woman was in a sweatshirt and jeans; her wizened, weather-beaten face was bare.

      “Boy, you were a tricky one,” the man said. “A slippery one.  How did you get to be so slippery?” But I was looking past him, past them both, trying to get a fix on this place . . . this hospital, judging by the bed, the blankets . . . “So quick to get it—get your ass outta there, but then so fucking dumb. So dumb it was almost a stroke of genius. Leaving London like that. What were you thinking, Vereesh?”

      There was another bed across the room from mine. I could see the silhouette of someone beneath the covers. The small shift of life.

      “Then I thought: what if you didn’t get it,” said the man. “What I mean is—what if you’d got half, right? Got your sorry ass out of there, but hadn’t actually worked the whole puzzle out. I mean, why should you? Then what would you do? Well, it was worth a gamble, right, Akka?”

      “Yes, Josh.” The old woman—she was not English. European? Scandinavian?

      “You want to know how lucky you are, my friend? Have you any idea?”

      A television was flickering behind them, some kind of drama. Hollyoaks.

      “If we hadn’t got to you, chances are you’d be laid out on a gurney by now. Like one of those lab rats, you know? The type you get to play with at school. Think I’m kidding, Vereesh, ol’ buddy? Why not ask Vlad . . . ”

      “Josh,” said the old woman, “Vereesh must be tired. There’s plenty of time.”

      The man let out a long breath which misted up his mask. “Yeah,” he said. “Been a long day. For us all, right, Vereesh?” He began to get up.

      I opened my mouth, tried to form the words. Eventually they came. “Let me go,” I said, holding up my shackled hands.

      He laughed. “Sorry, my friend. No can do, not right now. It’s for your own good.”

      The woman came around my side of the bed, bent down and, before I could stop her, kissed me on the forehead.

      “Don’t,” I said. “I’m not safe.”

      “It’s alright,” she said. “You can’t hurt me.”
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* * *

      It was dawn. My eyes were better adjusted to the gloom but told me little more. I was on my back in a hospital bed, my wrists handcuffed to the bars on its sides. At the end of the room, the occupant of the other bed, an old man as far as I could tell, was turned away from me, his breath deep but hard-fought even in sleep. I could feel his organs struggling, creaking like the workings of a clapped-out banger. He was not long for this world, I realised.

      By his bed was a window, its dusty metal blinds closed, but I could hear the birds beginning to sing, the low growl of traffic, a police siren. I was in a city, then.

      I tugged at the cuffs, traced the bands around the bars. Nay chance.

      What was happening?

      I thought back to the accident, stepping off the curb, then . . . hit. By something hard, fast . . . overwhelming. A juggernaut, or maybe just a bus. Whatever it was, it hit me hard and fast enough so the next thing I knew I was waking up to that crazy Yank yabbering on, the foreign weird woman.

      Was I broken?

      Beginning at my toes, I checked my body for fractures, bruises, damage . . . flexed every muscle, tested every joint. Arched my back, rolled my shoulders . . .

      My back felt sunburn-sore, my right forearm bruised, but otherwise I seemed to be okay. The forearm—there was a small circular plaster. Injection? Maybe that was why I went out like a light after the woman kissed me.

      “It’s alright,” she had said. “You can’t hurt me.”

      I tugged at the cuffs again, more out of frustration than hope. The old man coughed. A long, wheezing cough that seemed to last forever. Then stopped. For a moment I thought he’d had it, but then that sleepy rattle started up again.

      I lay back.

      “You’d be laid out on a gurney by now,” the man had said, “like one of those lab rats.”

      I wrapped my fingers around the bars and pulled.

      Nothing.

      In his mask, the gloves. The man knows.

      But the old woman kissed me.

      Better to conserve my energy, I thought. Bide my time. Sometimes, the best thing to do

      Is to do

      Nothing.

      Not my wisdom. But my thing, coiled inside me.

      I smiled. So, still there, then.

      I was not entirely alone.

      

      I’d dozed back off when the blinds ripped open, sunlight pouring into the room. Silhouetted by the window, I could tell it was her—the woman at the bus stop, the last person I’d seen before I ended up . . . here. She had the same shape, the same easy way of holding herself.  She bent down by the other bed, coaxed the old man awake with a language full of shushes. Polish? Portuguese? He rolled onto his back, this very old man with his grey, sunken cheeks, dark rings around his eyes. He responded softly in the same tongue. She obviously mentioned me because with effort he looked over, nodded as she explained something.

      She straightened up and came to my bed. She was barefoot, dressed in a pair of tight-fitting jeans and a t-shirt.

      “Alive and well then,” she said with just a trace of accent. “Need to go pee-pee?” I realised that yes, I did. Urgently. “Okay.” She reached beneath the bed and produced a wide-lipped bottle. “I’ll let you this one time, but if there’s any funny business, I’ll make you stay like that, understand? Let you stew in your own juice.” Giving me a final warning look, she stepped back and uncuffed my right hand. Immediately I was thinking—what are my chances? If I grab her, jump out of the bed, drag it with me? Use both hands and pull the bar as hard as possible?

      But even as I was working every angle, I could tell she knew exactly what I was thinking, was way ahead of me. I realised I wouldn’t stand a chance. Not a fucking chance. Better. To do. Nothing.

      Except piss.

      I handed back the bottle.

      “Good boy,” she said. She held it up to the light. “Lot of stuff in there,” she said. “Lot of stuff to flush out.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I bet that was your first pee-pee?” She inspected the misty gold sample. “Since you came on?”

      “On?”

      “You know. Since you turned.”

      I didn’t know. She gave me a searing, searching look.

      “You are Vereesh?”

      I considered lying. “Don’t,” she said.

      I nodded. “Yes,” I said. “I am Vereesh.”

      She looked relieved. “Thanks to God.” She put the sample down, took my wrist in her firm grip and clicked the cuff back on. “For a moment,” she said, “I thought I might have to kill you.” She winked. “So, Vereesh, baby, what will you be having for breakfast?”

      Akka brought me the breakfast—tea and rubbery scrambled eggs. It was either that or cornflakes, and I ended up wishing I had asked for both. I had a voracious appetite, a gaping hole. I tugged at the cuffs when I smelt the food, like a dog on a leash.

      “Hungry,” said Akka approvingly. “Growing boy.” She sat beside my bed, offered up a spoonful of egg, which I gulped down. Baked beans. Buttered toast. More, give me more.

      She held up the mug, tipped it too far and some of the lukewarm tea dribbled down my chin. As she took it away I said, “Can you not release one hand, like your friend did?”

      She gave me a sharp look. “Magda let you go?”

      I held up my right hand. “Just one,” I said.

      She shook her head.

      “Why not?”

      “We must wait for Josh.”

      “Why? How long will that be?”

      She shrugged, held up another piece of toast to my mouth. The other woman, Magda, came in with a tray and went to sit by the old man.

      “Can’t you release one of my hands?” I called.

      Magda laughed. “Stop your complaining, baby, enjoy your spoon feeding while it lasts.”

      “Fuck you.” I turned my head away.

      “Come on,” said Akka. “Try a little more. I know you’re hungry.”

      “Fuck off,” I shouted. “Fuck you all!”

      The shock of pain across my face. Magda standing there, her hand still raised from walloping me. “Be good, baby,” she said, “and if you can’t be good, keep fucking quiet.”
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      Do nothing, Vereesh. Be a good baby. Bide your time. I kept testing the bed bars for flaws, weaknesses. Watched the comings and goings of the two women, the old man just hanging on. Monitored the flickering, silent TV. Sifted every sound for what it told me about where I was.

      Which was? Not in a public hospital, for starters. Not a public institution despite the hospital beds, the machines lined up like mourners beside the old man.

      The panelled white doors, the beech linoleum floors, the woodchip on the walls: they weren’t National Health Service. The women . . . the cuffs . . . all of it . . . all of it was wrong. And where were the proper nurses and doctors? The only one who seemed at all plausible was the man who’d greeted me when I had woken up, who I had heard called Kobro. Josh Kobro. And he was an American.

      So not a public place. A private hospital then? That would explain the décor, the doing as they pleased. But who were they? Were these public or private people? The authorities got up to all sorts these days, so the venue didn’t necessarily mean anything. But the way they’d gone about it . . . the way they were. These foreigners. These crazy foreigners. The authorities weren’t like that. The authorities were uniforms, officialdom, guns. I could sense the authorities, I could smell them. These weren’t them.

      Private people. Independent people. “You want to know how lucky you are, my friend?” he had said. “Have you any idea?”

      There was some hope in those words, wasn’t there?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Kobro wanted to make a show of it. His Jack Nicholson smile, the almost childlike twinkle in his eye as he pulled up the chair. Magda, that bitch, stood behind him. But as much as I hated her, something about Kobro—this creature, part flesh, part rubber and plastic—unsettled me more.

      “Vereesh. Light giver, bringer of light. I like that,” he said. “Jeesh, I couldn’t believe it when I found out. A sannyasin, no less. Brought me back, I can tell you.” He let out a long, reminiscent sigh. “Nineteen ninety-nine, that was one hell of a year. Took us three days to hitch down to Utah, then a helluva problem getting to the Farm—the natives weren’t exactly friendly.”

      “You’re a sannyasin?” I couldn’t hide my surprise.

      “Sannyasin: disciple. Kinda. “Follow me”, right? And I do have hazy memories of sitting cross-legged in a crowd listening to the Swami, but to be honest, fella, I was mostly concerned with getting laid, which turned out to be, frankly, a disappointment. There was some kinda AIDS panic going on and they would barely let us eat together, let alone fuck without a quadruple test and OK from the ruling cadre.

      “Actually, maybe it was then, with all the fear and loathing and downright craziness I started getting interested in epidemiology. I mean, it was getting in the way of my sex life! So . . . ” he said, “what happened next?”

      “Next?”

      “Yeah, I’ve often wondered. After the old man got booted out.”

      “He died. In India.”

      “Poisoned, some said.”

      I shrugged.

      “You don’t buy that then, kid?”

      “I . . . ” I shook my head. “What’s happening . . . What’s going on?”

      He sat back with a satisfied smile, spread his legs wide apart. “The sixty-four thousand dollar question. Tell me, light giver, you get sick much?”

      “Sick?”

      “Sick. Like colds, flu. Stomach bugs. Ever had the mumps, measles?”

      “Well, I guess . . . ”

      “No guessing. What do you remember?”

      “Remember . . . ” I struggled to find anything I could put my finger on. It was like Ma said, I had never actually been ill until recently. It had never struck me as weird, until now—I mean, you don’t miss what you’ve never had. “I got ill, recently. The . . . ” I was hedging now, even as I said it, a huge measure of doubt beginning to enter my voice, “flu. I think.”

      “When was this? When you were at university, or before?”

      “Just . . . before . . . then it carried on a bit. Hard to shake off.”

      “Was this before Daniel Addo took ill?”

      “What do you know about Danny? Is he okay?”

      “Answer my question, kid.”

      “Before.”

      “Was it before you met . . . what was his name, Maggy?”

      “Penn,” said Magda. “Arthur Penn.”

      Kobro looked at me expectantly.

      “Who?”

      “You don’t know who Arthur Penn is?”

      I shook my head.

      “American. In his forties. He was a tourist. Ring any bells?”

      I shook my head.

      “Well, he knew you,” said Kobro. “Intimately.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Yeah. Anyway. What do you know, buster?”

      “Me?”

      “He means what have you experienced,” said Magda.

      I thought about it. What I felt ready to reveal. What I could afford to, to these strangers. But I needed help, I knew that, too. “I . . . I had this flu. This flu bug. But I felt better. Then . . . Danny got sick and I . . . I went, kind of . . . crazy in the head. Got this stupid idea it was something to do with me. But . . . but instead of, like, turning myself in I, I wanted to get away. Not wanted. Had to.”

      “And what did you think, when you found out?”

      “Found out what?”

      “What Daniel had.”

      I shook my head. “I know there’s something wrong with me, Josh. I know I’m . . . sick . . . with something. I’m even . . .  infectious, maybe . . . but it seemed to make no sense. No rhyme or reason. Why, I mean, why any of it was happening. I thought: am I going mad? Is that it?

      “But then I saw the man in the safety suit in Hebdon. Like you, Josh, dressed like that, in your safety stuff. So I thought maybe I’m not mad, maybe it is something else. Please.” I looked at the three of them. “Tell me. Tell me what it is.”

      “Poor boy,” said Akka.

      “He knows nothing,” said Magda.

      “Guess he hasn’t been following the news,” said Kobro. “Which explains a lot. No, my friend. You are not mad. Okay? It’s a crazy world out there and you are right slap-bang in the middle of it, but you are not mad.” He pursed his lips, made a sucking sound. “But you’re dead right to say you’re infectious: what you are carrying is a virus, okay? Variola vera. More commonly known as smallpox.”

      He looked at me, waiting for some kind of reaction. They all were. Even the old man was surveying me through those hollow pits.

      “I’ve . . . ” I remembered the girl in the common room with tangled hair. “The smallpox attack in America. It’s just an excuse . . . ”

      The black railings. The marching soldiers. The American tourist with his wide-open smile.

      “Good luck, son.” His firm handshake. “God bless.”

      “Vereesh,” said Kobro. “Still with us, buddy?”
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      I woke on my front, my face buried in the pillow. Panicked for a moment as I tried to work out where I was, pieced it together: the bright, blurred TV, the creaking steel bed frame, the hollow rattle of the old man sleeping.

      I turned over. The blinds were drawn, the room dark except for the TV—a window into another room. Young people gathered together on a sofa, talking. Big Brother.

      Raising my hands to my face, I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. Realised: I was no longer shackled. Rotating my sore wrists, I looked around the room, but there were no obvious changes, no guard at the door.

      I laid my feet on the cold floor. Taking care for some unexpected injury, I stood up. My clothes were folded on the chair. On top of them sat the mala, the Swami smiling up at me. So that was how Kobro knew.

      Taking care not to disturb the old man, I began to get dressed.

      It didn’t surprise me that the door wasn’t locked, but I nonetheless lowered the handle as softly as possible.

      It opened onto the first floor of a house. An ordinary Victorian house by the look of things. Nothing special, not too grand. Ikea prints on the cream walls, a hardy blue-grey carpet that looked like it had seen better days.

      As I crept down the stairs, I could hear talk coming from a room on the ground floor. Fortunately not the one by the front door, but towards the back—a kitchen maybe.

      I leant over the banister. The door was closed. Okay. I made for the front door. It, too, was unlocked. I eased it open.

      

      The streets were full of foreigners, the stores signed in Arabic, Turkish, Greek, Russian. I passed a Bulgarian bar, a Chinese noodle takeaway, a taxi office fronted by Hassidic Jews. Grocers laid their wares out upon tables along the pavement, tables piled high with tomatoes and chillies, plantains and coriander, mint and courgettes; stews topped with green and red roasted peppers bubbled in the window of Kurdish restaurants; nameless, nationless youths sat boxed, on display in internet cafes.

      I pulled up my hood, hunched my shoulders, took care to weave between the pedestrians without causing offence.

      The Sudanese pushing the buggy, the Jamaican pensioners dawdling outside a bookie’s; the gypsy women with their billowing ankle-length skirts, the Polish builders flecked with paint, Aussie backpackers. I realised: isn’t that what everyone in this Babel is up to? Minding their own business, their own world, their own complex histories, language, culture? They didn’t want any trouble either.

      I fitted in perfectly.

      I came to a park. Dark, locked up, but there was a gap in the fence. I ducked through it, weaved between the trees. I heard something and crouched down.

      Here, like an animal, as I had learned, I waited.

      A figure stepped out from behind a tree. I tensed, ready to run for it. But something told me to hold on, hold on . . .

      Another figure approached him. They embraced.

      I watched them, these silent silhouettes moulding, fumbling. One bowed low to the other, dropping to his knees. He tugged at the man’s flies, gently at first but with increasing urgency. Helped by the other, he unloosened the belt, pulling the jeans apart. He plunged his face into the gap. The standing man gasped.

      I moved on, out of the woods, into an open space by a boating lake. I saw them all now—moving sluggishly along the path, loitering under lamplight, sitting at the far end of a darkened bench. An almost courtly ritual.

      So I was not alone, but neither was I afraid.

      I moved through a kids’ area, towards some kind of adventure playground. I climbed over the fence and scrambled up a small artificial hill. I squatted down at the summit while below me the traffic rumbled, the gays embraced.

      In the distance, the towers of London twinkled.
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* * *

      “But that’s not all,” I had said to Kobro. “Not all of it.”

      He grinned. “Do you believe in God, Vereesh?”

      I shrugged. I didn’t know.

      “Do you believe in the theory of evolution?”

      I thought about this. Yes.

      “Do you believe science has all the answers?”

      All the answers? “No,” I said. “I mean, I think there’s an explanation for everything, but I don’t think we know all the answers yet.”

      He nodded. “That’s about right. It’s certainly true of medicine, though some of those guys, they’re . . . well, they’re pretty arrogant. And hey, who can blame them? Ever since Pasteur they’ve been hunting down those microscopic organisms like big game hunters. Not bad after two millennia of quackery, eh?”

      I shrugged.

      “Man, you have no idea. Koch. Jenner. Sabin. These guys are my heroes. Do you realise how many lives have been saved? How the world has been transformed over the past century? Jeesh . . . you really are an ungrateful sonofabitch.” He laughed. “Anyway. There’s been this great leap. This giant step forward. Disease is on the retreat across the globe.

      “But, don’t forget—those trembling strings of DNA are children of Darwin too. They have one imperative, and one only. Like you, Vereesh, like all of us—they want to survive.”

      The old man began to cough. He started softly, as if something was caught in his throat, but it soon became more insistent; a forlorn, pitiless hack. Magda went over and sat him up. She rubbed his back, coaxed him forward. After a desperate struggle, he managed to bring something up.

      He sat back against the pillow, exhausted, while Magda dabbed a tissue around his mouth, tidied his thin white hair.

      “You ever heard of Mary Mallon?”

      I shook my head.

      “Typhoid Mary?”

      Maybe.

      “New York, in the 1900s. She worked as a cook in wealthy households. Infected twenty-two people with the Typhus bacterium. Bless her.” He smiled. “She actually infected more people as she stayed on in the households to look after them.”

      In those days, he said, people didn’t realise you could be infectious and not show any symptoms. But that was Mary. It took a sanitary engineer to finally track her down. Mary did her utmost to evade arrest, terrified of the consequences. Quite right, too: she ended her days locked up, isolated and still infectious.

      “It added a new word to our language,” said Kobro. “Asymptomatic. We realised disease had developed a cunning survival strategy.”

      Nevertheless, over the last century medicine had perfected ways to identify asymptomatics, to isolate them if necessary. Protect the community.

      But then, towards the tail end of the 1980s, they began to notice a new phenomenon.

      “Epstein first posited the hypothesis after an outbreak of an enterovirus—polio—in northern Bengal. They’d considered the area polio-free for generations and there was very little cross-pollination—travel, to you—among the affected population. But up it sprung, seemingly out of nowhere.

      “Eventually, Epstein concluded the virus had been asymptomatic in someone who had passed it on to their child, grandchild, or even further down the line. The virus had, in effect, managed to join its genes with our own.”

      He sat back, shaking his head in wonder. “An epidemiologist’s worst fucking nightmare. How the fuck do you model that? We’d long been aware of abnormal genes passing down the generations—the haemophilia in your royals, for instance—but external organisms employing the exact same strategy? And there’s more. Turns out these carriers, they’re . . . You’ve never been ill, you said?”

      “I didn’t say that. I mean, I can’t remember.”

      “Mumps? Measles? A cold for Christ’s sake?”

      “No,” I said. “I can’t remember.”

      “Come on, Vereesh, you know.”

      “No,” I insisted.

      “Their behaviour too,” he continued. “These new folks . . . they talk of blackouts, of visions. They sense things . . . There’s something about them, a kind of . . . survival instinct that in the right, or wrong, circumstances appears to override everything else, every human, every moral constraint . . . They become, in effect, not unlike the bug they’re hosting. You know what I’m talking about, Vereesh?”

      I looked into his watery blue eyes.

      “Of course you do,” he continued. “You see, that’s what really has us worried. Not just the implications for fighting disease, though they are truly alarming, but what it means for us all. The indivisibility of the human genome, right? Because, let’s face it, you’re not exactly, not wholly human, are you, Vereesh? And that’s a problem.”
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      “Big city,” she said. “Big enough to get lost in.” I didn’t hear Magda coming, but I wasn’t surprised that she had.

      “You’re like me,” I said. “That’s why you don’t wear anything.”

      “More or less,” said Magda, sitting beside me, pulling her legs up to her chest. “I’d never thought about it before—that I never got sick. Kobro reckons it’s because the bug part of us is so strong, it kills off anything else that tries to get in. That’s why he was asking, you see, about any illnesses.”

      “And Akka, too. The old man.”

      “Vladimir,” said Magda. “Yes. Quite a little company we have become.”

      “But not Kobro.”

      “No.”

      “Have you all got . . . the same?”

      Magda gave me a sideways look. “What, the pox, you mean? Hell no, baby. You’re special. Have you any idea how many bugs are out there? Hundreds, thousands, millions maybe. Nature is very busy, quite a powerhouse. It’s not every day someone like you turns up, someone with a real honest-to-God superbug. You’re the golden boy, first division. Congratulations.”

      Against the blanket-grey sky, a plane, lit up like a winking electric cross, charted a course along the Thames and towards Heathrow. Another, more distant, began to follow its path.

      “What’s going to . . . happen?”

      She gave me that look again, a small smile. “Do you really want to know?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sometimes it’s good not to know,” she said. “That way maybe you can look forward to a happy ending. But for who, Vereesh? For you? For me? We both want one for ourselves, but everyone else? Do they want us to survive, spreading our nasty germs?  I don’t know. I’m not sure anyone does—Kobro even. Kobro especially.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Dr Joshua Kobro. A big man in the OMS, World Health Organization. Or so he says. I don’t know.” She shrugs. “Maybe he’s just a lab technician. Anyway, he seems to be able to pull the strings. He got me out before they got to me, that’s what counts. He keeps me safe.”

      “Got you out of where?”

      She pushed her hair back from her face, silver in the night light. “How old are you, Vereesh?”

      “Eighteen.”

      “A baby. That’s sweet . . . I would have liked a baby.” She pinched my cheek. “How about I adopt you?” She laughed. “That’s funny, when you think about it—you’re the child. Then there’s me and Josh. We’re like the parents, right? And then Akka and Vladimir. The old people. Grandparents. What’s that family in the movies? The one with Frankenstein, Dracula?”

      “The . . . Addams Family?”

      “Addams. Yeah, that’s us. The Addams Family. All we need is that butler guy. The tall one. Lurch. Isn’t that him?”

      “Magda. So you don’t know what’s going to happen?”

      She put on a straight face. “Such a serious young man. But seriousness is not a bad thing in a boy. My boy would be like that. Studious, a scholar.” She nodded as she said, “It’s a serious place, this world.”

      We sat smoking a while. I’d almost given up getting any sense out of her when she said, “There’s no game plan, baby. No great strategy. People like us, creatures like you and me and Akka, we’re grateful for whatever we can get. It is our destiny, it’s in our genes, to survive. We do what we must, whatever we must. You get that, don’t you, baby? You’re not so bad at it yourself, so far.”

      I got it, but I felt a tremendous sorrow begin to gather, a terrible sense of injustice, of loss.

      “Never mind,” she said, sensing this. She tweaked my nose. “We have each other, don’t we? All we need is a Lurch, no?”
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      Harringay was the perfect place for us—even its name was a sleight of hand, a word inside a word. The centre of the London Borough of Haringey, Harringay, sat between two underground stations but was out of sight of both, its rows of red brick Victorian terraces more like a northern town than London tan.

      All of London was there though, all of new London anyway—the Middle Easterners, the Eastern Europeans; the Asians, the Africans, the Chinese.

      The Kurds and Turks had staked their claim first, mind, hence the Selale restaurant with its mountain scenes and the old ladies who sat on a raised dais kneading dough, Yasar Halim’s shelves stacked with flatbread and sweetmeats, the electric pink facades of the flower shops bubbling with balloons; juice bars, barbers, photographers, the men’s clubs that lined the main drag.

      They liked a march too, those folks. Usually it was for Kurdistan, or Ocalan, or some other moustachioed Stalin lookalike, waving their old-style red flags and shaking their fists to urgent, incomprehensible slogans.

      Magda said they gathered at the civic centre for some speeches before going off to do their shopping, but this march was a bit different. For starters, there were plenty of headscarves—which you didn’t tend to see with the Kurds, whose women were more likely to sport tummy studs—and while there was a spattering of hammers and sickles, there were also plenty of Stop the War-type banners over the shoulders of students and crusties, politicals and religious types. The Middle East, Magda reckoned, and wasn’t that me down there, turning around on tippy-toes on the lookout for the sexy Socialist Worker?

      We were watching them from the bedroom at the front. I wasn’t allowed out again until my beard had grown, and it was a stubborn bugger, thicker in some patches than others, a spicy blend of black and red.

      “Where’d you get that from?” Kobro asked as I’d tucked into breakfast, meaning the red bits. I’d shrugged.

      “Vereesh, buddy.” He’d laid a gloved hand on my shoulder. “You are a fucking international man of mystery, aren’t you. Your mum. At least you must know something about her?”

      “I . . . ” I thought of Ma, seeing me off at the bus station, pressing the mala into my hand. Proud old hippy, job done. “I’d like to know how she is, how they all are.”

      Kobro looked pained. “You’ve got to get it into that fat head of yours, everything has changed. Believe me, the authorities would know the moment you called, mailed, messaged. If she is okay, and I’m sure she is, she’ll be under close watch. Nah. The only thing you can do is hold tight for now, my man, and remember—it’s not just you, there’s the rest of us.”

      “There’s nothing online,” I said. “I mean, nothing true.” There was tons of bollocks, of course. Not just on your usual conspiracy sites and blogs, but the BBC, CNN. Lots on Britain’s Bio Terror Outrage. The Silent Killer In Our Midst. Empty schools, parks, zoos. Fears of a terror cell among university students, the targeting of a Camden nightclub. Arrests had been made as part of an ongoing investigation. The US was demanding a crackdown.

      There had been two outbreaks in the UK—London, and Stockport, near Manchester. Four people had been infected: Daniel Addo and three unnamed females. The picture in America was worse. Hundreds of people diagnosed or under observation. Arthur Penn, who was apparently in a serious but stable condition, was all over the American media, pictured fat and happy one Thanksgiving.

      The three British females (women? girls?) were as yet unnamed. They were all in intensive care and said to be “very poorly”.

      Daniel was the only one in England identified. He was pictured as he appeared on his student ID—upright, serious, hopeful.

      And now, according to the media anyway, dead.

      

      Daniel. Danny. My first new friend, dead. But how could that be when I could still picture you smiling? Your broad grin as you passed back the whisky?

      I wouldn’t, I couldn’t believe it.

      Yet it was the one detail among all that bullshit I suspected was true.

      But there was no talk of Ma. Of Hebdon. Of Summer, the beastie in the bio-suit I glimpsed between the trees. And no word of me, neither, which somehow seemed more sinister than the untruths being peddled by the media.

      “I went on one of those once,” I said, meaning the demo.

      “You, baby boy?” said Magda, lighting a fag. “Political? I don’t believe it. I thought it was all your Swampy.”

      “Swami.”

      “Yeah,” said Magda. “I never had you for a demonstrator.”

      “I could demonstrate,” I said.

      “Why?” she asked, wearing that sly, teasing smile of hers.

      “Why what?”

      “Against the war.” She waved a hand. “These wars of theirs.”

      “Well,” I said, “isn’t it obvious?”

      “What?”

      “Why.”

      She mouthed a smoke ring, peered at me through it. “No,” she said. I scowled at her but was wary of being drawn into anything. War, politics, even our bug life—she always seemed to have some kind of clever-clever answer.

      “Come on,” she said, stubbing out her cigarette. “Help me with Vladimir’s lunch.”

      

      Before heading down, I went into the spare room to turn off the computer. I spent most of my days in there, finding out what I could about ‘carriers’ (nothing, just some stuff about haemophilia) and following the “New Chapter in the War on Terror” as it unfolded.

      I’d Googled Kobro, who had seven whole pages, either as a joint author or acknowledged in papers like Regression analysis with calibrated exposure: some interesting findings and Molecular Epidemiology and Gene-Environment Interaction: a discussion. From this I’d managed to construct a CV that appeared to match what Magda had told me: an alumnus of Stanford and Columbia universities, articles in a USAID bulletin dating back four years, more recent stuff out of the WHO.

      Before I logged off, just for the hell of it I Googled myself. I used to have a couple of pages—some short stories I’d written for the school mag, swimming club results—but now . . . nothing. I typed my name three times with the same result. Tried a couple of other engines.

      Fuck. I sat back. Think. I tried to log on to Snapchat, Instagram . . . Facebook— wasn’t half the world on there?—but it was the same story: “I’m sorry, Facebook does not recognise your address”, it said. I tried signing in but my “password or e-mail address are not recognised”.

      “What’s up?” asked Magda as I came into the kitchen looking wan. I explained how I’d gone missing. “You’ve not logged in to anything?” she said, her expression suddenly serious.

      I shook my head.

      “Don’t.” She shook her head, looked out at the back garden, where Akka was bent by a rose bush.

      “That’s clever,” she said, “for them to think of. I mean, what else would someone your age do? The natural thing is to go online. It’s not an accident. It’s a signal, maybe even a message.”

      “What is?”

      “This . . . absence of yours,” she said. “Either they’re up to something, or it’s their way of telling you: we know.”

      I gave her a sceptical look.

      “You explain it.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe it’s just some . . . glitch.”

      Now it was her turn to look sceptical. “Yes, baby,” she said. “Some ‘get Vereesh’ glitch, maybe . . . ” Her expression turned unexpectedly tender. “The important thing,” she said, “is not to react. It’s what they want. For you to panic, break cover. They have all the time in the world. Experts paid good money just for you, my baby—to get inside your head, track you down. Track us down. Careers are built on just one of us.” She drew an imaginary line down her chest. “Opening us up, finding out what’s going on inside.”

      “But why the secrecy?” I said. “The deception, all the bullshit. What good does it do them? Shouldn’t we be Most Wanted or something?”

      Magda looked at me askance. “My darling baby boy.” She stroked my cheek. “You know as well as I do that we’re not normal.” She laughed. “We’re not even nice. Why on earth should they panic the poor plebeians with poison people? Particularly when they don’t really know what they’re dealing with. They don’t really know our uses, our full potential, though they may be beginning to get an idea, my pretty bio-terrorist . . .

      “This . . . web thing. It’s just the beginning. You understand that, don’t you?” She took my hands, her black eyes drilling into mine. “Don’t you?” She let go. “Try, baby,” she said. “And in the meantime, you can peel the potatoes.”

      

      Vladimir couldn’t take solids, so his lunch consisted of a handful of vegetables, and sometimes some fish, passed through a blender. As I scraped away at the potatoes, I wondered at the cosy domestic scene: the bubbling pots, Radio 4 in the background, Magda cooking, Akka pottering away in the garden. How ordinary it seemed, yet how utterly weird everything had become.

      I had thought all this shit was behind me. Despite what Ma had said, I had thought it was over, all the . . . weirdness. That I could get on with my life. Yet, on the contrary, it seemed that the past had served as a kind of preparation for the present, that far from going on to live a normal life like everyone else, this shit was actually my normal. Could you have known, Ma, as you carried me across countries, continents, road and railway networks? Could you have had any fucking inkling?

      “Prodvinltesl, vozmite sto medlenno . . . ”

      Magda tilted the spoon further and the mush edged into Vladimir’s mouth. He coughed a little, raised a skeletal hand to his mouth, and I was wondering at the Chinese lettering I glimpsed beneath his pyjama top, the tired purple tattoo like an elongated birthmark against his wrinkled, liver-spotted chest.

      “Henan,” said Magda matter-of-factly. Seeing my blank look, she added, “He was a prisoner, in the Second World War.”

      I struggled to get my head around it. “Vladimir’s English?”

      Magda shook her head. “No, Vlad’s a Rusky, aren’t you, miloshka. He’s Siberian. An Eskimo, almost.” She tidied his snow-white hair.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “He was captured in Mongolia, during fighting between the Japanese and Russians. In a way you could say he was kind of lucky—they worked most of his fellow prisoners to death. But before that could happen to him, they found out what he was. Some of it, anyway. He was younger even than you, no more than sixteen.” She lifted a glass of water and tilted it against his lips. He swallowed weakly.

      “People began to get ill,” she said. “I mean really ill. At that point even the Japs didn’t want everyone to die—they had buildings and roads and railways to build first, right? So they called in the medics, who diagnosed dysentery. A strain of amoebic dysentery.

      “Most doctors would have done what they could, cleaned the place up and left it at that. But these weren’t ordinary doctors, they were some kind of specialists from this big laboratory nearby.

      “So what they do is, they isolate the prisoners. Do some tests, pull out Vladimir.” She lit a cigarette, drew deep. “Take him back to base.”

      It was a huge complex consisting of hundreds of buildings. “Like some kind of concentration camp,” said Magda, “except the whole thing was about medical experiments. Well,” she shrugged, “I say medical. I mean, basically they’re doing to people the kind of things they do to animals, right?”

      At first they placed Vladimir in a cell with other POWs, Soviets like himself, though mostly Uzbeks. “Then . . . nothing happens. They more or less leave them alone. But, as people begin to fall ill, there are the medics, with their clipboards.

      “Eventually, they remove the Uzbeks—the healthy as well as the sick—and replace them with another batch. This time Chinese.”

      It was only now, as they too fell ill, that Vladimir began to intuit his role. But despite this, or maybe because of it, he did nothing. He neither sought to warn his fellow inmates, nor to keep apart. He just continued as before, looking on while one Chinese died after another.

      After the Chinese came the Americans. Piloti, they said. They towered above the Japanese. A tight group, they were wary of Vladimir but loyal to each other. Still, they wasted away just the same, poisoned, Vladimir suspected, by the very food the guards instructed him to serve, impregnated, he also suspected, with the blood and stool samples they collected when he was removed from the cell for “interrogation”.

      While the Chinese kept their death agonies to themselves, the Americans were more gregarious, even reaching out for Vladimir as they expired in their own mess.

      He didn’t understand a word they said, any more than he understood Japanese, Chinese, or for that matter Uzbek, but what did anyone say as they died? They gibbered for their mothers, sweethearts, children. Will he cry out for his mother, Vladimir wondered, when his time came? Will he clasp on as tightly to life?

      The last able-bodied Americans tried to throttle him one night, convinced that he was the cause of their woes. As their fingers closed around his throat, he fleetingly wanted to let them squeeze, to take him quickly, while they still had a chance. But by the time the guards had arrived, just one of the men was still alive and Vladimir understood: he would clasp on to life with all of his might.

      

      At first the noise was only at night. The lazy drone of the aircraft heading over en masse, their stuttering return towards the dawn.

      Sometimes they ditched their bombs on the homeward run and Vladimir would curl up as the pounding, like a giant’s fists upon the walls of his cell, grew louder. So close he could smell the cordite.

      One time he heard the low whine of a plane coming down. The whump as it hit the ground, the excited shouting of the guards. Later: the timid report of a pistol, once, twice. A cacophony of returning fire.

      Vladimir turned over, went back to sleep.

      But the noise of battle began to seep into the day. At first it was distant, like thunder. The sound of artillery—wasn’t Vlad once a gunner?—100 pounders, he guessed. Howitzers. He listened out for the sound of Katyusha, the screaming sisters. No, not Soviets then, but the noise was drawing nearer, the howitzers, field guns, giving way to mortars.

      Distant, but increasingly insistent, he began to hear small arms fire.

      

      The first explosion covered him in concrete dust. He coughed it out, splashed water over his face, cleared his eyes, his ears still ringing. There again—he retreated to the furthest corner of the cell, squatted down, held his hands over his head.

      He didn’t hear them come in—it coincided with another bone-shuddering bang—but there they were, three guards, armed to the teeth. They slammed him onto his belly, fastened his hands behind his back. Pulled him up, almost off his feet as they screamed at him, at each other. They hurried him out through a haze of dust and smoke.

      The installation was in chaos. Equipment was being smashed, files, photographs burned or piled into crates. Vladimir was pulled outside. Another huge blast and they bent down, but staggered on. He realised that the buildings were being dynamited.

      Up ahead—the trench. Against the scorched horizon the long line of Chinese, and Caucasians like himself, were waiting, watching. Then a screamed order: a first batch herded forward.

      Machine-gunned, they dropped into the earth.

      But not Vladimir; he was swept away from this, towards the staff car. Bundled into the back.

      They drove out through the gates and across the poisoned, flat land. Passed burned-out, windowless smallholdings. A donkey dead in a ditch, its four legs turned rigidly upwards. Corpses piled like heaps of rags by the roadside.

      The further they got into the city, the harder it became to continue by car. Refugees were crowding the streets, fights breaking out between looters, troops. Gunfire. Confusion. The guards were arguing, a pistol was drawn. The driver pulled over. They piled out of the car, pushed through the crowd. The Chinese were too slow. The guards began waving their guns, yelling to make way. A rifle discharged into an elderly woman. The crowd closed over her. Gone.

      The group ducked down a back street, up a rickety flight of stairs. Banged on a door, let inside.

      Vladimir was thrown to the floor. He lay on his side, looking on as the transaction took place.

      The man they were dealing with was in a well-cut dark suit. He looked Chinese but was speaking Japanese. Behind him were two other Chinese in workmen’s clothes. Both had tommy guns slung across their chests.

      The guards and the Chinaman stopped talking and turned to look at Vladimir. Casting a wary eye at his armed companions, the Chinaman went over to him and crouched down. He pulled on a rubber glove and turned Vladimir’s face towards the light, compared it with a black-and-white photo in his ungloved hand. He got up.

      The Chinaman nodded and one of the workmen went over to the guards, handed each a small bag. One of them opened his—it contained gold coins. The deal concluded, the guards backed out of the room.

      Alone, the Chinaman addressed the others not in Japanese, or Chinese, but American. He gestured towards Vladimir. They hoisted him up. The Chinaman said something to him he didn’t understand and they hauled him to a bathroom. There, still handcuffed and under the barrel of a tommy gun, he received his first bath in four years.

      He was dried, led naked to a bedroom, blinds drawn. Outside, the explosive crump, the rifle crack. But inside felt safe and clean. They laid him on his side. He sensed the Chinaman, the leader, enter the room. His rose-water cologne. There was a sharp scratch against his buttock.

      And he was out.

      

      A hazy journey. Driven through deserted streets at dawn, two cars—his own and one up ahead. Weaving around abandoned carts, burned-out cars, dead horses; the bump as they rolled over a corpse. Negotiations—with Japanese, Kuomintang. More tiny bags distributed.

      Bouncing up a gangplank, onto a white ship. Pushed onto a bed, trousers pulled down. Injected.

      

      He came to. The boat was rolling. The churn, the chug of machinery.

      His hands were no longer cuffed. His wrists were sore, blistered. He tried to get up. Made it, opened the porthole. Drew down the sea air.

      Sat back on the bed. Began to think, to reason, for the first time since he had been taken from his cell.

      Free from the Japanese—captive of another people. These . . . Americans. Handed over, like a parcel, a package. Valuable though. A lot of effort had gone into this.

      He understood, perfectly. They wanted him for his bug, his germ, his . . . uses. They wanted him, but what did he want?

      Vladimir played along. What else was there to do? They would enter his cabin as it grew dark, give him some food—his only meal of the day, but what a meal!

      There was potato, meat, pulses. Fit for a king! At first his body protested, he shat it right through, suffered the most terrible cramps, but soon he was taking it down. Growing heavier, stronger, thinking faster.

      He turned over, felt the scratch, the pump of their poison.

      

      It had been days, weeks, but as dusk approached he began to make out the distant line of light, growing brighter by the moment.

      As ever, the door was opened cautiously. Then the command he understood to mean go, sit at the far end of the bed where he could be seen. This he did.

      The first one was inside now, his pistol drawn. He surveyed the tiny cabin, but could see nothing out of order. He knocked twice on the door with the back of his hand, yelled for the other to come in.

      Here was the second, with the steaming meal.

      Vladimir wolfed it down. The more he ate, the hungrier he seemed to have become over the long, empty hours between meals. His guards seemed relaxed, talking between themselves. They had the air of men at the end of their mission, demob happy. It was strange, he thought as he ran his spoon along the edge of the bowl. Hearing them chat like this, it made them seem almost human.

      He finished up, dabbed his mouth with the napkin. He placed it on the plate. He reclined on the bed, pulled down his trousers to expose his buttocks. One of the men made a remark, the other laughed. Vladimir waited. Listened to the man remove the syringe from its case, the hiss as the needle pierced the ampule that contained the drug. The press of the man’s knee onto the bed as he steadied himself to pierce Vladimir’s buttock, the proximity of the needle.

      Even before the second man had closed his fingers around the wooden handle of his Smith & Wesson, Vladimir had twisted in, it seemed, one single movement, and had a hold of the needle bearer’s wrist, was turning it back upon itself. The man cried with shock as much as pain as the needle neared his face, his whole body propelling it back upon him.

      It pierced his eyeball, drove clean through the socket and into the brain.

      A scalding splash-back of blood across Vladimir’s knuckles as the first man slackened . . . then dropped. The second man was drawing his gun now, had his finger on the trigger, but Vladimir’s palm slammed his head back against the riveted cabin wall and he was looking up at the ceiling as a bare heel came down hard on his throat once, twice and

      SNAP—it was all over.

      

      Vladimir had to move quickly. He washed the blood off his hands. Took the second man’s tunic, rolled up the too-short sleeves. Tucked their guns into his waistband like a kid. Buttoned up.

      He turned off the light, unlocked the door. Stepped outside.

      The ship was quiet. He realised it was not some great liner, cruise ship or military vessel. More like a tramp steamer; a few cabins like his own on this deck, but no more than a couple of hundred feet long. The white paint was peeling. The lifeboats were mouldy, rotten. Cigarette stubs littered the gangway.

      Their boss was standing at the prow, turned towards the coast. He sensed movement behind him.

      He reached for his weapon, but it was too late. Vladimir had already pulled a revolver. He edged towards him and plucked his gun from his waistband, pitched it into the sea.

      The boss was talking. Chinese, Japanese, American. Insistent whispers that said in tone alone—you can trust me, I’m on your side. This was for your own good. You’ll be safe with us. Haven’t we treated you well already?

      But all Vladimir heard was a continuity of suffering. He would steer the man back to the cabin, finish him there. Take the money. Get away from here somehow, get away from them all.

      The boss sensed this as soon as they turned the corner, realised where they were headed. Knew he wouldn’t be coming back.

      He made a break for it, running along the gangway, heading for some stairs. Vladimir caught his ankle on the third stair. A hard heel from the man’s free foot came down on the bridge of Vladimir’s nose and he lost his grip, was left holding only a shoe. He clawed his way up the stairs after the man.

      They were on the top deck. At the centre was the wheelhouse, backed by a funnel churning black smoke into the ocean-blue night. Vladimir padded towards it, ready to open fire. He ducked his head in, was met by a blank look from the drowsy Indonesian pilot.

      He did a circuit of the deck, but there was still no sign of the boss. He doubled back.

      There. Through the porthole of the room adjacent to his own, he watched as the boss rifled through his belongings. Found it: his spare pistol. But too late, too late. The boss was on the floor. How did he end up there? Too late, too late. The butt of the revolver smashed his skull. Again and again. Until he was still.

      There was a break in the rail near the cabins, closed only by a low-slung chain, and it was here that Vladimir pitched the bodies overboard.

      He leaned over the rail, caught a last glimpse of the boss’s moon face before it slipped beneath the waves.

      Vladimir headed back to the cabins, got some stuff together. As the steamer slipped into Honolulu Bay, he swam for it.
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      A beard can take a long time to grow, as I was finding out.

      The Swami, like most holy men, was renowned for his beard—long, grey and streaked with his original dark colouring. Actually more like a wizard than a guru, I used to think, the impression reinforced by the books left lying around, on the cover of which the Swami habitually stood in his long grey robes, arms outstretched, as if about to cast a spell.

      He said, “follow me” and they did, they did. Maybe because of those books he was always standing wizard-like in my imagination as he said it and all those grown-ups—Ma, Samat, all of them—would be lying face-down at his feet, out of the picture, as it were, and there would only be him, standing, arms outstretched in the silence of the auditorium.

      This never actually happened, as far as I’m aware—in Hyderabad, for example, he tended to lecture from a stage with the sannyasins gathered cross-legged around him—but as a wee one I definitely pictured him more as a magician, casting a spell on the gathered masses, and I still think this was a more accurate picture. But not in a bad way—didn’t Jesus, too, use magic to demonstrate his divinity?

      But when I was a young bug, theological questions were of little interest to me. More importantly, I wanted to know how old he was when he grew his beard and how he learned his magic.

      

      Little is known about the Swami’s early years—born to a middle-class Indian family, he left for the big city at eighteen to study philosophy. Did he already have his beard then, I wondered? In my mind’s eye, the youthful Swami looked like one of the younger hippies who was already prematurely bald (like the Swami?) and growing a wispy goatee to compensate (like the Swami?). Was it possible, even, to have magic without a beard? Of course! Look at Harry Potter and his friends. So the young Swami morphed into Harry in my imaginings, only kind of Indian, but with the same round-rimmed glasses, which would have probably suited the young philosophy student at Bengal University in the 1980s.

      He had a glum time, from what I could gather. “A darkness descended,” he said. “I doubted everything.” He would lie in his room for days, full of questions but no answers, terrified he was losing his mind. He lost his appetite, had splitting headaches. He suffered like this for almost a year, until even the darkness and the pain began to grow distant. Maybe life, as he understood it, itself. “I was lying there quite still,” he said, “yet drawing further and further away.” Until one night he woke up, and there it was: “I had arrived at a place that had no purchase upon the rocks of our world—the material, cultural, psychological, spiritual laws I had lived by had no meaning here—yet, nevertheless, it existed in a form that was real, hyper-real, the only reality.” He said it was not as if he had found God, rather that he had lost himself and God was all that remained.

      “Any good?” asked Kobro. He meant the book he had got for me on the life of the Swami. I looked up from it.

      “Alright.”

      “Where you at?” He peered over my shoulder, full of his usual bonhomie. “Ah, the breakdown.”

      I looked at him but didn’t say anything.

      “Okay, enlightenment to you. To me it’s a classic depressive episode followed by a subsequent hypomanic phase, which then bottomed out, for a while, anyway. It’s my hunch it hit him again in the States, which could explain a thing or two, eh?”

      Fuck you, I thought, but assumed my best blank expression.

      “Of course, Indian culture,” he continued, excited by the sound of his own voice, “has no real conception of mental illness, at least not in the same way as the West. It’s actually ironic that the Swami was one of the first to integrate the likes of Freud and Jung into his act. Maybe he knew more than he was letting on?” He looked at me for reaction, got none. “You know, I sometimes wonder if the whole Indian tradition of meditation and enlightenment—consider that word for a moment: en-light-enment—grew out of holy men from Buddha onwards who were actually manic depressives desperate to clamber out of the dark hole they had found themselves in. It kind of makes sense, dontchathink?”

      “Or maybe depression, if that’s what it is,” I said, choosing my words carefully, “is God’s way of coming into our lives, like the Swami said.”

      “So you do believe in God then, Vereesh?” He was wearing a cheeky smile.

      “God?” I said. “I was talking about what the Swami said.”

      “But come on,” he said. “You were studying theology, you must have some views.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I have some views.”

      “About the Swami?”

      I shrugged. “He certainly seemed to scare a lot of people, but . . . I was too young for that. I . . . I just know what I’ve read. That’s why I signed up for the course, I guess. Because . . . I wanted to find out more, about everything. You took sannyas, you should know—the Swami talked about all sorts in his teaching: Jesus, the Buddha, Taoism. I wanted to find out more about them. What do I believe?” I finally looked him in the eye. “I don’t know what I believe. I didn’t before all . . . ” I looked around the kitchen, “all this happened. And I certainly don’t now.”

      Kobro nodded. “Wise kid. The world has too many people who think they have all the answers.” He saw my look. “And I guess I’m no different,” he said. “We all like a bit of certainty in our lives, don’t we?”

      “Magda said you work for the World Health . . . ”

      “WHO, yeah, that’s right.”

      “I’ve got some questions.” He gave me a wry smile.

      “Oh really? How about a quid pro quo?”

      I shrugged.

      “Go on,” he said. “Fire away.”

      “You said we, carriers I mean, are a ‘problem’ the other day. Why?”

      He sat back, crossed his hands over his chest, looking perplexed. “You mean apart from how fucking difficult it is to beat diseases that lie dormant over generations? What a mockery it makes of traditional surveillance strategies?”

      I shook my head. “That will always be a problem. Disease has always evolved. New ones come along. AIDS, bird flu, Ebola. I mean—I know why I might be a threat—but I’m . . . ” I hated the word, “special. What I’ve got. Akka, Magda, they’re not carrying anything as bad, anything as dangerous, are they?”

      “Have they told you?”

      “No.”

      He smiled. “Well, I’ll be discreet, a gentleman. I’m in England now, right? But no, they’re not.”

      “So why are they in hiding?”

      “Did they tell you anything about how they ended up here?” I shook my head.

      “Did Akka . . . ” we both looked outside to where the bird-like old lady was weeding the flower bed and muttering to herself, “. . . mention the two Finnish cops she took out? One of them was so badly injured she was invalided out of service.

      “You know better than I do what’s going on inside you, Vereesh, what these bugs do to your thinking, your behaviour, your powers of perception, performance. What we’re dealing with, the weird shit that’s going on in your biology that both excites us—the medical, the scientific, the political establishment, that is—and scares the bejesus out of us.

      “Your potential is, as yet, largely unexplored. We’ve—they’ve—managed to get a hold of a handful of you over the years, but . . . ” He waved his hand.

      “Josh?” I said. He shook his head.

      “You know,” he said, still watching Akka, “how these days anything seems to have become routine? Torture, head chopping, Guantanamo . . . whatever. Well, kid, it was always like that. We just didn’t talk about it. It was our dirty secret. Nine-eleven blew the lid off, that’s all. In a way it was a relief.” He shrugged. “Forced some of us to choose what side we were on.” He looked at me. “And I chose yours. So don’t be such an unappreciative prick, okay? Even though I know it’s in your genes.” He winked. “Now, tell me about your mother.”

      

      You seemed so shrunken, Ma, at the bus station, pressing the mala into my hand. Your mala. Now mine. And I was just keen to get going.

      “She’s an old hippy,” I said. “From America, California, I think.”

      “You don’t know?”

      I shrugged. “She never talked much about the past. Her dad worked in the real estate business, I think, something like that.”

      “What was her surname?”

      “Why do you want to know that?”

      Kobro rolled his eyes. “It’s easier that way,” he said. “To track.”

      “Track?”

      “Track back, through her genes. If she was asymptomatic, it had to come from somewhere—how long the virus has lain low.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know her surname. Just her sannyas name.”

      “You mean you knew her all those years and you don’t know her surname?” He looked incredulous.

      “Never thought to ask,” I said, shifting uncomfortably.

      “All that time? What about your grandparents? Her siblings? Are you levelling with me, kid?”

      “Fuck off!” I slammed the book down. “Fuck you! What do you know about my life?”

      “Hey, man.” He stepped back, raised his hands. “Not much, that’s why I was asking.”

      “You were a sannyasin,” I said, getting up, “or so you said. You know what it’s like—all those people, desperate for a new life. Why the fuck would they want to dwell on the past? That’s what they got into the Swami to escape!”

      Kobro edged further back. Although he was bigger, bulkier than me, I began to feel a kind of uncoiling rage I could only just control. I realised: it was my thing, my thing through me.

      “What is it you want from us?” I said. “How do we know you are who you say you are? Did you really ‘choose’ us like you said or are you in it for something, for someone else?”

      He backed further away, against the edge of the half-open door.

      I thought I could hear my heart beating until I realised that the quickening two-step was not mine but his. His heart beating in my ears—I could hear his breathing too, the tremor of his lungs. His beating and his breathing: the percussion of a cornered animal.

      You call yourself human, I thought, this frightened confection of flesh and plastic, animal and artificial fibre, street stink and sweat, you call yourself human, but what are you, except an animal that puts on airs?

      I stepped inside his halo, the sheen of senses that separated Kobro from the world. Decanted—the office, static from old computers, Indian gum, photocopier chemicals, an office, any office. We were eye-to-eye, nose to face mask.

      “What do you want from us?” I asked.

      “Vereesh.” It was Magda, her voice like the old Magda, not my new confidante. I felt her behind me.

      I turned slowly, wary of Magda, yet part of me still trained on Kobro.

      I meant him no harm exactly, but part of me was still high on the drug, the adrenalin, the glorious darkening, the . . . delight of destruction.

      There it was, in me: destroyer of worlds.

      “What is . . . that?” I meant the fluorescent plastic pistol Magda was pointing at me that looked like an oversized child’s toy.

      Maybe she sensed the return of the old Vereesh, because her face slackened, although her aim did not.

      “You don’t remember?”

      “What?”

      “How you got here?”

      I shook my head. “I thought,” I said, “maybe a truck . . . ”

      “Taser,” she said. “Ten thousand volts. So be a good baby boy. The doctor is on our side.”
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      I tried to keep the soles of my feet flat and centred, imagined a gleaming steel pin running clean through my arches and sunk into the cool linoleum.

      I closed my eyes, straightened my spine, tucked my tailbone in. Began to breathe through my nose, draw the air down.

      The first, shallow breaths accounted for the blossoming of my chest. Here was the present, the reality, with all its sharpness, worry, panic, fear. I could feel it in the rawness of my throat, my cluttered mind; thoughts, visions, memories crowding out the deeper quiet I was looking for. This was always the hardest part: consciousness clinging to its own illusion like an actor that can’t get out of character.

      My solar plexus ballooned, tugging me further down. That was the third chakra, willpower. I let it drag me into the deeper, darker depths.

      I could hear my breathing now. Longer, slower, powered by my middle. Thought began to dissipate. I imagined my buzzing consciousness submerging into a milky white pool.

      Breath became all. The long breath that filled me up, oxygenating my blood, charging my heart. The breath and my body, becoming centred now at my belly.

      Full now, my belly full with breath. The sacral chakra, the emotional bowl, filling up with the stuff of life. My groin began to move with the rhythm of the long, the longest breath. Because that was also where sex was.

      I began to sway, my hands knocking against my sides. I let the longest breath roll up through my body and out of my mouth. Then did it again, my limbs beginning to loosen, my arms starting to swing.

      My body became like a bellows, the breath rolling in and out of me with each pendulum sweep of my arms.

      Now. It was now. The unconscious, subconscious, whatever it was, whatever it was that I had released, drew the spikes from my arches and my feet were free.

      I began to move.

      I lifted up one foot, laid it down. Then the next, my legs bent, my body slumped, my arms swinging. I began pacing on the spot to a silent rhythm.

      Sunk into the warm red flesh of my body, submerged in the milky pool of my soul. Body and soul combined, joined in movement.

      Which began to pick up pace.

      My feet slapped upon the tiles, knees jabbing back up. Here he came. Here came the caveman.

      Like it always was, like it always will be. Late at night, around the fire. Doing the caveman, crazy on mushrooms, jabbering revelations, impersonating animals, revisiting great feats, just fucking freaking out.

      I swirled around the room, my arms doing windmills. Then I bounced up and down like a frog. I jumped up, straight up and threw my arms back.

      Here came the caveman—he began a kind of jig then fell onto his back. He waggled his legs in the air.

      Now he was back on his feet, pumping his pelvis in time to the beat of his breath, which was growing more rapid by the moment. Faster, faster, his whole body focussed on pumping more oxygen.

      This was how it was, how it always will be deep inside you.

      

      The Swami was to enlightenment what McDonalds was to fast food. And his Big Mac was The Dance.

      Gone was the tyranny of silence, yoga’s ever more tortuous contortions. The long, monotonous Om. The Dance was designed specifically for Westerners, its précis simple: their lives were filled with so much crap, so much noise, that before they could ever be ready to reach enlightenment they had to outrun their mind, tire their body to the extent that at the moment they STOPPED . . .

      They might, just might, for a moment, glimpse the emptiness, the existential absence that was at the heart of enlightenment, Nirvana here on earth.

      And if they were really lucky or disciplined or just special—they might manage to hold on to it, hold on to that nothingness, which was very Zen, and therefore very Swami.

      Working with Westerners was one of the reasons the Swami became such a bogeyman, the personification of the sinister, exploitative cult leader. He was clearly only after their money, as his fleet of Mercedes so amply illustrated. But, as ever, the Swami had it down pat on that too—what nonsense it was to think that the poor, who constituted most of his countrymen, could ever reach enlightenment!

      On the contrary, if Westerners needed shaking from their earthly preoccupations, this was nothing next to the insistent nag of an empty belly, worrying about how you were going to pay for the treatment of a sick child.

      Indeed, what were children themselves but a burden, a barrier to self-knowledge, fulfilment? Let the poor breed more hands for their farm, a pension for their old age. Enlightenment is about unbecoming, not breeding. Wasn’t the Buddha, after all, a prince?

      So the wealthy danced, the wealthy jigged, their way to Nirvana.

      Part workout, part hyperventilation, The Dance cleared the pores and cleansed the soul, so they said, and as I sat there I felt the clarity, the black of the bug in me, the white that I liked to think of as my humanity. But it was actually all of me. Yin and Yang spun, became one, transformed into a kind of dirty grey, then a foggy white. Now, silver. Silver is what I was, like jewellery, like steel.

      The sobbing seeped into my reverie. Low, insistent. I opened my eyes. It was coming from somewhere in the house. Upstairs, maybe. I uncrossed my legs, stripped off my sweat-heavy t-shirt, boxer shorts. Reached into the bowl and splashed the cold water over my face, wiped myself down.

      I stood up, wary of moving too quickly—I almost fainted once—and looked at myself in the mirror that was propped up against some boxes in the otherwise empty spare room. The beard seemed to extenuate my scrawny nakedness. I looked like some kind of hermit, living in a hole. A holy man or a madman. A hippy or a Muslim. But I didn’t look like me. And maybe that was a good thing. I was ready for CCTV.

      I put on the dressing gown, opened the door, headed upstairs. They were both there, in my room, Akka and Magda sitting on Vlad’s bed. It was Magda who was making the noise, her shoulders hunched, quaking, her black hair straggled over her puffy, tear-streaked face, Akka’s sparrow arm around her shoulders. Akka, who looked at me and said, “He’s dead.”

      

      And it was Akka who took control. Despite her age and apparent frailty, she was sinewy-strong enough to help us carry Vladimir down into the kitchen, where she instructed us to lay him flat on the floor.

      “You go rest now,” she told Magda. “The boy can help me.” She told me to get some bin liners. “Now,” she said, “tear them so they open.”

      She laid the liners on the bare kitchen floor and started running some water into a bowl. She began to sing a quiet song. It sounded Indian or Eskimo or something. “Help me lift this,” she said, meaning the soapy water. “Good boy.”

      She crouched beside the corpse, began to remove his pyjama top. Looked at me to help her. “It was a good end,” she said as we lifted him up, rolled the sleeves down his limp arms. “To die in bed an old man, that is the best you can hope for.” She allowed herself a pixie smile. “Unless you are an old woman.”

      We rolled down his pyjama bottoms. “Ah,” she said, looking frankly at his genitalia. “Like he said: a Jew! Was a bad time for Jews! Here, help me roll him.” We rolled the corpse onto the sheeting and Akka began to sponge him down. “There are some candles over there—light, please,” she said. She began singing again as she washed the body. I turned out the lights as instructed and placed the candles around us. When she had finished drying Vladimir and had covered him with a sheet, she said,

      “Now you can go.”

      “What about you?”

      “No, no,” she said, still squatting there with the ease of an oriental. “I will stay. Otherwise the Kirkonväki.”

      “The what?”

      “He will become Kirkonväki, how you said it? Alive but dead.”

      I looked at her, but she was perfectly serious. “You’re sure?”

      “Go, go.” She waved me away.

      As I headed back up the stairs, she started up again, a kind of Cherokee chant, it sounded like.

      I lay there, looking at Vlad’s empty bed, thinking of him finally at rest, this strange old lady singing her Indian songs and keeping the Kirkonväki at bay. To die in bed an old man, she said, the best you can hope for.

      Unless you are an old woman.

      

      I heard Akka’s voice the next morning, along with the low tones of Kobro, obviously discussing what to do.

      “Ah,” he said as I entered the kitchen. He stepped back and slipped his mask and gloves on. “I’m terribly sorry for your loss.”

      “You knew him better,” I said, looking down at Vladimir’s corpse.

      “Yes, of course, of course,” said Kobro, looking around the room. His eyes were bleary and he stunk of booze.

      “Are you drunk?”

      “No,” he said. “Well, when I heard last night I had a drink or three. What are you, my keeper?”

      “Why don’t you wear safety stuff with Akka?” I asked.

      “What’s this? Twenty questions?”

      “Because I’m not so dangerous like you, boy,” said Akka. “I just make people shiver and shake. It clears up. You?” She made a cutting gesture across her throat.

      “Well, there you have it,” said Kobro. “And there was me being discreet,” he said. “Erysipelas. A member of the great streptococcus nexus. Though it could have been very different, couldn’t it, my lady?” I looked at Akka, but she seemed to have missed this, or else ignored it. “We were talking about what to do with Vladimir,” he said.

      I looked at Akka. “What you said last night, about Kirkonväki. You don’t really mean . . . ”

      Kobro let out a long sigh. “More folk tales, Akka? Don’t go scaring the children.” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Up for a trip out tonight?”

      I found Magda in the front room, bleary-eyed. She was sitting on the couch in her sweatsuit and fluffy slippers, cradling a steaming mug of coffee. She looked like she had been crying all night.

      “Are you . . . alright?”

      She nodded, sipping her drink. “What have they decided?” she said, sounding blocked up.

      “Kobro thinks . . . the river.”

      “Yes,” she said. “That’s sensible.”

      “I was . . . worried that he might be found.”

      She shrugged. “Have you ever seen a body that’s been in a river?”

      I shook my head.

      “You can’t recognise it. The water . . . ” She shook her head. “Is sensible. When?”

      “Tonight.”

      She nodded and laid the mug down. “Now,” she said, patting the seat beside her. “Come here.” I sat down. “Closer. That’s better.” She wrapped her arms around me, kissed the side of my head, reclined. “That’s good, baby,” she said. “I need to feel some life.”

      And so did I, to hear the beat of her heart against my ear; feel her living, breathing warmth. The softness of her breast, the rumble of her tummy. We held on to each other, rocking gently as if we were at sea.
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      “An ignominious end, eh?” Vladimir was dressed again, in old man’s, dead man’s clothes bought especially from Oxfam. We rolled him onto the sleeping bag and zipped it to the top. His face disappeared as Kobro pulled the flap down.

      “Better than before, in China,” I said.

      Kobro nodded. “You’ve got to hand it to him, the boy did well.”

      

      Vladimir had reached the shore, lain low. He had taken a succession of menial jobs. Learned the language, the way of things. After a couple of years, “Armenian Joe”, as he was known, managed to find work with the US Postal Service.

      Who was he by now? Not the young Soviet conscript, his head a confusion of slogans and sexual longing. Nor Kirkonväki, only the conscienceless germ keeping him going. He was something else—a new man.

      For years he pounded the beat until his evident intelligence, along with his taciturn, not to say unfriendly, attitude made him a natural candidate for the Returned Mail desk, a cubby hole buried at the very back of the vast clearing rooms where only the most determinedly undeliverable mail washed up. Here Vladimir would open it and try to work out what to do.

      He shredded ninety percent of the post. More often than not it originated from kids or crazy people. Sometimes it was more interesting—love letters, threats, pornography—which he would take home and add to his scrapbook.

      It was a kind of hobby, rearranging the letters from time to time. Over the years, the swelling collection became in turns a love story, tragedy, farce. The lives he wouldn’t, he couldn’t lead.

      Kobro found the heaving book in Vladimir’s room after he had made good his escape.

      “I was asked to keep an eye on an outbreak of dysentery at the old folks’ home,” said Kobro. “When I arrived, he had already flown the coop—must have figured what the blood test presaged. I caught up with him at the bus station. How he managed to make it that far, heaven knows, but the old instinct was still driving those brittle bones.” He laughs. “He even took a swing at me with his walking stick, the old bastard!”

      “Did he have any family?”

      “Would you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s one of my interests. Your answer is no. Your kind tend to travel light—families, contact with the rest of the world, would only place them at greater risk of being caught. But what I can’t figure out is where’s the evolutionary edge in that? Surely you want to spread your genes too, right? I mean, isn’t that the whole point? I asked Vlad and he said,” he put on a cod-Russian accent, “‘I had women’ but I wasn’t able to dig any deeper than that. Sex, the intimacy of sex, seems to fall into the region of risky behaviour, right? But at the same time how can you procreate? I know there are periods of low and high infectiousness, so maybe that’s a key. Or maybe that’s still a kink nature has to iron out. Any ideas?”

      I thought of Jane, of Carol. “No,” I said.

      

      We waited until night to get the job done. Loaded the corpse into the back of the van and we were off, swaying through the dirty orange night. We travelled in silence. Even Kobro’s incessant hypothesising seemed to have dried up. But at least he could look forward to a proper burial, a proper ceremony surrounded by friends and family. I knew the rest of us were thinking: this is what will become of me, if I’m lucky, if I can evade capture—being strapped to a gurney, opened up “like one of those lab rats . . .”

      Kobro said we shouldn’t think about countries, governments, when talking about science—truth, as scientists see it, has no borders. People talk about a Jewish this, a Masonic that, he said, but it was science that was the real international conspiracy, convinced, like any dangerous cult, of its ultimate benefit to mankind.

      “Sure, there are conspiracies,” he said. “Just not the ones you expect.”

      

      London unravelled. Once past Canary Wharf, office blocks became few and far between, council estates faced trendy new warehouse-style apartment blocks across flat tracts of grassed-over land. There were real warehouses here once, and factories, but now just the cranes were left behind, bowed black against the gunmetal sky.

      We kept going, hugging the river, which grew wider by the minute. We turned into a slip road and passed industrial units, a scrap metal yard. We pulled into an empty, gravelled car park.

      “It was earmarked for the Olympics,” said Kobro, stopping the van and leaning over, “but they didn’t need it.”

      We piled out of the van and followed him up a path. It opened onto a huge concrete basin. “There’ll be apartments here,” he said. “More meat for the financial grinder. Whatever. What matters for us is that.” He pointed at the flat, pier-like structure that stretched into the river. “That’ll do nicely.”

      We went back to the van. Akka, who was to stay behind and call if anyone came, crouched down and pulled back the sleeping bag’s flap. She leant over and kissed Vlad’s waxy forehead, saying something in Finnish.

      “Okay.” She sat up. “You can take him now.”

      Kobro opened the back and we slid the corpse out. Magda was quietly efficient in her black bomber jacket, gloves and baseball cap. Her face was set serious, intent on the job at hand. There was none of the emotional wreckage I’d seen earlier that day.  Kobro too, a balaclava covering the mask I knew he wore at all times when I was about, had none of the joker about him. But there was something about his eyes through that woollen letterbox: a kind of detached look I’d never noticed before, distracted as I usually was by his continuous chatter; his almost dead-end eyes, shut off from any real empathy. It was as if the man now taking hold of Vlad’s legs and turning to lead us up the path was not actually a human at all, but some kind of avatar controlled from a remote location.

      As if this was just another one of their experiments. I almost lost my grip. “Steady,” said Magda, and I managed to keep hold, to contain the rising sense of dread, my thing I felt beginning to trace its cold fingers along the inside of my guts. But this time, instead of trying to keep it down so it forced its way up and overwhelmed me, I let it explore a while because now I knew what it was, that whatever happened, it was there to protect me, to protect us both.

      We skirted around the outside of the basin, keeping to the shadows. We paused for a final check to ensure we were alone, then headed for the pier. We were moving quickly now, the Thames rushing below as black as ink.

      We arrived at the end.

      “Okay. One, two, three!” And Vlad was gone, swallowed whole by the hungry river, slipping between its smacking lips with barely a splash, a spittle of foam. Gone, but this was no time to dawdle: we were already hurrying back, into the dark.

      We travelled home as we came, largely in silence. I noticed Magda had begun to weep again, but more like a sullen, angry child, her fists clenched, than a grieving woman. I touched her shoulder but she shrugged me off. Akka too didn’t look like the powerful part-witch who had taken control last night, but just a tired old Scandinavian woman. Only Kobro seemed more upbeat. He turned the radio on, found some dance tunes.

      “I guess we should have said something,” he said as we approached our turnoff. “The Lord’s Prayer or something. But, you know, we had to get him under pretty quick. Maybe we should hold some kind of memorial dinner, some kind of wake for him. How does that sound?”

      I looked at the others but they were lost in their thoughts.

      

      Kobro was still going on about the fine feast we’d have as we got in.

      “It’ll be just like Thanksgiving,” he was saying. “I know, I’ll get some apple pie. Have you ever tried apple pie? I mean real apple pie?” He was waiting for my answer. I shook my head. “Well, I’ll have to see if I can get some . . . ” But I was not listening, instead I was taking notice of his eyes, which remained almost as dead as before.

      “We have to go to bed now,” said Magda abruptly. She gestured towards the front door.

      “Ah . . . ” said Kobro, who lived in a WHO apartment in Kensington. “I get the message. But tomorrow? Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said. Magda closed the door. She looked at me, her eyes still puffy, but clearer now.

      “Akka wants some time alone,” she said. “I’ve given her your room. You can stay in mine. Is that alright?”
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      This form shifting beside me . . . it was morning and I was waking up next to Jane, the sun behind the thin curtains, the sound of traffic outside, and that fucking crazy, psychedelic dream finally over. What the fuck was it we took last night? I blinked. I blinked again.

      Those varnished, absinthe-green nails . . . a wave of nausea washed over me . . . nothing to do with my thing. This was all human.

      Those were not Jane’s fingers but Magda’s. Magda who, as I lay in Akka’s bed, had climbed in after coming back from cleaning her teeth, who said, now no funny business, young man. Turn over, there. Goodnight, baby.

      Goodnight.

      The nightmare rolled on.

      I remembered Vladimir slipping into the river. Gobbled up in his dead man’s clothes. Akka’s ghost-white face in the back of the van, how old she looked, and she knew it too. Is that what we were all doing? Waiting until it was our turn to be taken by the Thames?

      I thought of Ma. How she was, what she would want me to do.

      Take care of yourself, she would say first of all. Don’t worry about me. Well, I’m sorry, Ma, I thought. I do. I do worry about you. I love you, you fucking dippy hippy.

      Even if there were times I thought you were crazy. Well, not anymore.

      “Who’s crazy?” asked Magda.

      “Sorry, speaking out loud.”

      “Who’s crazy?”

      “Oh. I was just thinking . . . about this. There was a time, shortly before you zapped me with that gun thing, that I thought I was crazy.”

      “Ya,” she said. “Is natural.”

      “How about you? Was your experience similar?” There was a long pause. “Magda?”

      “Yes?” she said.

      “I asked: was your experience similar.”

      “No,” she said. “It was not. I mean, my experience . . . there was no sanity in my experience to begin with, baby, so it would be difficult to . . . distinguish. With the insane, I mean.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t understand.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “What’s this?” She grabbed hold of my morning glory. I yelped.

      “Baby!” I felt a knee in my back. “I said no funny business!” She propelled me out of the bed and onto the floor. I tried to cover myself up as Magda sat there, laughing.

      “What all this?” Akka had come in with some mugs on a tray.

      “It’s our boy,” said Magda, still laughing. “He crept into my bed overnight!”

      “You didn’t!” said Akka.

      “No I bloody didn’t!” I protested. “She did!”

      “Akka, darling,” said Magda, “do I look that desperate?”

      Akka shook her head, smiling. “Where I come from,” she said, laying down the tray, “they have a saying: count yourself lucky if you wake up with the same person you went to bed with.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Between Sweden and Finland sits an archipelago of low-lying islands that from above looks like a great vase has been dropped upon the hard sea and shattered into a thousand tiny pieces across its surface. Some of the islands are so close together they’re connected by a series of bridges, others you can walk between when the sea freezes over in the depths of mid-winter. But a few are flung out too far for bridges, and the ice at that distance is notoriously unstable.

      It was on one such far-flung island, Oosterholma, that Akka was raised.

      Technically Oosterholma was still a leper colony, although by the time Akka was born in the 1940s, the illness was extremely rare, accounting only for an elderly couple, whose infection dated back to the turn of the century, and an unfortunate Moroccan sailor who had been diagnosed while his ship was docked in Helsinki. Otherwise the population was able-bodied.

      “In the spring,” Akka said, “it was good for hunting. That was my favourite time. We ate much. We ate till we got fat.” The islanders would take to their boats and harpoon as many migrating pilot whales as possible, securing them to the sides of their vessels and tapping them for their essential oils while still out at sea.

      They would rig up a great canvas bath between the boats, even during blustery weather, and fill it with the whale fat, blood and oil, stripping naked and rolling in the thick mix before scrambling back on board. They believed the oils helped forestall their condition—the leprosy of their parents, grandparents—which they considered in remission. It had always been thus, and hadn’t it always worked?

      The gods, too, had always been. The malevolent sea monster, Iku-Turso. Ahti, god of the depths or giver of fish. Nakki, the fearsome spirit of pools, wells and bridges. Kirkonväki, the unlamented walking dead. Mielikki, wife of Tapio, the goddess of the forest. Otso, the spirit of the bear. Louhi, the matriarch of Pohjola, hostess of the Underworld. Loviator, the blind daughter of Tuoni, the personification of death and mother of the nine diseases. Jesus, the newcomer, the sky god, the Sainted One, who was accorded his time and obsequies each Sunday.

      Like most of the men, Akka’s father made his living from the sea. During the warmer months, he went in the fishing boats, while in winter he would head out with the other men to hunt seals upon the ice.

      One day, shortly before his daughter’s fourth birthday, he ventured onto the ice with his fellows and never returned. They were told a pathfinding whale had become trapped beneath the ice and in its efforts to surface had tilted the sheet on which Akka’s father and some of the others were fashioning a rudimentary harpoon. The men tumbled into the cold, black sea. Iku-Turso’s jaws snapped closed with a thunderous crash.

      The silence of snow, the silence of stars.

      

      Akka often accompanied her mother to the kitchens and it is here she reckons she first came on, as Magda puts it, meaning had an infectious spell, because shortly after her seventh birthday there was an outbreak of a “shivering fever” that laid low many of the able-bodied population.

      There was some talk of doctors coming, but then events overtook them.

      She was shaking in her sleep. She was shaking in her wakefulness. The bed, the walls, the whole house was shaking.

      Then everything collapsed.

      Akka woke in a black space, a pocket of safety beneath a pile of masonry. She called out, but there was no answer. She tried to free herself, but it was no good. And now she could hear the sound of the others—injured, trapped like herself. Screaming, moaning, calling for help.

      But the screams became whimpers, the whimpers drifted into silence interrupted only by terrifying aftershocks. When after a day and a night she heard someone picking their way across the rubble, she still had her voice, she shouted hard, loud, “HERE! I’M HERE!”

      The steps stopped. She heard debris being cleared. A glimpse of clear blue sky. Blocked out by a face.

      

      Only the lepers had survived the earthquake unscathed, removed as they were from the main community. The old couple were too infirm to do much so it was left to Khalid to try and help those he could.

      There were remarkably few survivors. The cries Akka had heard when she regained consciousness had largely come from people trapped in burning buildings—wood being the main construction material on Oosterholma—and many had burned or suffocated. Because her mother worked in the kitchens of the commissary, Akka was billeted in a building of brick, which had saved her from the worst of the heat and smoke.

      Khalid managed to lift up the masonry long enough for Akka to slip from underneath it, emerge hungry, bruised, but otherwise unscathed. The pair stood back from each other upon the uneven rubble.

      “Have you seen my mama?” Akka asked. The leper pointed towards the ground and she followed him back over the rubble. She had never seen a leper up close before. Only the older people served them, and then with the greatest caution. The children had always been told terrible tales of the ill that afflicted the people over the hill, as they were known, but at first Akka could see little wrong with the man. All his bits seemed to be in place, count them: his fingers, nose, lips, eyes. But there was that dressing around his neck, now black with dust; the dark tangle of shoulder-length hair, the bruise that stretched beneath it.

      Khalid steadied himself against a piece of masonry and his curly jet hair swung back to reveal a hole where his left ear should have been; like a bite out of a rotten apple, it looked.

      Akka’s mother was among a number of corpses laid outside the building, a rug thrown over her face, her legs as bare and grey as cement. At least she was all together, thought Akka, which was more than could be said for the young assistant commissioner, newly arrived from Helsinki, whose upper torso now lay beside her, his entrails buzzing with flies. At least Mamma would be able to walk in Heaven, she thought, at least she would be able to dance.

      Between them, Khalid and Akka constructed a pyre and burned the dead, tended the injured, and waited for relief.

      Eventually a German trawler docked and provided them with some victuals. It took another week for the Finnish navy to turn up, and when they did they declared the community “untenable” and proceeded with an evacuation. Khalid however was not evacuated. As the launch carrying the landing party approached, he took off, back over the hill.

      

      Like Vladimir, Akka must have instinctively sought obscurity. Taken to Turku, after she left the orphanage she settled into a succession of menial jobs, like cleaning and taking in washing, that discouraged association. Her chief pleasure was the library, where she worked her way through the shelves. Ultimately, she managed to be hired as caretaker and spent long, happy winter evenings with her books and periodicals.

      As for men, she had no interest in a relationship. But every three months or so, when the Russian trawlers would dock, she would wait until it was dark and nip down to the docks, where she would sell herself for twenty marrka between the pallets. It provided for her needs and gave her a little extra to keep the wolf from the door.

      Despite rudimentary precautions, she fell pregnant on three occasions. Her initial instinct was to kill the bug, as she saw it, the germ wriggling around her insides, and she went as far as seeking out a woman that did those things. All the way up to the door she had intended to be rid of it but when she arrived she just couldn’t ring the bell.

      Then she was walking away, heading home.

      Instead she paid another woman to help her deliver each of her bugs, the spewing, mawing jumbles of life that made her so heavy and uncomfortable, that rode in on a wave of juices onto the kitchen floor.

      She paid the woman to take them away too.

      She never once regretted it—let them be grateful for having a life—though she did sometimes wonder, when she saw someone their age.

      

      It was only after she retired that she came to the attention of the authorities.

      The car hit her as she was stepping off the tram. She could never have seen it—it was making an illegal turn. The Lada dealt her a blow to the side and she was pitched against a tram, smashing her shoulder and cracking her skull. The next thing she knew she was waking up in hospital.

      As soon as she was able to take in her circumstances she knew she was in trouble. Her thing that had lain dormant all those years fully possessed her. She remembered swinging her legs out of bed, pulling on her cardigan, and then she was back in her tiny apartment above the library, trying to gather some things together.

      She was at the door, in her coat with a suitcase packed when she collapsed. The morphine had long since worn off and although the thing had had her mostly in its thrall, the damage done was too great for it to sustain in such an old lady, and she slipped out of its hands, onto the floor.

      Akka lay there overnight, suffering feverish bouts of wakefulness, parched yet unable to move.

      Loviator fumbled towards her, her skeletal fingers tore her flesh, began to drag her down.

      You are ours now, she said. You thought you could leave us behind, but instead your very neglect was enough to let us in.

      Akka was released from her paralysis with the dawn. She dragged herself to the bathroom, where she shed her clothes and considered her scrawny, smashed body. Her shoulder was as black as a leper’s, the side of her face inky blue. There was a blossom of blood beginning to appear through the bandage around her forehead. She knew she needed to run, yes, but she also needed to rest.

      She drew herself a bath, let the water soak into her wounds.

      It was true, she thought: she had deserted the gods, but they had not deserted her, and now here she was, perhaps a thousand miles from her own.

      She would have to return to fulfil her obligations if she wanted any chance of salvation; un-tormented mortality.

      

      After drying herself off, Akka realised she was hungry. Unsurprising—she hadn’t eaten for two days. She began to boil some water and think about her next steps.

      Although all her identity documents were still in her handbag, she had to presume the authorities knew who she was and where she lived, so it was just a matter of time before they came looking for her. It’s not every day a 76-year-old road accident victim gets up and leaves.

      She chopped some cabbage and began dropping it in the saucepan. She would eat, drink, then get moving. No one would ever think of tracing her to Oosterholma. And in any case, the spirits would protect their own.

      The doorbell rang. It was 7:25 am.

      

      They broke the door down when they received no answer but spied the bubbling saucepan through the letterbox.

      They found Akka in the bedroom, trying, with some difficulty, to put her coat on. It was clearly the old lady they were looking for, they could tell just by a look at the terrible bruise on her face, the bandage. How her left arm hung limply by her side.

      “Madam,” said the female officer. “Didn’t you hear us?”

      “I’m sorry, dear,” said Akka loudly. “A bit deaf, see? It’s my ears. Did you want something?”

      “We came to find out how you were,” said the officer. “You were admitted to hospital but disappeared. People are worried.”

      “Oh,” said Akka. “Worried, yes.” She looked preoccupied, then her face brightened. “How about something to eat?”

      The officers looked at each other. “You should be taking it easy, dear,” said one of the men as they followed her through to the kitchen. “You’re ill, you know. Concussed.” He rapped upon his own forehead. “Concussed!”

      “Concussed, you said,” said Akka. “Now why don’t you all just sit down, make yourself at home?”

      “Madam,” said the woman, “we’ve come to take you to the hospital. You’re the one that needs to sit down.”

      “I’ll have plenty of time for that later, dear,” she said, eyeing the door. “Did you break it?” she asked.

      “We had to,” said the woman. “You didn’t answer.”

      “Ah,” said Akka. “Yes. I see.” She was standing by the cooker now. “I was just making some cabbage soup,” she said to the woman. “Would you like some?”

      “You can get plenty to eat in the hospital, madam,” said the woman. “Really, if you will just come with us.”

      As she laid her hand on her good shoulder, Akka swung around, emptying the contents of the saucepan down the woman’s chest.

      The woman screamed. Her colleagues rushed to help her. As the first tried to pull the scalding clothes away from her, Akka pressed the base of the saucepan against his cheek.

      The third police officer, turned towards the sink and running the cold water, missed this. Even as his male colleague was screaming, “Stop her,” he began furiously sponging the female officer’s front while Akka darted around them, slipping out of the gaping front door, but not forgetting to pick up her packed suitcase on the way.

      

      She made it to her island. Kobro caught up with her the day she was cremating Khalid. She had found his part-mummified body in the bed that had once belonged to the elderly couple, now buried out back.

      Khalid had obviously spent many of the intervening years knocking together the two seedy shacks and salvaging masonry and timber from the main settlement to make a proud house here, hidden away from the coastline.

      To die, she thought, in your own bed. Not so bad. She watched his body blacken then break. She booted a smouldering foot back into the ash.

      Kobro came across her largely by accident. He had been following up some cold cases in northern Europe, including Akka’s, which had made it to his desk via a discreet international blood screening programme, and while in Finland decided to check out Oosterholma, not for its connection with her, of which he was unaware, but because of a broader interest in the history of leprosy.

      It was spring and the boat dropped him at the harbour, now mostly returned to nature, although the rubble of the old brick commissary was still visible through the long grass.

      “Here we have it,” he kept saying to himself as he walked along the path that had once constituted the main street. “Here we have it.” He imagined the once-thriving community, the work the doctors must have done back then. Real pioneers, he thought, at the frontiers of medicine. He would have liked to have been around back then, he thought, before things became so complicated.

      He could smell the smoke before he saw it, that whiff of burning pine and barbecue. He followed his nose away from the old town and up, over the hill. There, in a kind of natural basin, the pyre stood in front of a large red wood house. He trotted down the hill, noticed as he went the figure stumbling the other way.

      Akka’s foot caught in a rabbit hole and let out an audible snap. Kobro recognised her as he was bending down to attend to her ankle, and jumped right back. Lucky too, because even as she was lying there she had gotten hold of a rock and was about to brain him.

      “It was such a big head,” said Akka. “Such an easy target!”
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      It was true what he was saying, though: they were more innocent times.

      “The Al Qaeda of the Nineties, the fucking Al Qaeda . . . ” Kobro leaned over for some more vodka while the others grinned, goggle-eyed. People were always goggle-eyed when they heard about the antics of the Swami and the so-called sex cult that grew around him. There was some truth to it too: the Swami loved sex, or rather celebrated it. He said our Abrahamic traditions had made life so paralysed, so crippled, so damn depressing, that our entire religious tradition relied on repressing sexual energy which, though he saw it as the lowest form of seven, constituted our base energy.

      So if you repressed sex, you repressed everything, barring access to your other, higher energies, and therefore any possibility of enlightenment. It was natural, therefore, that he should encourage his followers to shag their way towards Nirvana.

      “And this is what made the old man so subversive,” explained Kobro. “Among other things, eh, Vereesh?” The group looked at me with the usual titillated fascination. I wanted to say, but there is so much more to it than just that, so much more to him. He said: shake off your so-called sins, raise up your heads, you have my permission to be free and in being so, to be your true self. But they just focus on the sex.

      “Such a secret smile, baby,” said Magda. “You have a good time in your commune?” She poured herself another glass of Georgian wine, bought especially for Vladimir’s wake. Along with blinny, caviar, pickled vegetables, other East European delicacies. And vodka.

      “People . . . people like him.” I nodded at Kobro, sitting back, looking pleased with himself. “The press always talk about the scandals, but it’s not what it was really like. The reality was very different.”

      “It’s true,” said Kobro. “When I got down to Oklahoma I couldn’t get laid, that was damn sure.”

      “Things went wrong in America,” I said. “But that was down to others, the people running things. A paranoia took over.”

      “You’ve gotta admit it though, my friend,” said Kobro, “he didn’t seem to mind all those caddys.”

      “Mercedes,” I said, getting louder. “Try getting your facts right. He was laughing—laughing, don’t you get it? At the whole thing. The whole consumption culture—anything to shake us out of our fucking torpor.”

      “And how do you explain all those guns?” said Kobro. “There was some pretty hardcore stuff going down, man, you can’t deny it. Some pretty crazy stories from the neighbours, trying to scare them off their land. Mucho loco . . . ”

      “Do you honestly think the Swami had anything to do with that?” I said. “That he would demean himself? You know, sometimes,” I turned to the others, “I do wonder though. I wonder what happened. I wonder who the people really were who were closest to him in those last days, how they could let him become the parody, the monster that the media liked to portray him as.”

      “Well, my little man,” said Kobro. “My true believer. I was there, but barely caught sight of him among the dust and blossoms. You were too young, of course, a glint in the eye, or a tiny bean in the belly of one of his handmaidens, maybe?” I stared back. He grinned. “It wouldn’t be the first time. That strange things have happened around a holy man, I mean.

      “They always try and shut ’em up. They chased Mohammed halfway across the desert before he turned and fought, didn’t they? And even then, even when the ideas survive, it always seems mysterious forces—like those camp followers of the Swami, maybe?—put their spin, their polish on things. So you’ve got your Sunnis and your Shias and your Sufis; your Catholics, Prods, Quakers, for fuck’s sake. You always get some self-appointed fucker interpreting shit . . .

      “Who knows what Jesus really said? Official Christianity grew out of Roman politics hundreds of years after they’d pinned him to a cross. The losers—the Arians, those damn hippy Gnostics—were hunted down, wiped out, and with it, all their versions. Not because of God, my boy, because of man. Because man is only comfortable with God when he can fit him in a cage of his making. And woe betide any fucker—any guru, right?—who tells it like it really is, who gives the people a genuine glimpse of the unmediated, non-manmade divine. Gotta fuck that shit—gotta fuck that shit that might give folk ideas of their own, right? Gotta fuck that shit, man, gotta stamp it out!” He slammed his fist down on the table. Akka, who had been dropping off, woke with a start. “Because we really don’t need that shit, do we?”

      “What shit?” I asked, tiring of his bollocks.

      “That God shit,” he said. “All God ever does is get in the way.”

      

      We left Kobro snoring on the sofa, headed off to bed. Magda eased in beside me, her body radiating through her t-shirt. She turned off the light. I rolled over and felt her arm drape over me, her body mould itself to mine. We lay there in the darkness.

      “Night,” I said.

      “Goodnight,” she said.

      I was just beginning to drift off when she said, “So, does the Swampy teach lovemaking, baby? The Karma Sutra, maybe?”

      

      I woke up crying, realised I had been for some time, that the pillow was damp with my tears. I turned over. Magda was fast asleep, the sheet slung over her naked body, a bare thigh, a bare breast exposed to the moonlight. I was still surprised at the tenderness with which she had made love, the gentleness. Almost a virgin, it felt. A long time, she had said.

      Her scars seemed like a tattoo, a Maori tattoo in their curls and swirls across her body, describing the shape of her abdomen, sweeping across her breasts, bisecting a nipple, resting upon her shoulder like a hand still pressed.

      “What happened?” I said, suspended above her.

      “Love me,” she said. “Just for this moment.”

      But my tears were not for Magda. They were for the Swami. A nightmare vision of him in his fake throne, high on nitrous oxide. Descending into increasing doubt, despair. Depression, would Kobro have said?

      Turn up the gas. Blow all the clouds away.

      And there were you, Ma.

      And so was I.

      Not a glint nor a bean, but a bouncing baby boy.
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* * *

      I couldn’t help myself. I was hanging around, waiting for something to happen. Hoping nothing would happen. Surviving.

      That’s what we do.

      Magda and Akka seemed happy enough, content to scrape by on the allowance they received from Kobro to buy their cheap vegetables from the grocers along Green Lanes, make the most of what little we had. Akka spent most of her time in the garden, come rain or shine, while Magda liked to curl up with a weighty Victorian tome, the shopping channel blathering away in the background.

      I sometimes wondered if our relationship, if that’s what you could call it, was just Magda’s way of keeping me occupied—I could imagine her thinking, he’s young, full of cum, so best keep him busy. But then I remembered our times together, and how she transformed herself from a feisty, grown woman to someone so innocent, so delicate, and I decided I was being unfair.

      I never mentioned her scars again. I just sensed I shouldn’t go there, though I couldn’t help being curious about her origins.

      “Are you Russian then? You spoke Russian with Vlad.”

      “Darling, every commie of a certain age was fluent in Russian. It came with the territory, so to speak.” She poked me in the ribs. “Just like all you English speak American.”

      “So, where then?”

      “You are very perseverant, aren’t you. Is that a word?”

      “What?”

      “Perseverant.”

      “I . . . don’t know. Maybe.”

      “I think it’s because you are still a student in your heart. You are all geared up for your studies. What was it you studied again?”

      “Magda, please. Stop changing the subject.”

      “What subject?”

      “About where you’re from.”

      “Maybe you don’t want to know where I’m from.”

      “Now why wouldn’t I want to know?”

      “Because maybe,” she began to stroke my neck, “maybe, I’m from Transylvania, maybe I’m a vampire!” She nuzzled herself against me, took my skin between her teeth.

      “Ow! That hurts!”

      She sat back, grinning. “Don’t you want to carry a mark of my affection?”

      “A love bite? I’m a bit old for that—and you too!”

      “Oh, you know we vampires are eternally young. Let me drink your blood and you can be too!” She took another lunge.

      So there was no getting any sense out of her. I asked Akka but she refused to say. Even Kobro was uncharacteristically quiet.

      “What’s the great mystery?” I asked.

      “No great mystery,” said Kobro. “Just an age-old tragedy maybe. Lay off her, kid; if she doesn’t want to talk about it, that’s her affair. Maybe she will in time. Maybe not. Let her have her fun, okay?”

      “I don’t see why she should have her fun with me,” I said.

      “You’re not telling me you get nothing out of it.” He gave me a wry look. “Lighten up, young man. Be a gentleman and count your lucky stars. And if you can’t do either, just don’t be a prick, okay?”

      I reached for my raincoat.

      “Where you going?”

      “The park,” I said. “Get some fresh air.”

      “Okay,” he said, “but keep a low profile, right?”

      I give him a sarcy thumbs up, said in a faux Yank accent, “Right.”

      

      But I didn’t go to the park. I walked midway along Green Lanes then ducked into a cyber café, took a booth towards the back.

      At first I just surfed the news sites, but I was biding my time, working up the courage. First off, I went back to Facebook. My page was back up and running. I was about to log in when I stopped myself.

      Man. Think about it.

      I clicked through to Jane’s.

      JANE.

      There you were—that cool, slightly surly selfie that made it look like you’d got rather more cleavage than in real life.

      Jane, 18. Interests: Piano, singing, Manga, literature. Music: Evanescense, Fearless Vampire Killers, Don Broco, Cheap Meat. Movies: Hunger Games, Donnie Darko, Amelie, Edward Scissorhands, Whale Rider, Volver, Spirited Away, March of the Penguins. Television: Vampire Diaries, Angel, Charmed, Stargate. Books: The Lovely Bones, Little Women, The Bell Jar, Anna Karenina, The Unbearable Lightness of Being.  Heroes: Sylvia Plath. Tolstoy. James Franco. Jonnie Depp.

      I pressed send message, but was told I had to sign in. Instead I went to the landing page and pressed, JOIN FACEBOOK NOW!

      

      I was walking back along Green Lanes, head down, hood up, thinking on what I’d just done when I bumped into Akka.

      “Hey,” I said, thinking she was doing some shopping. “Need a hand?”

      But one look at her face told me something was wrong. “What is it?” I asked. “What’s up?”

      She pushed the shoulder bag into my hands. “Take it,” she said. “It’s got your clothes, some money too. Everything. Now go, run, Vereesh.”

      “What? What’s happening?”

      “You’ve got to go,” she said, giving me another shove.

      “Look,” I said, “I didn’t mean to do anything. I was just bored. They couldn’t trace a thing. I promise.”

      She looked at me blankly. “Vereesh,” she whispered, “you must go. Now. Or they’ll get you. Quick!” she shouted.

      She gave me another shove, then turned and walked rapidly away.

      I stood there holding the bag. A couple of passers-by were looking at me. I hesitated.

      I shouldered the bag.

      I made off.
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      The man picked me up on the A1M just outside Hatfield. I’d only had to wait for about ten minutes. I thought it would take hours, was already trying to figure out if I could get away with hunkering down behind the Little Chef for the night, when the juggernaut pulled up.

      “Where you going?”

      “Leicester,” I said.

      “I can take you as far as Northampton, how’s that?”

      “Great.”

      

      Dean, he of the burning rubber body odour, wants to talk. So, talk, Dean.

      He hadn’t meant to get into this lark, it was the last thing he imagined he’d end up doing, but he’s had an HGV license since the forces and it’s always been something to fall back on, hasn’t it. And you’ve got your independence, don’t you, don’t have no one telling you what’s what. Before this it had been shop fitting, but he fell out with the gaffer—said enough of your lip, my lad, I’ll get in some of them Polish. They keep schtum, right? So fuck it, I give the geezer some lip, right? A fat fucking lip. Tosspot!

      Anyways, then I try my hand at a bit of painting n’ decorating. Always liked the DIY, I have. But it’s the fucking same there. All them Polish, Russians, whatever. But then I figure—well, I’ve got me license, haven’t I. And them, they’re just used to driving on the wrong side of the road, so there’s a natural advantage. That’s the thing these days—you’ve got to follow your natural advantage, or you won’t get nowhere. So, what’s yours, Paul?

      Mine?

      Natural advantage.

      I think about this.

      Keeping my nose clean, I say.

      Dean nods appreciatively. Very wise, he says. Very wise, Paul. If I could have done that I’d still be in a proper fucking job!
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* * *

      After Akka made off, I didn’t hang around, I got the hell out of there, off the main drag, then ran down the alley that connected the rows of houses until I made it to the park. I didn’t dawdle—I stomped across the wide green space until I arrived at the Tube.

      Head down, hood up, I bought a one-day pass and jumped on a train bound for the centre.

      Swallow me, London, swallow me whole. I washed up at Piccadilly Circus and was out, into the crowd. One more fish among the shoal.

      “Go. Now,” she said. “Or they’ll get you. Quick!”

      So I went. Alone again like the first time in Camden, waiting for the dark to curl around me. But now I understood, even as I dashed down the passage, marched across the park, the kind of transformation that was taking place. I felt almost invigorated by the savage drug, the sharpened animal senses I now understood served one purpose—to keep me alive.

      And new too was my sense of self. I was no longer driven simply by instinct, my bug taking the wheel while I floundered helpless in the back seat. My thing was one with my mind, both of us were in this together.

      And both of us would get out of it together too.

      “Or they’ll get you. Quick!”

      They. The police, the authorities. The Scientists. Slice me up, suck my marrow, throw me into a boiler suit and send me to a country without a name. As it’s always been, as it always will be.

      “It was our dirty secret.”

      They were playing for high stakes—Man and God—so what was a little collateral damage?

      I had to look out for myself.
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* * *

      A bean, a bug, a bouncing baby boy. At least that’s how I dreamed it, how I’d built it up from what Ma had told me. But who can really remember their first few years?

      Come on now—try. Well, of course I remember the man himself, the long, streaky beard, his smell—of flowers mostly, but sometimes sweet and sour like he hadn’t washed. I remember holding my nose once, saying pooh bear, and he thought this was hilarious—the unmediated honesty of children, all that crap. He playfully scolded his entourage for not saying, though in truth they were pretty ripe themselves, so may not have noticed. Or maybe they didn’t say anything out of pity. He was pretty close to the end by then.

      That was Hyderabad. The homeless would sleep on the streets. It didn’t seem such a bad life—it was rarely below thirty even in the evenings and they would line up under arches or along the pavement or collect around one of the bonfires. The smog hung low, as thick as cotton wool. I remember Ma and me once got lost coming home and had to plot our course back from bonfire to bonfire.

      “Just like foggy London Town,” she said. “Foggy London Town with Jack the Ripper lurking in the shadows!”

      She tickled me and I squealed, hanging close to her.

      “Not Jack!” I said, scared as hell.

      “No, my little toad.” She smoothed my hair. “Not Jack.”

      

      There was no fog though, in London Town.

      Plenty of homeless, mind, if not necessarily where you’d expect them. I chose to rest my weary head in a twenty-four-hour internet farm, where I’d already spied one geezer dozing in a booth.

      I dialled up a couple of hours, took my ticket and logged on.

      I checked the news, the usual pages I’d become accustomed to monitoring—American missiles had hit some labs across the Caliphate they said were making bio-weapons; the Caliphate claimed it was just Aspirin—before going to Facebook.

      First off, I logged on to the new page I’d made. Paul. Simple. No photo. A few innocuous words. Likes—the sun, the moon, the stars. Dislikes—politicians, boy bands, war, X Factor.

      I went to Jane’s page, noticed my old site still there among her friends. But I didn’t even click on to it.

      Don’t even leave a trace, Vereesh, not even an impression.

      I did read the public comments on Jane’s site though.

      Thinking of you Sweet Jane, with you every minute just remember that alright. Kas and Jamie.

      Just heard. So SORRY. You know where I am. Any time, any place! Sarah.

      Get well soon Jane. Bronwyn.

      And then I read the latest bulletin from her mum.

      Jane is beginning to get a little better. She has now returned from hospital and is convalescing at home. As you can imagine this has been a terrible shock for her and all the family and we are very grateful for all the support we have received. Jane would particularly like to thank all her friends who have been there for her and would like to ask for their patience as she regains her confidence. It has been a very scary and trying time for her and it may take some time for things to get back to normal. But get back to normal she is determined they will and she hopes to be able to join you all in Rascals for a get-together soon.

      I clicked back to my new, anonymous page. Stared at Paul’s Friendless, blank space. I thought of Akka, Vladimir. The long, lonely lives they led. The way their germ drove them to seek isolated anonymity, it seemed.

      Not mine, not me. I logged in.
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* * *

      Dean drops me at a service station outside Leicester.

      He seems put out when, instead of a hearty handshake, I offer an airy wave and push the door handle down with my elbow.

      I’m out, shouldering the door closed, as he looks down through the window in puzzlement. Better to be puzzled, Dean, than dead. I was at pains to touch as little as possible in the cab, to leave no trace, and honestly, Dean, you really should have let me keep the window wound down. It’s carried on the air, you see, and there you were, cooped up in the cab with me. I kept my breathing low, measured. I said as little as I could get away with. I did my best, all things considered.

      All things considered. Vereesh, the moralist, keeping his germanic tendencies under control, like their national namesake, inclined to break through borders and destroy everything in their path. But also, like modern Germany, my bug appears to have learned that this kind of behaviour only leads to its ultimate destruction. Apparently smallpox was “wiped out” by 1980. Yet here it is, here I am, still soldiering on, a comparative beacon of love, democracy and understanding.

      Just don’t get in my way.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I woke in the London internet café around six o’clock, stretched across the keyboard. When I went to the toilet to freshen up I had to laugh—my cheek looked like a chequer board. I bought a coffee at the bar and sat by the window while the world began going to work.

      I pondered Jane’s reply.

      

      
        
        JANE WROTE

        so you’re ok. i’m plsd for u.

      

        

      
        YOU WROTE

        Hi Jane. It’s Matt, Vereesh. Sorry about the fake name, it’s complicated. Anyway, I wondered how you were? I’m sorry I didn’t get in touch before, I lost my mobile with your number. Then the whole thing happened and they wouldn’t let me contact anyone. But thankfully I’m ok. I hope everything is alright? Vereesh.

      

        

      
        so you’re ok. i’m plsd for u.

      

      

      Not even upper case. She’s either angry, or she doesn’t care.

      At least it didn’t look like I’d raised any suspicions, which was my fear as soon as I had pressed send. It was a stupid thing to do. Contact, any contact. But on this occasion the person in me seemed to have bettered the bug. A kind of sleight of hand: right up to the last moment I had no intention of sending the message, was just toying with the notion—how cool it would be!—when, click. It had gone.

      

      I hadn’t meant to hitchhike though, to catch a lift with Dean. It was still early—I was heading off across central London towards the bus station—when I got caught up in the crowd.

      It was like the demo I went on before, only smaller. There were the same anti-war banners, beardies, crusties, commies, veils. But there were fewer of your everyday folk—your mums and dads and kids with painted faces and balloons—and this demo seemed louder, angrier, more intense.

      I tried to get around it, took a side street, but there was a line of cops in riot gear looking edgy. I fell back and found myself among the crowd.

      I cut across the ranks but now there were police on either side. I drifted back into the centre.

      I didn’t want any trouble with the police.

      “NO MORE OIL WAR, UK IS US WHORE.”

      I didn’t like this though. The crowd had begun to flow faster. The chants were becoming more anguished. The faces of the police reflected back the tension: the grim lock of their jaws, the hardness in their eyes. I sensed—yes, I could feel my germ awakening—I sensed something bad was about to go down here, something dark. There was a viscous, tar-black texture to the air, clouding the space between us, being drawn down with every breath. In a flash I realised—this was evil, what evil was. Not the people or the politics but the substance itself, manifested by the situation.

      And I could see it, or at least my bug could: evil was in the air and bad things were going to happen. We were bunching up—we were being funnelled into a small square.

      Bodies began to press around me. I tried to keep myself contained, tried to avoid any contact with the crowd, but it was impossible.

      A man had risen above the crowd, presumably standing on some kind of improvised platform. He raised a megaphone.

      “Brothers,” he said. “Sisters. Friends. The police are blocking our way. They will not let us pass!”

      “NO!” yelled the crowd.

      “They say we must disperse. Shall we?”

      “NO.”

      I looked around, desperate to extricate myself, but bodies were piling in behind me. There was no way out.

      “NO MORE OIL WAR, UK IS US WHORE.”

      Then I saw him, as I turned full circle.

      Ahmed.

      

      He was one of the hundreds, the thousands, turned towards the speaker, drinking in his anger.

      His fist punched the air with the others.

      “UK IS US WHORE.”

      My gaze lasted a fraction of a second too long.

      He saw me. A moment’s pause as he tried to place me, then the silent mouthing of my name.

      “Vereesh.”

      I tried to twist away from him but the press was too strong, I was jammed in tight. I looked back.

      “Vereesh!”  Ahmed’s face had drained grey. His eyes were full of urgency. I tried to duck down but resurfaced, afraid I would get sucked underfoot.

      “Vereesh!” He called in a pause between the ranting on the megaphone, the response of the crowd. People began to take notice.

      “Vereesh!”

      I kept wriggling, but it was like trying to escape a straitjacket.

      “Someone, stop him!”  Ahmed shouted. I felt a hand grip my forearm.

      I looked at the man who’d got hold of me. Bearded, shaven-headed, confused.  “Let me go,” I said.

      “We have to wait,” he said. Then, “Who are you?”

      They were like balloon pops. One, two, a burst of them.

      “Let me go,” I said to the man. He shook his head, looking over at Ahmed. I began to pull back his index finger. He gasped in pain, let go.

      “Vereesh!” Ahmed was close now, backed by another couple of lads. A woman in the crowd yelled, “You’re hurting me!” as he pushed past her.

      There were screams. But not from near, from further away.

      Ahmed reached across the crowd. I prepared myself, my hand shaping into a claw. I focussed on the bobbing of Ahmed’s Adam’s apple. Prepared to grasp his throat, cut off the blood, the wind, the life.

      Then suddenly, SPACE.

      Space around us, a swirl, a whirl . . .

      Screams, chaotic stumbling . . .

      

      SMOKE.

      People were holding their hands over their mouths, their streaming eyes. GAS. There was gas in the smoke. Gas fired at us.

      The spluttering, tumbling people.

      Ahmed, standing there, his eyes all screwed up. Still, he managed to scream, “Vereesh!”

      But I was already on the move, ducking down as further canisters clattered around us.

      Then, FTOP—something bounced past me at speed and a woman was down. Her friend began to scream. She held the woman’s limp body, her head hanging doll-like to the side, blood beginning to round the rim of her headscarf.

      FTOP, FTOP, another two went down. A young man, an old man. Someone was yelling STOP, STOP but everyone else was running.

      Balloons popped. A gas canister burst at my feet and I kicked it away.

      Chaos, I thought. Cover, cover for me, for me and my kind.

      They were banging their shields. I saw them now through the smoke, riot police advancing, batons drawn. Banging their shields.

      Then they weren’t.

      They just . . . weren’t.

      I threw myself face-down.

      The sky fell in.

      

      The ground still seemed uncertain, my ears sang, but I tried to stand up, already on the move, conscious it wasn’t over. My bug now, my germ doing most of the work as my human senses tried to unscramble, to process: the limbless torso, once a police officer, still a person, looking up at me, blinking with surprise.

      I looked across the blasted street littered with smouldering, burst bin bags. Then realised: that’s people.

      And you know, he was still there too. Ahmed, down on one knee. Trying to stand himself up, his face flecked with grit and glass, blood streaming from his ears. He finally managed it. Then the grief, the look of horror as he realised what had happened. He raised a hand to his mouth.

      I scooped up a shard of glass and thrust it into his chest.
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      The service station conveniences are empty. I roll up my sleeves and begin to scrub the blood away.

      Fortunately, no one at the scene of the bombing was paying much attention when I walked into the café, its glass front shattered, staff and customers messed up like me, making like zombies in the zing that occupied the aftermath.

      I ignored the carnage and headed for the loo, where I washed my hands and face and stripped off my blood-heavy hoodie. I dumped it in the corner. There would be no shortage of other fucked-up shit lying about.

      I got the hell out of there.

      This much I can say—I was there, right?—and sure, it was the germ’s doing, skewering Ahmed. I mean, never mind the deed itself, where did I find the strength? The accuracy? But still, it was a fucking shock.

      So hard, so fast, so deadly. My human senses scrambled, my bug stuck.

      Rammed home the shard.

      No wonder they wanted to get their hands on us.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I lean over the basin in the service station loos, survey the bearded boy in the mirror. Remember the surprise on Ahmed’s face as I stood back.

      MURDERER. I’m looking at a murderer.

      Because bug or no, it’s all me. The human in me may not have wanted him dead, but kill him I did, with these hands, witnessed through these eyes. Lashed out, intent on eliminating the threat.

      “Someone, stop him!” He was out to get me. Why? What did he know? What did he suspect?

      But my germ wasn’t interested in those kinds of questions, the questions that humans ask. Perhaps if the explosion hadn’t messed me up I might have been able to restrain the urge, take the time at least to get away . . .

      Your look of surprise.

      Your burning hot blood as it pumped between my fingers.

      THE GLORY.

      An animal, a beast I am.

      

      I retreat to the toilet cubicle, sit, quietly sobbing.

      Stranded here in the middle of England, some kind of hybrid psycho freak. Friendless, hunted, haunted by the innocent people who have died because of me.

      Yet I can’t even turn myself in, top myself—my germ would soon put paid to that. It’s in my DNA, you see, it is my DNA.

      Then what can I do?

      You can try, Vereesh. You can try to be human.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I catch a succession of busses to Leicester, my journey punctuated by long walks through identical suburbs. It makes me realise, for all its awesome size, how varied London is. In London, I realise, the buildings and the shops have still retained some individuality. Out in England true homogeneity rules. It is here one can be genuinely anonymous, lose oneself among the Nexts and the Tescos, the drugstores and Sportsworlds; the endless new developments with their mean, sightless windows, SUVs, CCTV.

      Silence. Beneath the churn of the bus engine, the rumble of an aeroplane, there’s a kind of silence beyond everything. Like death waiting, calmly biding its time.

      The churn stops. The bus driver says over the PA, “Sorry folks, got to terminate here.”

      I get off behind three old ladies. We’ve been stuck in the traffic for the past thirty minutes. I walk along the pavement. Up ahead blue police lights are flashing. At first I think it must be some kind of accident, but as I near I realise they’ve sealed off both lanes. A crowd has collected at the tape. A man is saying, “But I’ve got to get to my mum, she lives in Hilldown.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, we’re not letting anyone through. Everyone is being asked to stay indoors. Have you tried phoning her?”

      “Yes, but there’s no answer.”

      “Well, maybe she’s with a friend.”

      “She’s ninety-three.”

      I hear it, the muffled bang. I look around, but no one else seems to have noticed. There again. I look around. Nothing. Then someone says, “Look.”

      A plume of black smoke is beginning to rise above the grey rooftops.

      “What’s going on?” someone says.

      “It’s on the radio,” says someone else. “Trouble.”

      I turn to one of the old ladies who was on the bus. “I need to get to Glenfield,” I say.

      “Glenfield?” she says. “Well, lovie, you’re in luck.” She points the way we’ve just come. “It’s up there,” she says.

      

      It’s one of those square, baked brick houses. Funny. I had always imagined Jane growing up in some super-cool Notting Hill mansion, not the Midlands, not a suburban shoebox.

      It wasn’t hard to find—once I had checked out her Facebook site I just looked up her folk’s address, and there it was. Not Notting Hill, not Ladbroke Grove, Hoxton, Islington, or Chelsea, but Leicester.

      And here it is, a kid’s bike lying on the strip of grass outside. A Ford Focus in the driveway. I press myself up against the conifers in front of the house opposite, look this way and that.

      The street’s quiet as hell, just a couple of parked cars. No anonymous vans about to burst forth with storm troops. No snipers on the rooftops. Not even a twitching curtain.

      Fuck it. The longer I hesitate, the greater danger. So I’m marching across the road, I’m walking down the garden path.

      I’m ringing the bell.

      I see a wobbly shape through the frosted glass. The door opens. I know immediately it’s Jane’s mum. She gives me a quizzical look. I clear my throat.

      “Hi,” I say. “Is . . . Jane in?”

      The woman’s face twitches, a kind of involuntary hurt, pain almost.

      “I’m sorry,” she says. “She’s not seeing anyone.”

      “Can you tell her it’s a . . . friend. From uni?”

      “I can ask,” she says, “but I don’t think it will make any difference. You do know she’s been ill, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” I say. “I know. But if you could tell her it’s . . . Vereesh. Matt.”

      “Vereesh Matt? Alright.” She closes the door.

      As I wait there I begin to get edgy. There’s really no reason—the woman clearly wasn’t primed, it doesn’t look like any kind of trap. But the Scientists—what was it Magda said? They’re just waiting for me to panic, to break cover. And isn’t that what I’ve done? But there can’t be that many of them. They can’t be in a hundred places at the same time, can they? And the authorities? Where are they? How much do they know? How much do they care? Bio terror nightmare and all that. Do they really believe it? Or are they just using it?

      I look up and down the street again. It’s as sedate as before. And my bug . . . my bug is quiet. It senses not a jot. Or maybe it figures this is just human business.

      The door opens. The woman looks more relaxed, kind of curious.

      “Come in, Vereesh Matt.”

      “Vereesh is fine.”

      “Vereesh. Jane is just getting changed. She’ll give us a call when she’s ready. Would you like a cup of tea?”

      We go through to the kitchen. Spotless, a place for everything and everything in its place. Christ, it brings back memories—that ever-jarring contrast with the commune. None of the chaos of home, the jumble, the dirt, the mess. A place for everything and everything in its place.

      “So you know what happened to her, Vereesh?” she says as she makes the tea.

      “Yeah,” I say.

      “It was touch and go a couple of times.” Her voice grows husky. “We thought we might lose her. Sorry,” she says, blinks away a tear.

      “That’s alright,” I say.

      “Were you affected?”

      “No. I mean, I was checked out. But thankfully . . . ”

      “You were lucky. Very lucky. Your mother must be so relieved.”

      I smile awkwardly. “I guess.”

      “So were you on the course with Jane?”

      “No,” I say. “Same halls.”

      “Oh, so you were very close then, to that boy.”

      “Daniel? Yes.”

      “It’s terrible,” she says. “Letting these people in without the proper checks. All these foreigners. Nobody cares . . . I’m sorry.” She clears her throat. “It’s all just been a terrible shock.”

      “That’s alright.”

      “She’s been badly . . . affected, you know,” she says. “You must try not to look surprised . . . It affected her face quite badly. The doctors have said that some kind of skin graft might be possible, but only later on. In the meantime, she has to put up with it. She’s been very brave but . . . well, everything is about looks these days, isn’t it . . . ”

      “Okay.” Jane’s voice shouting down the stairs. A door closes.

      “Okay,” says her mum.

      I nod and go up.

      

      I’m outside her bedroom door. Christ, the air is thick with chemicals—some kind of pine freshener and beneath that a layer of perfume, Jane’s perfume. It makes me feel quite nauseous and suddenly I’m scared—not bug fear, all my own. Vereesh meeting Jane. The girl he nearly killed. The girl . . . he loves?

      I knock. There’s a pause, then a tentative, “Come in.”

      I open the door. I’d kind of expected a darkened sick room, but it’s not—it’s bright and airy, if chemically. The walls are a tasteful cream and a natural cotton duvet lies on the made bed with a couple of furry animals propped up against the pillow. Apart from an abstract art poster, there’s none of the rock stuff or pin-ups I had expected. Just loads of books and DVDs stuffed into some Ikea shelving by the side of the bed. And there, sitting in an easy chair by the window is a woman.

      “Shocked?” she asks.

      “I . . . ”

      “Sorry,” she says. “You can sit on the bed.”

      “Thanks,” I say, still stunned by her appearance.

      “Mum told you, I guess,” she says. I nod.

      “I . . . ” Her upbeat note drops a little. She holds out both arms and the black material hangs down like a bat’s wings. The niqab covers her from head to foot, with just a slit for her eyes. “You know, it’s so mad. I used to be scared by the local women who dressed like this, then when . . . when it happened, one of my old friends from school, a Muslim girl, came around. She wasn’t like this, but when I explained, she said she had a cousin who did and maybe she could lend me something. At first I was like fuck off but this girl came around and actually, you know, she was alright, and she was about my size . . . ”

      “I . . . ” I don’t know what to say.

      “I’ve . . . actually been out in it. With Shazia and her friends. They’ve taken me shopping and everything, and though you do get some looks, in a weird way it’s kind of better than . . . than it might have been. I mean, I don’t think I’m ready to . . . ” she lowers her head, “you know, go out, like I used to, with my friends. I mean, my old, English friends.”

      “Is it . . . I mean, was it . . . very bad?”

      “Yes,” she says. She hangs her head. I think she may have begun to cry behind the veil. I reach out to touch her, then stop. My hand kind of hangs between us.

      “It’s not so bad, when I’m with women, I mean. These Muslim women. But even then—you know, some of them are quite beautiful behind their veils. That’s what their husbands see, behind closed doors. But I’m . . . well, I’m . . . ugly, deformed.”

      “Jane.” I do touch her this time, but she flinches. I pull back. “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “The doctors say that in time the effect will dampen down. That’s the language they use—“dampen down”. I might as well be dead. Sometimes I wish I was.”

      “Come on now . . . ”

      “It’s alright for you—you’ve got your whole life ahead.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I say.

      “What? You checked out, didn’t you? You said you were okay.”

      “Yes,” I say. “I did. I mean, I am.”

      “Daniel died,” she says. “How did you get away with it?”

      I shrug.

      “You were his friend. You went out with him. If anything, it should have been you. Why did it have to be me?”

      I don’t say anything.

      “I’m a bad person.”

      “You’re not.”

      “May as well be.”

      “In time. I’m sure in time it will get better. There’s drugs . . . ”

      “Whatever.”

      We sit in silence. Jane, I wish I could say, I’m sorry. I’m sorry for ruining your life, I’m sorry for fucking things up.

      At least . . . at least I know now. That’s something, isn’t it? That I won’t knowingly do it again? That I would turn myself in, top myself if I was allowed to—correction, if I would allow myself to—but instead I’ll do my best to keep my nose clean, get away from all this, everything, so no one has to suffer again, like you.

      But what good is that to you?

      “Did your mum send you then?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Your mum.”

      “No . . . ”

      “You have got in touch with her, haven’t you? She was really worried.”

      “How did you meet my . . . mum?”

      “Oh, before . . . you know . . . before I got sick. There was all this chaos and everything. Of course, you had just fucking disappeared, then the whole place got sealed off. We were all whisked away, ended up at some hospital. I think they were supposed to be quarantining us or something. Sure enough, we all got put in separate rooms, but it was all a bit shit, you know, and actually you could walk just down the corridor and go outside for a smoke. Wasn’t exactly the fucking X Files!

      “Anyway, that’s where I met your mum. She seemed pretty cool. I mean, not like mine.”

      “What was she doing there? What did she say?”

      “What? You mean she didn’t tell you?”

      “No . . . I mean, we didn’t talk about it. She was just pleased to see me, I guess.”

      “Oh, she was pretty freaked out, obviously. I mean, there were lots of parents about by that time, chasing after their kids. She said she had asked but been told you weren’t there, but she was hanging on anyway, in case they had made a mistake or you had been taken there. Whatever.

      “It’s funny. She was going on about how you could never trust the authorities—like it was all some big conspiracy. But then I suppose it is, these days, isn’t it?” Jane lets out a long sigh. “Did you make it then?”

      “Make it?”

      “To Crow Town.”

      “Crow Town?”

      “Yeah, like your mum told me. If I was to see you. Where she would be.”

      “Oh,” I say. “Yeah. In the end.”

      “I thought you came from Sunderland.”

      “Well,” I say, “yeah. It’s a small place, on the outskirts.”

      

      It begins to grow dark outside. Jane is starting to sound tired and I had better get going.

      “Thanks for coming,” she says.

      “That’s alright,” I say.

      “Why did you come?” she asks.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I just wondered, that’s all. And why are you calling yourself ‘Paul’? Is that another name you didn’t tell me about?”

      I shrugged. “Had problems logging on to my account, so set up a new one. It’s just my middle name.” She seems satisfied with this, or at least as best as I can tell from her eyes. “I came because, well, you know, because I thought I would see how you were getting on.” I stood up. “Hope to see you back at uni again soon!”

      “I won’t be going back.”

      “Oh . . . ”

      “But thanks anyway, for coming. It was good, you know, when we were together.”

      “Yeah,” I say gruffly. “It was great.”

      “Bet you were never expecting that—the blowjob, I mean, in your sleep!”

      “I must confess, it came as a wee bit of a surprise.”

      “I don’t want you to think I make a habit of that sort of thing, you know. I’m actually quite a good girl.”

      “I know.”

      “Good.”

      As I’m leaving, I say, “I’ll keep in touch.”

      “Please,” she says. “I’d rather you didn’t.”
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      The Swami wanted to see me more often as he approached the end. From near-indifference, his interest became almost an obsession.

      “Come here, boy.” I would try to hide in the folds of Ma’s skirts. “Get him over here,” he would bark and I would find myself lifted, wriggling, towards the emaciated guru whose breath smelt of dustbins.

      “Now listen to me,” he would snap. “Keep your trap shut. That’s true enlightenment, my boy. The secret of silence. Share it at your peril. You’ll teach him that, Ma Renuka.”

      “I will, Swami.”

      “If nothing else, teach the boy that.”

      In those days Hyderabad was more like an armed camp than an ashram, but it was too late, too late.

      “Those bastards got me,” said the Swami. “Do you hear—they got me good.”

      It was during the escape from America. Some sannyasins clashed with a group of rednecks at a local store. Guns were drawn, shots were fired, but although no one was harmed, the blame only went in one direction. Things began to turn ugly fast. The media was all over it, the ATF, then the Feds started sniffing around. It was decided to get the Swami the hell out of the there.

      But at the airport he had been separated from the others on an immigration technicality and got ‘lost in the system’ for two weeks.

      While the Swami’s lawyers tried to find out what was going on, the guru was shuttled in chains between state and county jails all over the country.

      They finally released him but he was given no rest. He first returned to India but the US authorities put pressure on the government and he was forced to leave. He fled to Nepal, where it was the same story.

      Armed police evicted him from Crete. Germany, Italy, Switzerland, Sweden, nowhere would take the holy man. Canada would not even allow his plane to land. For a period, he thought he may have found some peace in Uruguay, but soon he and his entourage were obliged to leave there too. They managed to give their persecutors the slip in Lisbon and spent a few peaceful days in Portugal until the police burst in and they were expelled at gunpoint.

      At this point the Swami decided he would return to India whatever the consequences and this time he was allowed to stay. But being hounded out of twenty-one countries can take its toll. By now he was an ill man.

      “Nausea, light-headedness, night sweats . . . Thus it began.”

      The Swami was convinced he had been poisoned. One time in particular stuck in his mind during those lost days in the American prison system. “I was taken to a roach-infested cell, with a clogged lavatory and piss-stinking mattress. I said—this is no way to treat a person, someone who is innocent, who has done nothing, but the guard just laughed and closed the door.

      “Then, in the early hours of the morning, the same guard returned—and a transformation had taken place. Instead of being rude, he was cordial, kind even. He had brought me a new mattress and bedding. Then returned shortly afterwards with breakfast, despite it being five in the morning.

      “He told me, “You have to eat now because you are being taken to the airport.”

      “I said, “So why, then, the mattress and the bedding?” He did not reply. The breakfast, such as it was, consisted of toast smeared with some kind of bitter paste. That, I am convinced, is when they did it.”

      

      The Swami was never going to go down well in the US, let alone the Midwest.

      What must have seemed like a harmless enough movement in India became a very different animal when it migrated to the US and hundreds, thousands of middle-class kids flocked to the gates of the Farm.

      “Families,” he said, “are over. Villages, towns, cities are of the past—the future is the commune . . . ”

      I can see the mums and dads of America loving that.

      But while the Swami may have threatened the US, did he ever understand the risk to himself? Just as Jesus believed he was the Messiah as he journeyed towards Jerusalem, so the Swami had the hubris to believe he could convert a continent.

      Liberate a people from themselves.

      But some folk don’t want to be set free, do they, Swami.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Crow Town. He selected you well though, Ma—smart, resourceful and, after all these years, still a true believer.

      “I went to India and never really came back,” is how you once described it. You had just finished your degree in sociology at Stanford. That summer you took the new age trail, ended up at the Swami’s ashram. “It’s difficult to explain, Vereesh,” you said. “All you ever experienced was the bad stuff. Even with the Swami. But it wasn’t like that—not at the beginning, not at all. It was the antithesis of all that: it was the embodiment of love, of laughter.”

      The gathered sannyasins would roll with laughter, intoxicated by the Swami’s jokes, his impish smile.

      UNBELIEVABLE: religion could be fun.

      Salvation, enlightenment could be attained not through repentance but joy. “The bliss, Vereesh, to be in Hyderabad, close to the Swami then.” Twenty-two years old, with dark gypsy curls and bright eyes, Ma had found her man.

      She negotiated a bedding space. She bedded down.

      The encounter groups, the group encounters. I am for absolutely everything, said the Swami, and absolutely everything went. Why not? The spirit of revolution was in the air. These young Westerners were the cream of their generation, sickened by the emptiness of the capitalist promise but also shrewd enough to see through the socialist chimera. What did that leave them? Abrahamic religion? A set of rules that began and ended at prohibition? How did that add up post-Darwin, post-Freud, post-Holocaust?

      The Swami settled himself down among the small group gathered on his porch. The solemn namaste, the gentle, mischievous eyes that rested unblinkingly upon each person and provided simple acceptance—the most powerful offering of all.

      You were yet to receive sannyas but achingly keen to do so, Ma, and, naturally, you caught the Swami’s attention. You were, after all, a bit of a babe.

      Yet when it came your turn to talk, you found you had nothing to say.

      “I was just overwhelmed. The presence, the field of energy around the man. It was like having the most tremendous orgasm.”

      “Ma.”

      “Well it was, Vereesh. It was like being in the shining presence of a god.”

      The Swami waited as you tried to compose yourself, yet still you found it impossible to spit out a single world. “Yes.” He nodded. “Yes. I know.” The Swami grinned and Ma burst into ecstatic tears.

      

      Apart from a few unhappy intervals in dreary, angry New York to earn some extra cash and one terrifying jaunt to Amsterdam with a suitcase packed full of hashish, Ma spent the rest of the decade in Hyderabad before accompanying the Swami’s caravan to the US.

      Right from the start, Ma said, there was a different vibe to the Farm, as their US base was known. Whereas Hyderabad was set amidst a vibrant Indian city, the Farm was cut off from mainstream society. This gave the authoritarian tendencies of those around the Swami, who had jealously guarded their privileges in Hyderabad, full reign.

      Ma said it was particularly bad for people like herself, who had been with the Swami since the early days, people he trusted but who had not sought authority, and who became regarded with increasing suspicion by those that had.

      As the Swami began to retreat into himself, he began to increasingly depend upon this inner circle. A kind of Cultural Revolution took place. Rooms were bugged, accusations made. Established sannyasins like Ma were obliged to take on the most menial tasks in the name of ‘purification’ or be cast out, separated from the man they loved, yet whom they saw less and less.

      Things grew worse after the gunfight. Doors were locked, weapons were stockpiled, strangers were no longer let through the gates, sannyasins had to account for every journey they took outside.

      The Swami had placed laughter at the centre of his philosophy, but he was the only one laughing now—high on nitrous oxide in his quarters half the time, the rest shut away, lying there in the dark.

      

      Ma was shaken awake. It was four one Friday morning and she had finished her shift just a few hours previously.

      It was Shuna, one of the Swami’s bodyguards. “You’re to come with me,” he said. Ma experienced a moment of true terror. Although she was no longer part of the inner circle, everyone had experienced the ATF and FBI raids, had noticed that even inside the Farm buildings the Swami’s ‘people’, like Shuna now, had taken to going around armed.

      As she followed Shuna through the dormitories, she was careful not to wake anyone else. She didn’t know where she was heading and feared the worst, but if that was the case, she didn’t want anyone else to know, anything more to blemish the reputation of the Swami. She meant nothing in comparison.

      She followed Shuna across the floodlit compound. Finally, she had the nerve to ask, “Where are you taking me? What’s happening?” But he didn’t respond.

      They were now passing through the inner sanctum. She noticed how much it had changed since they had arrived. The plush furnishings, the electrical goods. The cars, of course. It was like a twentieth century Aladdin’s cave.

      They arrived at the Swami’s door. “Stay here,” said Shuna. He went in.

      It was only now she realised: she was going to have an audience with the Swami. Tears again began to fill her eyes. She drew herself up, wished she was wearing something smarter than this old t-shirt and jeans.

      The door opened. Shuna, grim-faced.

      “You can come in now,” he said solemnly.

      He closed the door behind her.

      So, it was true then, thought Ma. The rumours.

      The Swami was alone, lying back in his dental chair, holding the mask, said to be feeding him nitrous oxide, over his face. He took it away.

      “Ren. Oo. Kaaa . . . ” He gestured her to come forward. “How are you, my child?”

      Her eyes streaming now, the tears splashing audibly onto the floor, she smiled despite herself. “Good, Swami. I’m well.”

      “Where have you been hiding yourself, child? I often ask but they say you won’t see me.”

      “I . . . ” She thought about telling him the truth, thought again. “I’m . . . sorry, Swami.”

      The Swami wagged a censorial finger. “In the end I had to insist,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “No, Swami.”

      The Swami placed the mask over his face once more. His eyes bulged as he took a series of deep breaths. He took it away.

      “I am told we are having to leave this USA,” he said, shrill giggles beginning to sneak between each sentence. “This United States of Arseholes, this arse united in its all too solid state. This great turd. The FBI, the CIA, the UBS are on our case, Ma Renuka. They say I’m a charlatan, a confidence trickster, an election fixer!

      “A pied piper who harvests their young, brainwashes their best and brightest. They may be right.” He let out a guffaw. “I hope so. I hope I am as clever as they make out. Wouldn’t it be fun, to be such a man. So much . . . easier. So much less complicated.” He sighed. “So much less responsibility. I could go and live on a Caribbean island and suck rum punch out of a coconut. You could wear a Hawaiian skirt and dance the hula. Hell, I could buy an island. I wonder what’s the going rate? One million? One hundred million?” He reached for the mask again, his eyes fixing on Ma as he took the gas down. When he took it away he said, “Look.”

      She hadn’t noticed me until then, but why should she? She only had eyes for the Swami. Yet there I’d been, all that time. In a cot at the foot of the chair, snuggled in a pale blue jumpsuit, fast asleep.

      “He’s lovely,” said Ma.

      “I know,” the Swami giggled. “I know.”

      

      Born into the world without papers, the Swami was worried I wouldn’t make it through immigration, that I would be snatched up by the state and disappear into the system before I even had a name.

      A premonition, then? Or just good sense?

      Coincidence? Or a leap of faith?

      

      Ma was to leave, go tonight. Not even return to the dormitory—someone had already collected her things.

      She was to hide out until the Swami had settled once more, sent for us.

      She got a bag stuffed with dollars and an address a thousand miles away, in North Carolina.

      She was given one of the Farm cars. No, not a Merc—a Toyota. She drove out of the compound towards the rising sun.
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* * *

      Ma told me the time she—we—spent in Elizabeth, North Carolina, was among the happiest of her life, one of the Swami’s greatest, if most unexpected, gifts, although it took a while for her to appreciate it.

      After the increasingly paranoid, not to say sinister, atmosphere of the Farm, the genteel atmosphere of the colonial town near Cape Lookout couldn’t have provided a greater contrast.

      An overwhelmingly white, middle-class community in the outer suburbs of Jacksonville, it embodied all the bourgeois values the wealthy sannyasin who had donated his late parents’ summer house to the Swami had come to despise.

      Ma, too, and she had mixed feelings as she pulled up outside the house with its picket fence, its postal box, its spacious veranda. Relief, certainly—the overwhelming sense of weariness she felt as she got out of the car was not just to do with the ten-hour drive with an increasingly ratty baby. The Farm had felt like a prison, she said. I only realised once I was out how scared I had been, the pressure I was under. The thought that she would have mutely acquiesced to whatever Shuna and his intimates might have had in store for her shocked her profoundly.

      Yet over the days to come she also felt a tremendous sense of shame, of failure. She mourned the Swami, their hopes for a miracle in the desert, the tongue-tied girl who had presented herself to him. Eight years of her life. Her abandoned studies, family, friends. The hysterectomy. For what? To end up back where she had begun? Worse! A barren woman with a baby in a bourgeois town. What kind of sick joke was that? It was like waking from a dream into a nightmare.

      The pale blue Toyota did not move much during those early weeks. The shutters of the house on Cowper Street remained closed. The sole thing that would make you think there was anyone there at all was the intermittent wail of a hungry, un-changed baby.

      Ma ignored the first knock at the door. She lay in her bed, the sweat-sticky sheet covering her head. There it was again.

      Thinking it might be someone from the Farm, she got up, padded over to the edge of the shutter, peered through the slats. No. It was just one of the neighbours—a chubby old woman in her white summer shorts and golf shirt. The woman tried again but eventually went away.

      Interfering small-town busybody, thought Ma, and went through to the living room to check on me.

      I was beginning to lose my rosy sparkle. My skin was growing increasing waxy and when Ma tried to feed me some more milk I threw it up. I began to cry. Ma did too.

      Stuck in this steaming shithole with somebody else’s baby. She couldn’t even look after the brat properly. Maybe they cut out her maternal instinct when they took out her tubes. The kid was going to croak and she was going to wind up in jail. Oh Jesus Christ, this was going from bad to worse!

      So when Lauren called again the next day, Ma hesitated, then went to the door.

      “I knew there was someone in there,” the woman exclaimed. “I said to Pat. I said there’s that young girl in there and no one’s even said hello!” She held out her hand. “Lauren,” she said.

      Ma couldn’t help but smile.

      “Claire.”

      “And where’s your darling little baby, a boy or girl?”

      “Boy,” said Ma.

      “Can I see him?”

      Ma, slightly overwhelmed by the bright, busy Lauren, let her in. She headed straight to the sofa, where I was lying upon a nest of pillows.

      “But honey,” said Lauren, sweeping me up, “don’t you have a crib?”

      “I’ve . . . ” Ma remembered the carefully constructed backstory she’d worked upon the previous night. “We haven’t had time yet. It must seem crazy, I know.” Then she let her have it: how she and her husband had purchased the property but he had died in a car crash shortly after I had been born. She couldn’t bear to stay where she was, so instead headed down here. But she had to admit that perhaps she had bitten off more than she could chew.

      Ma was very plausible: even as she recounted her tale to a wide-eyed Lauren, she was discovering a talent she had never suspected existed. While she had spent all that time uncovering the apparent truth about herself, the Swami had sensed a flair for deception that would guide her, and our, lives over the years ahead.

      I think of your smiling eyes, your laughter, Swami. Surveying Ma behind the mask in your Aladdin’s cave, every inch the deranged demagogue, while your acolytes plotted. Yet it was Ma you chose, before your lost prison days, before your expulsion to that wilderness of departure lounges, before your long decline.

      I wonder: were you just playing the fool? Playing to the crowd? Playing for all it was worth?

      And in that other wilderness, that suburban desert, three more lost souls saved each other, and thereby themselves.

      All of us were orphans—Ma, cut off from her family, her guru, everything she had held dear; Lauren, a grandmom looking for a grandchild, a chance to make good her failures as a mother, as all mothers fail; me, who didn’t even have a name yet.

      “What do you call him?”

      Ma smiled—of all the details, this was the one she hadn’t considered.

      “Matthew,” she said, after her father.

      “Matthew,” said Lauren. “The Evangelist, the first of the Apostles.” Ma’s smile became all the more fixed.

      “Come on, Matthew,” said Lauren. “How about we get you a little fresh air. You don’t mind?” she asked Ma.

      “No,” she said. “In fact, I was just about to get some light in here myself. I’ve been kinda low,” she admitted.

      “Of course!” said Lauren. “You’d be crazy to feel otherwise, honey. Just you get on with things, we’ll be right out here, won’t we, Matt?”

      Ma took a deep breath and got on with her life.

      

      The ‘car crash payout’ catered for our needs, although instead of visiting the bank on our monthly trips to Jacksonville to, supposedly, pick up the insurance money, Ma went to a luggage locker at the railway station, where she collected used bundles of notes and slipped them in her shoulder bag.

      If only, she used to say, she had realised how lucky she was then—this cash appearing out of nowhere—she would have maybe squirreled some away, saved it for a rainy day (and there would be many in Edgbaston and Hebdon) but instead she got into the whole wealthy widow thing. Had her hair cut, bought some new clothes, installed cable TV. True to her more conventional cover—she told Lauren she had been a social worker in Boston—she began to dress a bit less like a hippy, to mix with the other ‘moms’, drink in their experiences and echo them back in their conversations. The birth? Well, girls, they say we can’t remember pain but whoever said that must have been a man!

      One day, Lauren suggested they take a trip out to Roanoke Island, site of the earliest English settlement in the US. They drove along the high road that skirted the Cape then down into the rolling, fertile farmland that had attracted the early settlers and which still shivered with acres of tobacco plants. Ma imagined those Elizabethan men and women working the fields, battling the natives, clinging on to the edge of an unmapped continent. She thought of the black slaves who replaced them, looked out for a glimpse of their heirs among the towering shrubs.

      She glanced at Lauren who, she had proudly explained, came from an old North Carolina family that could trace its roots back to Bonny Prince Charlie. Ma thought about where Lauren’s money had come from—could it be possible to hold this old lady, the epitome of generous, God-fearing America, responsible for the deeds of her slave-driving ancestors?

      Then she thought: what about me? The daughter of Italian, German and Irish immigrants whose houses sat on lots taken from the native people; whose tax money had paid for the bombs that fell on the Iraqis. My whole nation is built on bones. All our gentleness, our so-called civilisation, springs from an act of violence somewhere along the line, is insured by our guns and bombs.

      Still, the Swami claimed the rich, unencumbered by material need, had a greater opportunity to reach enlightenment. But if our wealth is built on the blood, the suffering of others, then what kind of moral basis can our enlightenment have?

      Morality, what’s that? said the Swami in Ma’s head. What’s moral in one society can be immoral in another, Ma Renuka. Morality is invented religion, which is just another form of enslavement. Discovered religion, which is yours and yours alone, is the true faith.

      But what if in my religion, Swami, I think it’s wrong to build our peace upon war?

      Then, my child, there should be more people like you, many more!

      “Turn left here, dear,” said Lauren.

      And there, anchored in the bay, was the most beautiful riverboat “straight out of Huckleberry Finn,” said Ma. “We cruised down the river and I remember feeling so at peace, so happy to be with you and Lauren in this strange new life. This new life far from the commune, from the Swami.

      “And I felt this sudden flush of joy because I realised, and I can still hear the water wheel as we glided down that river, the summer sun against my face, that all my longing for knowledge, enlightenment was a way of trying to fill a hole inside of me, a hole I had had for years, since I was a kid, maybe. A longing for someone, for something that I hadn’t gotten then. My pop, maybe, who’d left us when I was a kid. Sounds pathetic, doesn’t it, but that Freudian slip—you, Matthew—maybe said it all.

      “Anyway, this came to me instantaneously as Lauren chatted away and you gurgled and it was like a great weight lifted off me, a great weight I realised I’d been carrying for maybe the past ten years, longer, even. Sure—the hole remained, I could feel it still there inside me, but the need to fill it had disappeared. I accepted myself for who I was, hole and all. And then you started to cry and I forgot all about it until later.”

      “Tell me about Crow Town.”

      “Croatoan.”

      “Crow Town!”

      “We got off the boat at some kind of nature reserve. Lauren explained that it was the site of the very first English settlement in the United States. It even pre-dated Jamestown. Do you know who was at Jamestown?”

      “James?”

      “No! John Smith. And do you know who John Smith was dating?”

      “James?”

      “No! Pocahontas, the princess in the cartoon. Anyway, it was the first English colony. They built their camp and planted some seeds, but then things started to go wrong and some of them needed to return to England for supplies. The captain of the ship said—if you have to leave the settlement, carve your destination into a tree and I will come and find you.

      “So, the captain heads to England, but there are dreadful problems with the weather and then, when he does get home, he has all sorts of difficulties that mean he doesn’t actually return to the colony for three long years . . . ”

      “What sort of difficulties?”

      “All sorts.”

      “What sorts?”

      “Do you want me to tell you the story, Matthew?”

      “Yes . . . ”

      “Well, then. So, he gets his ships together again and they make the treacherous crossing. But when they arrive at the colony they find no one there! Everyone has disappeared . . . ”

      “Disappeared . . . ?”

      “The fields are grown over, the houses half knocked-down. There is a big fence around the empty settlement, though, which suggests that the colonists wanted to keep someone out.”

      “Pocahontas!”

      “No one knows. But there on a tree nearby to the settlement was carved the mysterious word: CROATOAN.”

      “Crow Town!”

      “CRO-AT-OAN. To this day no one knows for sure what the word means. There were over two hundred settlers in the new colony but not a trace of any of them was ever found again. Some say Croatoan was the place they were headed, but the captain and his men searched all over and asked the local Indians and no one could find any trace. Others say Croatoan was a great god of the forest who had taken those first settlers as sacrifice. Gobbled them up!”

      “No!”

      “No, my darling, because only Ma knows the truth . . . ”

      “Tell the truth, Ma!”

      “Croatoan is of the forest, yes, but it’s no monster. Croatoan is the forest, Matthew. It’s the forest’s secret name for itself, it’s where you go when you want to hide. Croatoan is in the dark spaces between the trees, the shadow of the mulberry bush, the terwitawoooooo . . . ”

      “Terwitawooooo!”

      “Of the owls on the branches. It’s the snug, secret place—the heart of the forest known only to the special people. To people like me. And people like . . . you.”

      “Me too?”

      “You too. It’s where we go to hide, to keep ourselves safe. So when you hear that word . . . ”

      “What word?”

      “Croatoan. Crow Town.”

      “Crow Town . . . ”

      “That’s when you head for the heart of the forest, Matthew. That’s when you run and hide . . . ”
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      The jeep is parked crossways between two lampposts in the pedestrianised shopping centre, luminous yellow tape blocking the path ahead. I smelled the smoke—a bitter mix of tar, wood and plastic—some way off, and had begun to feel the crunch of broken glass underfoot, but this is first proof that something really bad has gone down. This isn’t your usual trouble between youths—with its swirling sandy yellow and chocolate brown camouflage, that’s an army jeep.

      I begin to head off in the opposite direction when I see a squad of them coming the other way. Like the jeep, they’re still in their desert cammies. Their skin baked Arabian brown, their rifles at the ready.

      I’m slowing down, thinking on my decreasing options, when I’m gestured over.

      I calculate my chances. I could leg it, but you just have to look in their eyes to know these guys are no beginners. I wouldn’t make it down the street.

      So I lift my head up, walk towards them, pull out my ID.

      “Alright.” I grin.

      “Alreet,” says one of them. He’s from Sunderland.

      “Man, you’ve come a long way,” I say, playing up my Macam accent.

      “Aye, too fucking right, mate. We thought we were on our way home, but we got re-routed. Turns out the same fucking shit is going down here! What you doing in these parts?” He takes my ID.

      “Been to see me lass, haven’t I,” I say. “She lives out in the suburbs. All kicked off here, then?”

      “Kicked off fucking everywhere, mate,” he says. “Fucking Mozzies. Where you from then?”

      I risk it. “Hebdon,” I say.

      “Fucking Hebber!” He grins, handing me back the ID without a glance. The others laugh. “Man, you’re better off back there. This here’s injun territory.”

      “Nasty then?”

      The soldiers chuckle. “Not compared to over there. The Mozzies here have got a bit of catching up to do, if you know what I mean. We showed them though, eh? Taught them how to walk like an Eeegyptshian . . . ”

      The squaddies chorus, “Walk like an Eeegyptshian!”

      “Are the railways still running?” I ask. “I was planning to get home from there.”

      “Yeah, we’ve secured the central station. But best avoid Charwood, Belgrave and Clarendon Park; we’re still mopping up.”

      

      As I walk along the station road I begin to see increasing signs of disorder. Broken grass, fencing and bricks strewn across the road. Scorch marks and dirty rags. A bloody trainer. Baton rounds, gas canisters lying along the gutter. And there, piled in a shiny golden pyramid by a garden wall—cartridge cases.

      A group of white folks are watching some firefighters douse flames still licking the gaping roof of a post office. “Disgrace,” one of them greets her friend. “Too right, Mary,” her friend agrees. “Wicked, I said. Wicked.”

      There’s more army around the station, backed up by heavy-looking armoured cars I can remember seeing on a documentary about Northern Ireland. Only these ones are sandy rather than dirty green. I keep my hood down, act as pleased to see them as all the other white folks milling about.

      I say a loud “Alreet,” and flash my ID at a squaddie, who waves me through, and then I’m on the station concourse where it’s business as usual but without any ethnic minorities.

      Ma was right: it’s so easy to forget the violence that underwrites our lives on this wealthy, quiet corner of a continental plate. The violence that’s always there, even if we can’t see it—that’s being acted out in a foreign country, a subterranean lab for our—for your—benefit. Bloody horror that becomes collateral damage, sanitised by the time it reaches our living rooms, our laptops. Until the natives get restless, that is, then WALLOP and everything changes. The State reveals itself like a waking giant.

      Suddenly, the troops are on the streets.

      And I understand too that that’s the source of my dread, what my bug has evolved to understand. It’s not fooled by our civilised cities, our synthetic skins, our good manners.

      It knows the naked, violent nature of man. And is naked, violent in its turn.
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* * *

      Crow Town, our word carved into the wood.

      It means: scram, boy, head for the heart of the forest. It means: go back home, Vereesh. Not to Hebdon. Home to Edgbaston.

      Our unshared home, our wee nest, just Ma and me. Between the flight from Hyderabad and the endless hurry, the hassle of moving from one freezing apartment to another and the letter that dropped on the mat one morning from Samat saying about Hebdon, there was Edgbaston.

      My happy childhood, with my own room and Ma to myself, who seemed happier too. Maybe it was because I was attending school by now and she could get out a bit, take that part-time job in the library. Maybe because this time, for whatever reason, we appeared to be staying put.

      Edgbaston—home. Crow Town.

      

      We would rendezvous at the tower.

      Built way back, Perott’s Folly dominates the area. Seven storeys high, it served no apparent purpose, so we filled it with our stories and dreams. Ma used to say a princess lived at the top and it was from here she had to trail down her hair for the dashing prince to clamber up. Look, she would say as we passed on the bus, look, there she is, but I never managed to catch a glimpse. Then when I got into the Rings, I learned Tolkien may have actually drawn upon it for inspiration. So every time I would trail past I would gawp upwards, imagining Dark Lord Saruman standing atop, waving his white staff and ordering the Orc armies into battle.

      It was here, I would think, here it all happened—on this ground the hobbits of the Shire stood firm against the forces of evil; here once walked elves, dwarfs and wizards. Perhaps they still did.

      I would walk on, imagining Frodo Baggins opening a garden gate and beckoning me into his cosy cottage, inviting me to take part in a fresh quest. I would say—but what about school? And he would reply—oh, young Matthew, you don’t need to worry about that now.

      It was a magical place. So when she asked, I chose the tower for our Croatoan, our Crow Town.

      “At twelve,” she said. “At twelve midday and twelve midnight, I shall wait for you and you shall wait for me until we are together again. Got that?”

      “Yes, Ma.”

      “Twelve,” she would say. “Always on the twelve.”

      “Yes, Ma.” I would stifle a yawn and wonder what was on the telly. Because although I played along, I played her game, although I still feared the flare of anger in her eyes, I was no longer a true believer. For all her pointing, I’d never caught a glimpse. Not a glimpse.

      It’s coming on for ten by the time I arrive at New Street station. The train’s packed because of delays and I’ve had to stand pressed most of the time against the window to keep away from the folk squeezed in beside me, the condensation from my bug breath collecting against the window. But when it comes time to alight, then I make sure I’m thick in among them. Hood still down, head back, mind you—I don’t want to look too evasive, or like I have anything to hide.

      A posse of ticket inspectors are waiting at the barriers and beyond them a cop with a bomb dog and a couple of bored-looking squaddies. I neither look at them nor away, just pass by with the rest of the crowd, and I’m through—into the hustle, the bustle of late night shoppers. The Selfridges building looms above us like a bloated blue whale. Busy, busy Birmingham, in a huge bubble, it feels, all of its own.

      I check the headlines—MID EAST COMES TO MIDLANDS screams one. The pub screens are tuned to the news. Images of tracer fire over Arab cities, riots in the UK. A gang of masked youths hurl petrol bombs. An army jeep bursts into flames, blazing squaddies tumble into a terraced street.

      I wait. Wait for the chaos to clear and for it to flick to a pic of me—England’s Most Wanted—but no, instead it’s the cricket: England’s losing again.

      Croatoan, Crow Town. But what good can you do me, Ma? Do you really have any idea what you’re getting yourself into? Wouldn’t it be better to leave you be? Wouldn’t it be kinder?

      But this has nothing to do with what’s best for you, Ma, I realise as I head towards Edgbaston, it’s all about me. It always was.
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      There are signs to the tower now and gentrification has taken hold. Audis and BMWs sit in driveways. The Poundsaver has become an organic health food store.

      It’s half-past eleven and I’m making my way along the quiet streets, keeping to the shadows.

      I don’t doubt that Ma will be at the tower, even though it must be weeks since she wove the message into her chat with Jane. It’s what she does, it’s what she is.

      These tidy suburban streets lined by bushes. The semi-detached houses with the curtains drawn, or else mum and dad slumped on the sofa in the blue TV screen light. The pub on the corner begins to turn out. A ripple of laughter, then quiet again.

      Just like anywhere.

      Crow Town, Middle Earth.

      A monster making its way along the street.

      I can see the shadow of the tower up ahead. I stop, step sideways into the shadow myself. Watch out for the Orcs, I tell myself, clad in their beetle-black body armour. I can sense it, you see, that Orc whiff, a faint trace of the same stuff I detected at the demo. There’s badness around here, a touch of brimstone.

      My bug begins to uncoil. Runs through my body like a shiver. My senses prickle. I immerse myself in the fabric of the moment.

      It’s not safe. Vereesh, stay put—there’s badness here, there’s danger lurking. It’s not worth the risk.

      I need her though—we need her—Ma can give us food, warmth, shelter. Money. I need help for all these things. We both do.

      But I’m still standing there as it approaches twelve. I’m still there as it passes it—my bug won’t let me near the tower—yet I don’t want to leave. Not when I’ve come so far, not when I’m so near.

      It’s half-past the hour when I finally shift. I walk back down the street, pondering possible scenarios. Could I return tomorrow, make some kind of mark, leave some kind of secret message? Three streets lead to the tower. Maybe I could loiter in a different one each day—she’s bound to walk down one, if she’s walking?

      I’m girding myself for the long traipse back towards the centre, my thoughts on finding some kind of homeless hostel, when a bus pulls up. Deflated, depressed, I get on board.

      

      It’s only after I’ve passed her, I realise: that’s Ma sitting up front. Sideways to the driver, her mouth turned down, her tired eyes sightless—lost in thought or maybe half-asleep already.

      I sit down, my heart pounding. I put my hood back up, huddle myself against the window. Dare only to monitor Ma’s reflection.

      Yes, it’s definitely her—but older, uglier than the Ma of my memories. Shrunken, ghostly in the reflection, but it’s her, and I struggle to hold back the tears. Ma, my protector, my guardian angel.

      The bus has filled up by the time she is preparing to alight, so it’s relatively easy for me to bail out at the back of a loud group and fall in behind her, careful to keep my distance as she makes her way alongside a suburban park, crosses the road, and walks up the path of a Victorian villa. She unlocks the door and goes in. A few minutes later, a light comes on in the flat on the first floor.

      Well, she’s not being followed, as far as I can tell. There have been no slow -moving cars or others lurking in the shadows. Like the tower, the street is quiet, seemingly ordinary. This time my senses are clear.

      I walk past the house. Even though I can’t see any evidence of surveillance I can’t rely on that alone and I’m certainly not going to march right up the garden path, ring the bell.

      I go to the end of the road and turn the corner. There: a gravel lane leading behind the houses.

      Every step reports my progress, but it can’t be helped. I arrive at the rear of the house Ma entered. A flimsy fence separates me from a garden. I nudge the gate. It squeaks open.

      But before I go, before I commit myself, I wonder—how to get to Ma? I survey the upstairs flat, try to work out a way. I can’t see it, but I’m all revved up anyway. No time to dawdle. I can’t afford to hang about, attract the attention of your nosy neighbour, your Neighbourhood Watch.

      I dart through the gate, dash across the garden. But it’s not the human in me—Vereesh could do none of this. It’s all bug—the confidence with which I grasp the drainpipe, begin shinning my way up without a thought for the height, the how to.

      Look: I’m at the window. I press my nose against the glass, squint through the gap in the blinds. Ma, looking wan at a kitchen table, clasping a mug with both hands.

      I knock twice at the window. She looks up, but doesn’t move. I try again. She gets up, goes over. Opens the blind a fraction. Looks out, into the garden but doesn’t appear to see me. I knock once.

      She sees me, a look of horror on her face. She clutches her chest, looking like she might collapse. She mouths my name.

      Vereesh.

      With my free hand I press an index finger to my lips, shake my head. She appears to pull herself together. She raises the blind, opens the window. She’s about to pull me in but I mouth to get back. I hoist myself in.
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      Ma. The look on your face. Your hand over your gaping mouth, your joyful, tear-filled eyes, the slope of your shoulders as if a great weight has been lifted. Your sheer, uncomprehending relief.

      As I pull the blind back down, a finger still pressed against my lips in warning, I notice you pinch yourself.

      I point to the chair, for you to sit down. I pull a pad off the top of the fridge and write:

      -	don’t talk—they may be listening.

      You nod, still drinking in my presence. You reach out for me, but I step away. I write:

      -	Ma. I’m carrying SMALLPOX (I underline this twice). I’m OK but you could catch it.

      Your jaw drops. You shake your head. No, you mouth, they said it was terrorists.

      I shake my head. No. I pull up a chair for myself, write:

      -	Is anyone else living here?

      You shake your head. I slump into the chair, overcome by fatigue.

      Cup of tea? Ma mouths.

      

      Another strange bed, another new place. But this time there’s no arm flung over me, long fingers with absinthe-green nails. This time I am alone, except for Ma’s peachy scent on the pillow. I can hear her pottering about in the kitchen.

      Home again. A different place, maybe, but home is where you are, Ma, when I am with you. It’s not Edgbaston, Hebdon or Hyderabad. Just you.

      I can’t be sure you really got what I told you. When I talked about the missing time, first with Kobro, Magda, Akka, then out on my own. Of course, there were some things I left out. Ahmed for one. How could I mention what I’d done? But for the most part I told it straight.

      When I finished, you gave me a searching look, mouthed: look at you, you’re filthy. First a bath, then bed. We’ll talk more in the morning.

      I slipped beneath the sheets, feeling safe.

      

      The memories that make us, the warm thoughts we curl up to as we drift off to sleep. The happy times.

      Edgbaston simply seemed to go on for so long—each endless summer, each long crawl towards Christmas. Clive once said that time speeded up as we got older because every minute, every moment, consisted of a smaller fraction of the period we’d spent on earth. So a summer back in Edgbaston at age six was maybe a twentieth of my entire lifetime. Even now, those six years loom large—and why shouldn’t they; they were almost a third of my existence.

      I had time to root myself here, which is why the leaving was such a wrench, but it’s not that I think of as I drift into sleep. It’s the happy repetition, the drowsy pre-school porridge, Ma at the school gates, the long afternoons with Victoria, the girl from upstairs. It’s how I became Vereesh.

      

      Once we left Hyderabad, Ma went into deep Elizabeth mode. All the trappings of her time with the Swami—her long, flowing dresses, her long, flowing hair, her mala—went too, almost overnight. She had her hair cut short, dyed blonde. Wore black most of the time. Short black jackets, tight black jeans. She kind of scared me, to be honest.

      She kept this look for most of our time on the move. It was only when we began to slow down that her look began to soften too. She let her hair grow and the blonde grow out. She began adding some colour to her wardrobe.

      The Swami too gradually began to creep back into our lives. I first noticed his presence on the cover of a hardback book Ma had got from the library and was reading while I played with my Action Man in front of the gas fire. He caught my eye and I surveyed him from different angles. She looked up from the book, peered at me over her half-moon spectacles.

      “What’s so interesting, little toad?”

      “Nothing,” I said, still squinting at the black-and-white image.

      “Come on,” she said. “Say.”

      “Is that . . . ” I said, “Father Christmas?”

      This seemed to take her by surprise. “No, Matthew, it is not Father Christmas.”

      She continued to stare at me over her spectacles but I swiftly lost interest. If it wasn’t Father Christmas, then what did it matter?

      Because by then I had all but forgotten the Swami. Although I could still remember Big Beardy going up in smoke, that was almost half a lifetime ago and I couldn’t match the cadaver that burst into a ball of blue flame with the black-and-white image on a book that was not about Father Christmas and therefore of no consequence.

      But the bearded impostor began to increasingly crop up—on more book covers, on the beaded necklace Ma had begun to wear again inside her blouse, on postcards propped against the mantelpiece, on a calendar Ma one day returned home with. In the end I asked, “Ma . . . ”

      “Yes, Matthew.”

      “Who’s that?”

      Ma gave me the same long look that had met my earlier question.

      “You don’t remember?”

      I tried. “It’s not Father Christmas?”

      “No.” Ma smiled sadly. “It’s not. It’s the Swami. Who . . . we were in India with. Do you remember India? Where the monkeys were?”

      “Yes . . . ”

      “Do you remember the old man with the beard, who used to talk to you? Play with you?”

      “Y . . . es . . . ”

      “Well,” said Ma, “that’s him.”

      “Why is he . . . ” I pointed at the postcards. “All over?”

      “Because . . . ” Ma thought. “Because he was a great teacher, Matthew. A favourite teacher of mine.”

      “Like Miss Clements?”

      Ma smiled. “Yes, like Miss Clements.”

      “Ah.” That made sense. My favourite teacher was Miss Clements, who I loved most dearly and who would kiss us all goodbye before we left each afternoon.

      “Would Miss Clements,” I asked, “have a calendar?”

      Ma laughed. “I don’t think so, little toad, but why don’t we make one?”

      So the Swami was re-introduced into my life as Ma’s teacher and it all made sense.

      We three happily coexisted until the age of about eleven when, bored one afternoon, I actually picked up one of his books and began to read it.

      Much of it, of course, didn’t make sense, but what drove me through this strange world, this storm of fresh information, was the knowledge I was entering Ma’s secret, adult realm. Ma viewed me with a mixture of surprise and apprehension when she first caught me reading. I slammed the book closed as if she had caught me flicking through a porno mag. But later, when she wasn’t about, I’d tilt the book open, begin working my way through the words. It felt as if I was becoming an initiate into some kind of secret learning. Ma’s reaction when she caught me again—almost tiptoeing around me, clearly keen to ask me about it but afraid to say anything—made me all the more interested.

      How she managed to hold her tongue for a few whole weeks I’ve no idea, but when she finally asked me, awkwardly dropping it into a mealtime conversation about school (“speaking of teachers, I notice you’ve been reading mine. What do you think?”) I could barely suppress my smile.

      “He’s okay,” I said. “I don’t understand everything,” I admitted.

      Ma’s face creased with joy. Christ, I thought, what have I said?

      “You can’t expect to understand everything, Matthew,” she said, all husky. “After all, you’re just starting out.”

      I shrugged, stabbing a chip. “I guess.”

      “What is it you don’t understand?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know,” I said. “Some of the names . . . ”

      “Names?”

      “You know . . . Buddha. What was that?”

      “Buddha wasn’t an it, Matthew, he was a prince . . . ” And Ma began to guide me through the teachings of the Swami.

      So it was not really the Swami who was my teacher, but Ma. Ma who I should have postcards and calendars of, whose smiling portrait should sit in the mala around my neck. Ma who, about a year later, I asked about sannyas.

      Ma had been a sannyasin, that much I knew. It meant follower or disciple and was the traditional route one took if one chose to follow the Swami’s path towards enlightenment. “Follow me,” he said, just as the Christians say Jesus saves or Muslims call on you to submit, or Alcoholics Anonymous insist you acknowledge a higher power: all these paths share the insight that salvation can only come from a form of surrender.

      And so it was with the Swami, hence sannyas.

      

      Like most of our major conversations, we had it over the breakfast table.

      “Ma . . . ” I said, thoughtfully scraping up the last of my cornflakes.

      “Yes, Matthew?”

      “I’ve been thinking . . . ”

      “Matthew, you’ll have to get a move on. You’ll be late for school.”

      “About the Swami,” I said, knowing this would get her attention. I didn’t look up but felt her eyes on me.

      “Yes, Matthew . . . ”

      “You’re a sannyasin, Ma . . . ”

      “I . . . yes, Matthew, I am.”

      “What do you have to do?”

      “Do, Matthew?”

      “To become one. A sannyasin.” Ma considered this.

      “Well, in the first instance it means committing yourself to the way of life taught by the Swami.”

      “Then you get . . . a new name? Like you did?”

      “Yes,” she said. “You can.”

      I toyed with a few more cornflakes. I said, “I would like to take sannyas.”

      When I looked up, Ma was crying.

      

      I’ve felt all sorts of emotions, looking back—from utter belief to utter embarrassment—but I guess Ma tried to do her best in the circumstances.

      She said she would look into it and let me know. What I guess she must have in fact been doing was working out a way to make it feel genuine to me without it, strictly speaking, being genuine. The Swami was dead. Of course, his teachings lived on, which was the whole point, and the ashram still existed in Hyderabad, acting as a kind of Vatican, only without a pope, so to speak. I guess she could have contacted them, arranged some kind of induction pack or something, but that would have rather defeated the object of the preceding five years or so keeping out of the spotlight, beneath the radar. No—what she would have to do was initiate me herself.

      We made a weekend of it. We took our camping stuff to the Lake District and there Ma taught me the rudiments of The Dance, talked me through the basics of the Swami’s philosophy, and told me her own story. Finally, under a starry sky, Ma solemnly said: “Very well then, Matthew. Close your eyes.” I heard her rustling about, but I kept them shut tight. “By the powers vested in me by my teacher the Swami, I hereby anoint you,” and I felt a warm dab on my forehead, “Bohdi Vereesh.” I felt something placed over my shoulders. There was yet more rustling, then I heard her getting up. There was the ching of her lighter. Then she was settling down in front of me. “Open your eyes,” she said. “Vereesh.”

      We were sitting within a circle of sparklers. “Welcome to the world, light giver,” she said.

      

      I kept the name until I was around fifteen, when I reverted to Matt. Why? I don’t know. I was self-conscious, I wanted to fit in at school. I didn’t want the townie girls to think I was some kind of freak. It didn’t feel like a big deal at the time until Ma caught word one lunchtime and I saw the look on her face. Not aimed at me, mind, she never said anything to me. More a flash of private grief, and I felt bad for a moment, then indignant—it was my name, wasn’t it? I could change it if I wanted to!

      But I’m back now, Ma, I’m back to your Vereesh.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s morning.

      I pad through to the kitchen in my t-shirt and boxers. Ma’s bent by the washing machine, pulling out the rest of my now clean clothes. Her face lights up when she sees me.

      They were filthy! She mouths. I kind of smirk awkwardly and sit myself down at the table. She lines me up some breakfast, then sits down opposite. She gives me the same penetrating look.

      There was blood, she says.

      I look away. Oh, Ma, I want to say. I’m not a bad beastie, honestly. But I’m not good neither. What was it Magda said?

      “My darling baby boy . . . we’re not normal.  We’re not even nice.”

      There was an accident, I say. A bombing, I mean, when I was trying to get out of London. During a demonstration. Must have come from there.

      Ma nods, her eyes welling up again.

      I heard about that, she mouths. It’s all getting so mad. She shakes her head.

      

      Summer is dead.

      She was a little fighter, Ma mouths through the tears, she wanted life so much, but in the end, it just overwhelmed her. The doctors said if they had known earlier she might have had a chance, but it was just so unexpected. By the time they realised, it was too late to treat effectively. I’m so sorry, she whispers, she liked you very much.

      I hold my head in my hands.

      Summer, just becoming a woman. I remember her last glance, trying so hard to be grown up.

      “I’ll make sure they don’t disturb you . . . ” Where is God, I wonder. Where is God to have taken two of the sweetest people—Daniel and now Summer—away through me. The least deserving of an early, dreadful death. A kind of holiness about them both, in their innocence. Where is the God in that?

      I would kill myself, I would turn myself in if I could—I try to explain to Ma but it won’t let me. It’s all about survival, you see? The survival of the fittest. I’m so sorry, Ma. I’m so sorry.

      Ma closes her hands in front of her face as if in prayer. She sits herself upright. Vereesh, she mouths, don’t be sorry. It’s all I ever wanted, after all, for you to be safe.

      

      Ma leaves at 11.30 to return to the tower. If they are watching, we don’t want to raise their suspicions. She’ll also try to pick up some stuff for me on her way back providing she doesn’t suspect she is being followed.

      I return to the bedroom, lie on the bed and look up at the ceiling. It’s the first time since I was confronted by Akka on Green Lanes I’ve really had a chance to think.

      Summer is the first ghost to appear. I watch her lift the cup to my mouth. Parade around in those ridiculous clothes, a kid in a hurry to grow up. Then Daniel, his quiet confidence within a world that must have left him agog. His determination to do well, to make a life for himself. Ahmed. Unsmiling, suspicious of me from the off, but spot on. Noble almost, on the lookout for his mate. His effort to collar me. His last gasp, last glimpse—of his murderer.

      I wipe my hands, these killer’s hands, on the duvet. No wonder I’m wanted, hunted. And they’re right to, too. I can’t fault them for it—I would do the same if I was in their shoes. Hunt me down, pull me apart, see what makes me tick.

      I’m filled with despair—even with money and a new set of clothes, where can I go? What kind of life can I lead if my sole purpose is to contain this bug. Is all I have to look forward to a life on the run?

      I remember the bus down to London, full of quiet hopes and expectations. The happy days with Jane and the others. All that, gone.

      The one thing I know for sure is that I’m to be alone. I’ll take money from Ma, we’ll maybe see if there’s a way we can somehow stay in touch, but if I am to get through this, the only way I’ll do it will be by staying on my own.

      I need to get away, abroad, maybe. Somewhere third world where they don’t have the surveillance, the technology, they don’t ask too many questions. Money will go further too.

      

      I roll off the bed and wander through the flat. There are few possessions. Ma always travelled light.

      I make myself a cup of tea and go into the tiny front room. There’s not much—a dusty sofa, a few dodgy prints on the grey walls, a telly. Making sure the sound’s turned down, I switch it on.

      I flick through: BBC One, Two, Three . . . but then I hit a blank, or black, wall—I can’t get a signal for Channel Four, Five . . . I go to the diagnostics menu, run the test . . . wait . . . there: ITV One’s come up. Some kind of Big Brother thing, only black and white, or CCTV footage . . . I tune the next channel: ITV Two, a chat show; Three: cooking. I track back, through the channels, linger on the CCTV thing. It has switched to another empty room. Bedroom by the looks of things. I’m just about to click away when I pause—the view has changed again. But this room’s got someone in it. Sitting on the floor, toying with a television.

      Before my cognition, the me in me, kicks in, my senses have already done a double-take, had me roll my shoulders to make sure. I watch his shoulders roll too, with a fraction of a second’s delay.

      

      Like switching channels, my bug is in command. But were you watching, my watchers, as I am, the back of myself still fiddling with the telly, calmly moving the channels onward—would you guess?

      I pull myself up. Deliberately avoid looking for the hidden camera. With a yawn and a stretch—I’m in no hurry to go anywhere, remember?—I wander back through the flat to the hall where my clothes are hanging on a rack. I pull off my wet jeans and step into them as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. I go into the kitchen, put on my trainers. I could just be popping out for a pack of ciggies, honestly. I think about what stuff I have, what stuff I don’t have. I don’t know where Ma would have left her money, if she hasn’t taken it with her.

      And I’m thinking—do I just step deliberately, casually, out of the front door? Or do I leave as I came in? And I’m thinking—did Ma betray me?

      NO.

      But they were following her.

      YES.

      And they do have her under surveillance. Then why haven’t they moved more quickly?

      Don’t worry about that, Vereesh. Worry about getting out of here.

      

      I’ve decided I’ll go out the front. It’s too late now, anyway. I’ll go out the front. But before I do, I pop into the kitchen. Trying to block the sightline of any hidden camera, I reach into the drawer and slide out the nastiest carving knife I can find.

      I hear a car pull up outside. I wander over to the front room, peek between the curtains. It’s a squad car, blue lights flashing. A pair of cops are hurrying out. One of them, at least, appears to be carrying a gun.

      Okay. Not the front then. The doorbell rings. Once, twice, insistently. I go back into the kitchen, climb on top of the draining board, and open the window. As I hear the police begin to kick at the downstairs door, I grab hold of the drainpipe and swing myself out of the window.

      But not so lucky this time; I hear the plastic strain. Before I can shin down, the drainpipe snaps, gives way.

      I fall hard onto the grass. Pain shears through me. My ankle, it’s my ankle. I drag myself up, nails clawing the ground.

      I stagger down the garden, towards the fence.

      A car is pulling up at the back. I can hear it skid on the gravel. Oh Jesus, oh Jesus. The sound of doors springing open. A cop trying the gate, kicks at it. Once, twice. It slams open.

      Here he comes, puffed up, red-faced, flabby even, no gun, mind. Just a nightstick. I keep coming on.

      “Roy!” he shouts. He fumbles for his pepper spray. “Stop! Police!” He sprays and swings at the same time. Despite my injury, I’m quicker. I duck down, and face-to-face for a moment, his piggy eyes full of alarm, I plunge the knife deep into his belly.

      The cop kind of hisses, deflates even. As I hold him there, his eyes roll to the back of his head, his tongue flickers around his fat wet lips and now I feel the weight of him going, going . . .

      He crumples to the ground. I wrench the blade out and stumble over the body without looking back. His partner is in my sights now—younger, more thuggish, but also relatively unarmed.

      “Stop!” This one moves fast, kicks out as I lunge at him with the knife. He takes away my knee.

      I’m on the floor. My eyes, my nostrils burning. He keeps at it—the spray—then crash, whacks me around the back of the head with his stick. I fall forward onto the ground, wipe my face against the grass in an attempt to relieve the stinging as he keeps belting me in the back with the baton.

      He pauses. I guess he’s reaching for his cuffs. I spin around, plunge the knife deep into his groin.  His shriek as I twist. Blood sprays like butchery.

      He’s going down, a gruesome screaming thing, his liquid splashing my face, stinging my eyes. His taste on my lips.

      I roll away as he falls onto his side like a foetus, cries, “Mu-uhm . . . ”

      I pick myself up, I stagger away. Through the gate and into the lane.

      There’s the car, blue lights still flashing, doors swung open. But I can’t drive. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.

      I’m limping up the lane. It’s just a matter of time before another car arrives, before I’m picked up—gunned down, more like—this blood-soaked maniac. I know that, I know—but what can I do? Just keep going, Vereesh.

      Live.

      I make it to the entrance of the lane. The sirens are converging, the helicopter coming down. I just have minutes now, moments.

      I retreat to a garden wall, crouch down. Dripping—my blood, their blood. A hunted, wounded animal. A wild beast.

      And I can still hear him. Jesus, I can still hear Roy, above the sirens, the rotor blades, calling for his mother.

      MUHM-MEEE.

      Your scream as I stuck the blade in. No beast, you—somebody’s father, somebody’s son. In somebody else’s story you might be the hero.

      EEEEEEE.

      And that’s when I see her.

      Running towards me, silently calling my name. She gestures—

      COME ON.

      Magda.
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      “Here.” She passes me the box of tissues. “That’s better,” she says. “You looked like that woman in that film. Kerry? Like someone had poured a bucket of blood over you.”

      I sit there in silence, waiting for the shaking to subside.

      “Poor baby,” she says, taking the motorway exit. “We’ll have you back to normal in no time.”

      “My ankle,” I say. “I think it’s broken.”

      “Kobro can take a look at it,” she says. “He is a doctor, after all. Supposedly.”

      “What . . . happened?”

      “What? When?”

      “Back at the house, when Akka said to go.”

      “Oh, well I guess she panicked. Kobro received a call that they had got hold of our location, said to scatter. I guess she took it too literally. You know, lost in translation? Anyway, we couldn’t believe it when she told us what she’d done. Poor baby! Has it been hard?”

      “And how did you find me?”

      “Ah, you have Kobro to thank for that. Of course, he knew the various leads they were following, so he asked me to take my pick. Naturally I guessed like before my baby boy would return to his mama, and just like before I was right.” She grins. “Clever, huh?”

      “They were monitoring her. There was CCTV in the flat.”

      “Yep, they’re good at that—the electronic stuff. How did you find it?”

      “I was tuning the TV. Came on.”

      Magda nods. “A team was only about an hour away. I couldn’t believe it when the cops turned up.”

      “What do you mean? Wasn’t that for them? The Scientists?”

      “That was just the local constabulary. Rather than let you get away, they must have called the cops—told them where their pretty bio-terrorist was lurking. I guess they figured they would have plenty of time to spirit you away afterwards.”

      She begins to pull into some motorway services. “Better sort things out before we go any further,” she says. “Road blocks.”

      “Road blocks?”

      Magda doesn’t reply; she’s looking for a space. “There,” she says. She pulls over, reaches under the dashboard and I hear the boot spring open.

      I follow Magda out. She lifts the boot all the way up. “Ta-ra!” she says.

      Unconscious, her head resting on a bulging Tescos bag, is Ma.

      “What have you done to her?”

      Full of rage, I clench my fists. But it’s all human anger this, no bug.

      “Whoa, baby.” Magda holds up her hands. “She’s perfectly okay, alright? I basically just drugged her, that’s all.”

      “You fucking drugged her?”

      “I didn’t mean to, baby. I introduced myself as one of your friends, said I needed to meet you, but she was not co-operating at all. She tried to get away and I . . . well, I should just have let her, I know, but I suppose I . . . I panicked, baby. I gave her a shot. I was going to take her to you when I saw the police. I’m sorry.”

      Ma has begun to stir, blink into the light. Her whole body lurches and she throws up. I’m about to reach for her myself when I remember.

      “Well, don’t just stand there,” I tell Magda. “Help her.”

      

      It takes Ma a while to recover. She’s still sitting wan, listless in the back seat, when I notice Magda has taken the Norwich turnoff.

      “I thought we were going to London,” I say.

      “Nah,” says Magda. “London’s getting too hot. Don’t you read the news, baby? Bombs all over. Big security clamp down. England . . . your England’s up shit creek, as you say? I said to Kobro, I’m not missing the boat again. I want a fucking boat, got me? We’re getting out of here. Ah.”

      The traffic was coming to a halt up ahead. As we slowed I could see the desert brown of the trucks parked across the road.

      “Damn. I was hoping we would beat them to it,” says Magda. “Baby, open the glove compartment. Inside there’s an envelope. Go on,” she says. “Look inside.”

      Inside is a flat plastic card—an ID. An ID with my face on, but a different name. Matthew Brown.

      “I don’t have one for your mother, obviously,” says Magda, “but we’ll have to keep our fingers crossed they’re not looking for her. Also,” she adds, “I mean, it’s bullshit, okay? I didn’t have time to do all the computer stuff. If they’re hooked up then it’ll just say error or something. But hey, what’s new.”

      I turn around. “Ma—are you okay?”

      Ma smiles weakly, nods.

      “What the fuck did you give her?”

      “Sodium Penthanol,” says Magda. “It’s okay, is normal.” She’s concentrating on the check point up ahead. “She’ll be better by the evening.”

      “You sound like you’ve done this kind of thing before.”

      Magda doesn’t answer. A squaddie levels his gun and waves the car forward. “Wind down your window, baby.”

      The woman soldier leans in while her male counterpart stands back. She takes our IDs and has a cursory look around the car. Ma tries her best to smile.

      “Is she alright?” asks the squaddie, handing our cards to her colleague.

      “Just a bit carsick,” croaks Ma. But our eyes are on the other soldier, flicking through our IDs like he’s playing cards. But there’s no device I can see.

      “I always wear one of those bracelets,” says the squaddie. “The ones they use for seasickness.”

      “That’s an idea,” says Ma. The soldier straightens up. She takes back the cards and hands them to me.

      “Is there any trouble up ahead?” asks Magda.

      “No,” smiles the squaddie. “All quiet here, miss.”

      “Your soldiers,” says Magda as we drive off, “they’re still polite. That’s nice.”

      

      It takes us some time to find the cottage, standing alone at the far end of a coastal road.

      “Not bad, hey?” says Magda. “It’s some kind of holiday home for WHO bigwigs. All mod cons, apparently.”

      The building looks like it used to be a pub, but where the sign would have hung it now says ‘Smugglers Cottage’.

      “Kobro was saying all this area was for smugglers in the olden times. And . . . wreckers? Is that how you say it?”

      “Yes,” says Ma, who’s begun looking better. “They used lamps to lure ships into thinking it was a harbour, but instead the ships would wreck upon the rocks. The people would then row out and collect their cargo.”

      “But what about the sailors?” I ask.

      “They would kill them, Vereesh,” says Ma.

      “So your England hasn’t always been so civilised,” says Magda.

      “Where’s Akka?” I ask.

      “Akka, she’s gone ahead,” says Magda. “To Ostend.”

      “Ostend? Is that where we’re going?”

      “To begin with,” says Magda. “First we must get away from England. When we get to Belgium, we’ll decide. But first we must get you away from this place. It’s not safe.”

      

      While Magda prepares some food, I hobble outside after Ma.

      “How’s your ankle?” she asks.

      “Still hurts like hell.”

      “Maybe this doctor will be able to do something,” she says. She rests against the fence and looks out along the spit. In the distance is a small village—between it and us, the sea, divided along sandy channels. Sailing boats are moored along the length of the spit, though some are just sitting becalmed on sandy banks.

      “Is the tide in or out?” I ask.

      “Out, Vereesh,” she says.

      “So what happens to those boats then—the ones just sitting there?”

      “I suppose they’re anchored down. Maybe their owners have to row out to them.”

      “Oh,” I say, and for a moment we’re back to when I was wee and wouldn’t stop asking and she never stopped answering. And maybe she’s reminded too because she says, “I’m sorry, honey. I did my best. But it seems my best wasn’t enough.”

      I realise her face is wet with tears.

      “Oh come on now.” I would like to touch her, but daren’t. Not because I think I’m that infectious, but because if I did then I’m afraid I would want to hug her and that really would be too dangerous. “You did brilliant, Ma. What you taught me kept me going all this time. If it wasn’t for what you taught me we wouldn’t be together now, would we.”

      Ma shrugs. “I did it in your best interests, you know. My only thoughts were for you.”

      “I know.”

      “Even if sometimes you did think we—I—was a bit crazy?”

      “Ma,” I say, “maybe.” We both laugh.

      

      It’s after dinner and we’re settled down with a fake fire burning in the hearth and some quality wine from the cellar.

      “Do you think they’ll notice it’s missing?” I ask.

      “I doubt it,” says Magda. “These people, these internationalists, they take everything for granted.”

      “You seem to know a lot about them,” I say.

      She shrugs. “I guess I’ve been with Kobro too long.”

      “How long’s that?”

      She smiles, lights a cigarette. “Are you trying to catch me out, baby?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Trick me into telling you my story?”

      “No.”

      “We all have secrets, don’t we—you two, too.” She winks at Ma, who glances at me. Magda exhales a long plume of smoke. Contemplates it.

      “I don’t tell you my story, baby, because it hurts. There’s no great mystery.”

      “Then don’t, it’s alright . . . ”

      “No,” she says. “I think maybe that’s part of the problem. All this holding it in. Carrying it with me. It’s a heavy load, you know?” She takes a long last drag from the butt of her cigarette, then pulls out another which she lights from it. When she’s done she says, “I was eighteen when the trouble started. Actually, I was having the time of my life. I’d finally fulfilled a dream to leave my hometown and come to London.”

      It was alright—I got lots of jobs, from handing out leaflets to working in Pret A Manger. I picked up the language. I told anyone who asked I was a Bosnian. It was easy in those days. Everybody was a Bosnian, nobody cared—not even the Bosnians. Hey—this wasn’t home, we were all in this together. United in our efforts to rip off Great British capitalism!

      I’d got my first ‘proper job’, working as a receptionist for a travel company when your Tony Blair declared war on me. Apparently, Kosovo, which had been part of Serbia for seven hundred years, was no longer ours and if we didn’t stop fighting the Albanian terrorists who were trying to drive our people from their land, then Britain would go to war against us.

      Of course, I knew the Serbs had done some bad things but had the world forgotten what the Croatians and the Muslims did to us in the Second World War? Had it forgotten how we Serbs sacrificed our nation against the Turk for Europe upon the Kosovar plain all those centuries ago? Yes, it seemed, or if it did remember, it didn’t care. Serbs, however, have long memories.

      But it’s a terrible thing, you know, walking the streets of a country that is at war with your own. Watching the triumphal television news as Belgrade burns and those dreadful, evil Serbs get what’s coming to them. Walking those peaceful streets with people laughing in the pubs or sitting outside cafes just getting on with their own lives while your people huddle in shelters from the missiles and bombs paid for by the taxes of these smug, self-righteous bastards. My taxes too, of course.

      I couldn’t stay any longer. I couldn’t stand it. I got a bus back to Yugoslavia, walked across the border while most other people were going the opposite way. Made it to Pristina, Kosovo’s ‘Serbian capital’. It was terrible, half the place was up in flames, the other half in chaos. There was no electricity, running water. It was even worse than I had imagined. My parents were furious.

      “We thought you were safe in London,” lamented my mother. I had to laugh.

      “But Mama,” I said, “you were always asking me to come back!” She slapped me hard across the face. I can still feel the sting now.

      Papa was a lawyer. Real estate mainly. Mama taught chemistry at the high school. But school was out, much to the delight of my little sister, Lena. It was all a bit of an adventure to her, even as we sheltered in the basement of our block, the walls shaking with every explosion and the plaster covering us in a fine sheen.

      “You look like ghosts!” I remember her laughingly pointing. None of it seemed real—this was a city kid, an educated, cultured little ex-communist. Twelve years old, she had no sense of her own mortality, not even when we stepped outside and saw the impact of those so-called precision bombs, pieces of people flung about with the masonry. She was more bothered about the power cuts that meant she would miss her favourite TV shows.

      But Papa didn’t want to leave; his whole livelihood was tied up in this city the British and Americans were systematically tearing apart. He was afraid that if he did he would never be able to return, the Albanians would simply take everything. That was Papa—a mix of shrewd and naïve. He was quite right that the Albanians would take what they wanted, but whether he stayed or left would make no difference.

      Anyway, Mama insisted she would stay with Papa but we—me and Lena—should leave. “Who knows what will happen,” she said. “Milosevic is a fighter, maybe he can call their bluff, but best be on the safe side. Things aren’t getting any easier and war’s no place for young girls.” I was to take the car and drive the pair of us to our aunt’s in Budapest. We stocked it up with all our best stuff, all the family heirlooms as well as the good TV and Lena’s hi-fi, which she couldn’t bear to leave behind. We were just about to go when I heard Papa’s voice from inside the flat.

      “I don’t believe it! I don’t believe it!” We rushed inside. Papa was standing over the radio, shaking with rage. “He’s sold us down the river!”

      Milosevic had capitulated to the western powers. He had agreed to withdraw our forces and let the British and Americans in. And the Albanian terrorists, of course, they had won everything.

      After a brief family conference, we decided to stick to our guns. But already I was beginning to get an inkling that Papa’s faith in any kind of legal authority would be sadly mistaken—I guessed justice would apply only to the victor. But he wouldn’t leave, nor would Mama, and we were sent on our way.

      But as soon as we headed off I began to feel something, a kind of sensation I had never experienced before—a kind of dread, I think. There was something in the air. The land seemed bleached of colour, even the sky was kind of . . . cracked. I actually stopped at one point to clean the windscreen, check for damage, but no—the sky itself seemed broken, starred like glass. I felt panic well up inside me. I knew now we had to get out of this place. Evil was gathering here, it wasn’t safe for us puny humans, dashing across the countryside.

      I think Lena felt it too, because she turned off the pop music, said, “I don’t like it here, Magda.”

      “It’s okay, Lenishka, we’ll be away soon.”

      “Tell me more about London.”

      “Well, London,” I said, slowing down as we came up behind some Yugoslav army tanks, “it’s like the biggest city you’ve ever seen.”

      “Bigger than Belgrade?”

      “Yes, much bigger.” We were waved around the tanks and joined a queue of civilian traffic crawling up the mountainous road. “If you arrive by plane at night time the whole city is lit up. The streets look like rivers of molten gold.”

      “They’re made of gold?”

      “No, my darling, of course not. That’s all the street lights—they’re orange.”

      “Why would they be orange?”

      “Because that’s how they have them there.”

      “I would like to go to London,” she said. “Will you take me there?”

      “Of course,” I said. “If you like.”

      We drove on. It seemed like all Serbian Kosovo was on the move south—getting the hell out. I thought of Mama and Papa, how alone they must feel in Pristina, sitting there trying to make sense of what was happening, trusting that the allies would restore some kind of order before the Albanians slaughtered them in their beds.

      Another hold-up. This time the glorious liberators. We heard the thud of their helicopters before we saw them, then there they were—sweeping down and landing along the road. Soldiers jumped out, levelling their guns at us. Others fanned along the road, checking for booby traps. I realised—we were stuck there. I looked at our luggage-laden car jammed in the middle of the queue of similar refugees and had a sinking feeling—we could be here for hours. I got out and lit a cigarette. “Give us a smile,” yelled one of the soldiers. I turned back to the car.

      After the helicopters came the tanks—so much larger than those of our own boys, I realised: they would have opened them up like tin cans—and then the trucks. An endless, limitless line of trucks marked UN, their drivers decked out in pale blue helmets and flak jackets, while us—the refugees—waited in our little gully for them to pass.

      It was as the tail end of the convoy was passing and we were beginning to restart our cars that Lena said, “Magda, look.”

      KLA, the so-called Albanian freedom fighters, were coming over the hill, their Kalashnikovs held aloft. A wave of panic swept through the convoy and we all tried to get moving, but it was no good. Although our car started okay, one up ahead had stalled and we were stuck.

      A cacophony of horns and revving motors, but really, we weren’t going anywhere.

      The Albanians came running, some tumbling, down the hill. Lena was getting hysterical now, screaming, they’re coming, Magda, they’re coming!

      “I know,” I said. “I know!” But what could I do? The car lurched forward into the one ahead, but there was no way out. I looked up as the last UN trucks passed by, but they hadn’t even seemed to notice.

      The Albanians gathered at the front of the convoy, laughing and joking. I guess they were waiting for the UN to disappear. As soon as the last truck had gone, I noticed a bit of a commotion.

      They were ordering everyone out of their cars, but some people wouldn’t budge so they opened the doors themselves and began to pull them out. Women mostly, some old men. A child darted past us. People began to cry and shout in panic. A gun went off, fired into the air, I think.

      Lena had begun to make this high-pitched kind of squealing noise. Come on, I said—I grabbed her hand—we’re going to have to run for it.

      But Lena was working herself up into some kind of hysterics. She pulled her hand away, squeezed her eyes shut. Began to rock in her seat. I grabbed again at her arm.

      “Come on! I yelled.

      The Albanians were getting closer. A man tried to get between them and his wife but was thrown aside. A rifle was pressed to his chest while his wife was shoved across the bonnet of their car. Her dress was pushed up around her pale thighs as a couple of them held her down.

      LENA . . .

      Yet even as I was pleading with my little sister, trying to pull her away, I was lifting up the door handle, I was pushing open the door.

      LENA, I said, but she wouldn’t budge. The Albanians had begun to rape the woman now, her eyes squeezed shut like my little sister’s. Some others were amusing themselves by pissing over her husband.

      “She’d better not have the clap,” one of them joked. “We’ll know who’s to blame!”

      LENA, I repeated like a prayer. Yet even as I did so, I was letting go of her, I was beginning to slip through the door.

      LENA, my little sister, my Lenishka, but you were still in the car while I was keeping low, close to the tarmac, only my hand now left inside the compartment, still trying to reach you.

      LENA, but even that was gone now. I was gone, moving quickly along the line of cars, heading for the tree line.

      LENA, I looked back to see the Albanians reach our car, smash the glass with their rifle butts, lift her wriggling, writhing body out through the hole as she screamed, she screamed for me.

      MAGDA. But Magda, her big sister, her sole protector, was still moving, through the undergrowth. Keeping low, keeping safe. Looking out for herself.

      Later, of course, I came to realise what had happened. My bug had taken hold of me. The human in me really had no say, was dragged, bodily as it were, away, as I would have dragged Lena if it had all been down to me, or placed myself between her and the Albanians as the husband had tried, offered myself up to them—anything to spare her. My life even, my whole life. Every little bit.

      But I had not done so. Instead I had acted in the most cowardly, craven, despicable manner. My last memory of Lena was seeing her disappear behind the car, a mob of Albanians scrapping over who would go first.

      That was my last memory altogether, it turned out, until I found myself trudging with a mass of other refugees towards some kind of encampment. It was growing dark. I settled myself on an upturned box by a brazier. A woman crouched down, tried to speak to me. But although I could take the words in, I couldn’t process them. My native tongue was like a foreign language. This woman, this whole world. A foreign language in a foreign country.

      Gradually consciousness began to return and with it what had happened. Horrified. I wanted to get back to Lena, return to the convoy, yet every time I began to set off, back into what was now hostile territory, I would undergo some kind of collapse. My body would just not let me. I would sink to my knees, begin to lose consciousness. So, instead, I questioned everyone who came through the camp. For days I stood at the entrance, stopping everyone, yet incapable myself, it seemed, of venturing any further.

      I posted Lena’s name on the board, next to my parents’ and my own, as if I too was some kind of missing person. But I was afraid to call Mama and Papa. Afraid to tell them what had happened—afraid and ashamed.

      Weeks I was there but heard nothing. Nothing of Lena, nothing of the convoy. I never have. What are a few Serbs, after all? A few women, children, old men? I can see the Albanians now, figuring—we’re the good guys, they won’t be interested in what we get up to. There’ll be no Hague tribunals for us lads!

      When you Westerners yelp over your 9/11s, your 7/7s, it makes me smile. It must make me and every other victim of your so-called good wars smile. The very moment the Albanians were raping my little sister by the roadside, the people who had paid for it with their tax money, with their votes, were sitting outside pavement cafes, enjoying the London sunshine. The prime minister was probably giving a speech about a new fucking era. You were all feeling pretty good about yourselves. Not so good now though, eh?

      Anyway, I decided to kill myself. I thought hanging would do. Have you ever thought about killing yourself? When I had toyed with the idea in the past—I mean, not seriously, but just in that if-I-had-a-terrible-terminal-illness kind of way—I had always thought, well, it would have to be sleeping pills. Something to help me drift painlessly off to sleep and never wake up. I mean, who wants to suffer?

      But when it came down to it, I decided hanging was the thing. Regardless of whether I could get hold of any medication, the idea of breaking my neck or, better still, slowly strangling myself to death, seemed preferable. If I could suffer just some of the agony my little sister went through then in some strange way that might go towards making up for things.

      I got hold of some electrical flex. The camp was in an old army quarters near the border with Serbia proper. It wasn’t one of those UN ones. I mean, no one gave a shit about us evil Serbs, right? It was just an ad-hoc setup. Empty, rotten dorms with no bedding, a beaten-up toilet block with the facilities torn out, just a hole in the ground, thick with shit. It was here I decided to do it.

      I’d noticed a series of pipes running across the cubicles, some of which still had their doors attached. I waited until after midnight, when it was quiet, then headed for the block carrying a torch, a bucket and the flex. It doesn’t take much, you know, to kill yourself, if you really mean to.

      I went to the cubicle at the far end, pushed the door open. I almost gagged. Flies swarmed all over me, seeking out my mouth, my nostrils. It was foul, but I persevered. I laid the bucket on its end and stepped gingerly on top of it, then through a cloud of bluebottles sought out the piping with my torch.

      I bound the flex around the pipe and tested it for weight. It seemed pretty sturdy. I mean, I wasn’t that heavy anyway, I remember thinking. I still had my vanity! I had already fashioned the noose, had even rubbed it with Vaseline to ensure it didn’t catch. I didn’t want any false starts.

      I can’t say I was thinking anything in particular as I prepared to slip the noose over my head. It all just seemed totally appropriate—the stink, the flies, the darkness. An appropriate place for an appalling human being to end up.  But having the noose in my hand, its tip actually brushing my nose, at the point of placing it over my head, I just froze. I desperately wanted to place it over my head, was willing my hand to do so—it was shaking with the effort—but the harder I tried, the harder something inside me seemed to resist. I began to moan with the effort, crying out. Then I felt myself slipping.

      The next thing I can remember is being carried out. Someone saying: Is she alive? Another: They’ll need to give her a shot, all that crap.

      Then I was in a hospital. I could tell it was military on account of the green walls. I had apparently hit the back of my head but x-rays indicated there was no lasting damage. They were worried about septicaemia, though of course they needn’t have been. I was all too healthy for my liking. The same bleak reality of my survival stared back at me every place I looked. I began considering alternative options, but even as I was doing so, I couldn’t help considering the circumstances of my failure.

      I was maybe beginning to get an inkling that something else was going on inside me. First the convoy, now this—but I had never considered myself a coward, and neither did I feel like one, either when I was with Lena in the car—I had meant to take her with me or stay—or in the cubicle, when I had had every intention to do away with myself. It wasn’t fear that made me flee or stopped me from killing myself. It was as if something else had a hold of me.

      “Doctors say you’re lucky I found you.” He was about 40, in the pale blue uniform of the Ministry of Internal Affairs. “Any longer and you’d have been dead.” He didn’t seem especially pleased that I was alive, however. He was simply being matter-of-fact about it. He sat looking at me as if awaiting payment.

      “You’re from Kosovo,” he said, when I didn’t respond. “Pristina. That’s all finished now. It’s all over. What will you do?”

      I turned away from him, towards the wall. I heard him get up, felt his hand on my shoulder, his rough fingers upon my chin. He turned my head to face him.

      “You’ll come with me,” he said. And two days later, I did.

      

      Dragan was a small-town thug who was hoping to make it big out of the war. He wasn’t actually from Kosovo, but Novi Pazar, a small town near the border. Like most of the MIU he had contempt for the law but saw the opportunity for rich pickings. Patriotic too, keeping those fucking Albanians in check. Of course, it hadn’t quite worked out like that and now it was back to the drawing board. Well, not quite back—there’s opportunity in another fellow’s calamity, he always used to say. This is what he figured—the allied occupation would require soldiers, and what did soldiers always need? Women.

      While the current situation was unfortunate, why not turn this particular calamity into an opportunity? The lawless situation on the Serbian border created the perfect conditions for providing this service, while the plentiful supply of unattached, poor and traumatised females meant that supply could meet demand at a very attractive premium.

      But he and his pals had to organise quickly to take advantage of market conditions. Even before the guns had fallen silent, they had rented a pair of apartments just a short stroll away from the border crossing. Of course, the crossing guards had to be in on this, but it was preferable to having to deal on the other side of the fence, where of course the Albanians would rule the roost.

      I had the honour of being one of his first whores. I let him take me from the hospital to the bar where we met his associates. I didn’t have much to say. They were all rather edgy—I mean, they were just starting out, so to speak. Pimping women was a more subtle, not to say sophisticated, business than cracking Albanian skulls—and they hedged around the subject at first. They were keen to flatter me, assure me a “preferential rate”, all that jazz. I didn’t care. I was only interested in cigarettes and booze and anything else I could get my hands upon. When they realised this, they loosened up a bit, felt they could speak more openly. I remember one of them saying, “She’ll have to lose the bandage, you know,” meaning the dressing at the back of my head, “before we can start up.”

      “I know, I know,” said Dragan, waving his hands. “She’ll be great, won’t you, my beauty?” He pinched my cheek like an affectionate uncle. I just stared out of the window through a fog of blue smoke.

      Dragan and his pals were soon doing booming business over the border. The French, Belgians, they were the most regular customers. After a while some Americans, and British too. I was seeing maybe seven, eight customers a day. I never cut a deal with Dragan, was never a prisoner as such—there was no need for any of that. I didn’t have anywhere to go and he could have replaced me whenever he wanted. Times must have been good for pimps just after the war. There were a lot of women like me who were desperate, or didn’t care.

      What was I actually doing? What was going on behind all this? My blank expression, my open legs? I was allowing myself to be fucked to death, I now realise. That was what I wanted.

      For whatever reason, I had betrayed my little sister and didn’t even have the wherewithal to finish myself off. I was evil, human trash. Whoring was the perfect profession for me. Come on, boys—take me over and over, as she was taken. Put me in her place. No degradation was too much, nothing too low. Keep me in cigarettes, booze, drugs, I was happy. When I wasn’t being used I would seek the quickest route out of consciousness.

      We eventually moved en masse to a country house just outside town. The puffed-up pride with which Dragan showed me around—those were real tears in his eyes! He didn’t fuck me himself anymore, of course—I think I scared him a little—but I was still his number one, had started him off on the road to becoming a man of substance, and he held a certain sentimental attachment towards me. He once solemnly took my hands and asked, “What did they do to you, my beauty? Tell me the bastards that did it, I’ll cut off their faces!” And I graced him with a few rare words—“I did it to myself”—and snatched the wrap of cocaine.

      But all good things come to an end. There was an outbreak of HIV among a group of Danish troops which they tracked back to the brothel. I mean, nobody gave a shit about condoms except some of the soldiers—your Brits and Americans mostly. The rest, they didn’t seem to care, and as for the girls, well, a lot were from the country and didn’t know anything. Me, I did, but I was the last person to give a damn.

      Anyway, there’s a police raid, we’re locked up, blood samples are taken. Turns out the source is one of the youngest ones, a teenager just starting out, so to speak, who had turned to whoring to help support the family. Her parents didn’t even know.

      I was okay. But something about the blood test had made me start to feel, and act, twitchy. Made me restless. I was having a shower, peeling off the little plaster they leave on your arm, when I decided, just like that—it was time to go. I would head to London, do my Bosnian act again, maybe.

      We’d all relocated back to the original flat by now. Dragan had been pretty badly beaten by the police. Not that they actually gave a shit, but they were under instructions from the Interior Ministry. It reflected poorly or something. Anyway, he was still in hospital and I was there alone. There was a knock at the door. Who do you think it was?

      “Who?”

      “Kobro! Turns out it wasn’t just HIV that had been passed on to the troops. Testing a wider sample, they had found a similar, though largely different number, were infected with Hepatitis C. Checking the samples again, of course, I had cropped up. I still remember him saying, “C’mon, we’re getting out of here.” Just like someone in the movies. “You haven’t got time for your things.”

      “You know, like he didn’t have to explain anything—he just talked to me as if I knew the implications of all this shit, and intuitively I did. I followed him, my hair still wet, along the corridor and down the stairwell. We were leaving from the back as they arrived at the front.”

      “Who’s this Kobro?” asks Ma.

      “He’s with the WHO,” I say. “Except he’s on our side.”

      “Why’s that?” asks Ma.

      Magda shrugs. “You know, I’m not sure it has a lot to do with right or wrong, good or bad. I think it’s more to do with his arrogance, maybe his selfishness—I think he wants us all for himself.”

      “He doesn’t sound very . . . nice.”

      “Oh, he’s an arsehole,” I say.

      Magda laughs. “But maybe a useful arsehole? Anyway, come on. I showed you mine, you show me yours.”

      “My what?”

      “Your secret, baby. Where you’re from. Your Ma here isn’t your mama, is she? What’s that all about?”

      I look at Ma. “I’ve never told anyone,” I say.

      “You always were a good boy, Vereesh,” says Ma. “I’m sorry about everything that happened. Being hard on you sometimes.”

      “You’re alright.”

      “It all sounds rather . . . academic now,” says Ma, “compared to what’s going on. Has Vereesh told you about the Swami?”

      “A little,” says Magda.

      “Well, it’s your decision, Vereesh,” says Ma. “You’re grown-up enough to make the decision for yourself now.”

      “I . . . ” It feels weird saying it out loud. “You see, the Swami was my father,” I say. “I . . . I don’t know who my mother is.” I look at Ma. “I mean, I’ve always thought of Ma as my mum.” She reaches out and squeezes my hand.

      “Anyway, it was a year or so after he had left the US that we were able to join him in India. We were only there a few years before he died—poisoned, he said.

      “Ma feared my life could be at risk too. So we went to ground, moved from place to place . . . ”

      “I panicked,” says Ma. “Anything seemed possible.”

      “Until we ended up in Hebdon.”

      “But you didn’t tell anyone all this time?” says Magda. “About who your dad was?”

      I shake my head.

      

      I’m slipping off to sleep when Magda gets in beside me. I smile drowsily.

      “You’re not . . . repelled by me now, baby?” she asks.

      “No.” I turn towards her. We wrap our arms around each other.

      “It feels so good to be with you,” she says. “So good to have you back.” I feel her face wet against my chest. “Would you be angry, baby, if I told you I had feelings for you?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “I mean, it’s not like there’s much choice . . . Ow! That hurt!”
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      The TV is becoming erratic. There must be a hundred channels but blue Service Will Be Resumed Shortly screens are becoming common, punctuating wall-to-wall cartoons and music videos. There don’t even seem to be many adverts these days, even on Sky, which is strangely unsettling. The news studios too seem more thrown together, the scenery unstable, as if the journalists have moved from their headquarters. The news itself is sombre and seems stilted by the new ‘reporting restrictions’ the journalists keep talking about. Online seems to mirror this – the pages of the official sites never seem to update, carrying stories days old, and even the coverage on alt-sites seems muted, as if they’re afraid the authorities are about to kick down the door, or they’ve already kicked it down and are standing behind them pointing guns at the back of their necks.

      There is still trouble in the Midlands and northern towns, while bombings in the capital have forced the authorities to enact emergency legislation restricting movement to all but essential business. Although the smallpox outbreak has apparently been brought under control in England, it still appears to be raging in the US, and American aircraft continue to target chemical and biological labs throughout the Middle East. Al Jazeera cuts to wailing Arabs picking through the rubble.

      I switch the TV off. Get up and go to the window.

      I think on you, Swami, Father, as I last saw you. Lying on your back, wheezing, gibbering, wild-eyed. None of the serenity with which you had imagined you would meet your maker.

      For heaven’s sake, Father, why did you forsake me? Why did you bring me into the world? What did I do, what did you do, to bear responsibility for this kind of misery? You just wanted to help people. I . . . I wasn’t even old enough to know what I wanted to do. Certainly not any of this.

      I listen for your answer, I strain for it. But, as ever, I hear nothing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Even out here, in the wilds, you can see the changes. Because of the intermittent power cuts, wood smoke is beginning to snake out of chimneys. There are fewer yachts than before, but more and more cars are accumulating alongside the moorings and staying put. The aeroplanes that usually criss-cross the sky only appear to be heading in one direction now: away from our troubled isle.

      I hobble beside Magda across the windy headland, the spit stretching out below us. I think how beautiful Magda is in the dusk light. It’s hard to think she’s been through so much. It’s hard to think any of us have.

      “You shouldn’t be so tough on yourself, baby,” she says out of the blue. “You can’t hold yourself responsible for your fate, can you?”

      “I . . . I try to think,” I say, “if there’s anything I could have done. To save them—all of them—Danny, Ahmed, Roy . . . ”

      “Roy?”

      “One of the policemen I stabbed. It was horrible.”

      “You didn’t, baby. It was your bug.”

      “It was me. The bug is part of me.”

      Magda shrugs. “But what can you do? What can any of us do?”

      I shake my head. “Maybe we should just run off this cliff.”

      Magda laughs. She lets go of my hand, steps back. “Go on then—show me.”

      I stand there as the wind blasts. “You can, you know,” I call out as I step closer to the edge. “I admit, it’s not easy. If you mean to do it, if you consciously set about it—then you’re fucked. But I’ve noticed . . .” I’m near the edge now, a sandy dip between the long grass and below me a long drop into the shallow water, “like when I managed to mail Jane, or when it killed Ahmed, both of us can get away with it when the other isn’t quite expecting it.” I look down at the long drop. “For example, I’m not intending to do anything, just tease you a bit, but all I would have to do . . . ”

      “VEREESH!” Your look of horror, Magda, your outstretched arms. I let you grab me, let you clutch me tight, your fingers digging into me as we rock by the side of the drop. No, you repeat, no. Your belly sobs reverberate through me.

      I won’t let you go.

      

      We’re walking back to the cottage when there’s a flash against the grey sky. We turn to face it as the sound hits us, a tremendous BOOM followed by a prolonged rumble.

      It’s like the sun is rising afresh along the horizon. It shines bright like day before eventually falling back into a dark sunset orange.

      “That’s London,” I say.

      We cling on to each other, cling on to life.

      

      Ma is waiting at the front door when we get back. “I was worried,” she says. “There was this bang, then the electricity went.”

      “It was . . . some kind of explosion,” I say. “Looked like London, maybe. Though it could be the power plant.” I look at Magda. “Maybe that’s it?”

      “Maybe,” says Magda. She looks at her watch. Lets out a laugh like a cough.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “It’s stopped,” she says.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We have lit the fire. I am outside, chopping some wood, when a car pulls up. I pick up the hatchet by the pile.

      I realise now the windscreen of the car has gone, fragments of the shattered glass still clinging to the sides. Behind the wheel is a haggard-looking Kobro. He pushes open the door, swings his legs out. Straightens up. Without even looking at me, he says, “Not planning to whack me with that, are you, light bringer? We haven’t gone cannibal yet, have we?”

      I drop the hatchet. “Sorry,” I say. Kobro leans over the open car door. I notice the glass has gone from this side too. “What happened?” I ask.

      “What,” he says, sounding hoarse, “you mean you have to ask? Have you seen the state of my car? I was doing ninety when it hit, damn near killed me. Did for quite a few, I can tell you. Fucking nightmare. Shit all over the highway. Had to drive across a fucking field to get out of there. What do you say? Five? Ten megaton? Ground burst, I would guess. I saw one old man walking down the road in some kind of garbage sack suit, but the radiation should be pretty local, I would say. Still though, fuck, eh?”

      “So,” says Magda, “you made it after all.”

      “You didn’t think I would let a lousy atom bomb get in the way of me and ma cherie, did you?”

      “We picked something up on the radio,” Magda says to me. “They say it’s happened in Washington too.”

      “God.” Kobro lets out a hyena-laugh. You’re in shock, I think.

      “Vereesh,” says Ma, who is moving quickly towards us from the kitchen. “Run.”

      “What?”

      “Run, Vereesh!” I notice she is carrying a carving knife, “CROW TOWN!”

      I look at the others, notice Kobro is rifling around in his car for something.

      “No, Ma,” I say. “He’s fine. He’s with us . . . ”

      One shot, another. Ma is stumbling, tumbling at my feet. The knife sparks across the path.

      Kobro points the gun at me. He shakes his head. “You won’t,” he says. “You won’t try anything, not if you think you’ve still got a chance. That much we know.”
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      You once told me to be careful what I wanted, Magda. A happy ending, you said, but for who, exactly?

      Now I know: despite all my ducking and diving, my wracked conscience and good intentions, the sheer post-modernism of the twenty-first century, the conventions of the genre indomitably assert themselves. I feel their icy fingers reach out from the pages of fiction, apply themselves to our worldly narrative like some universal law.

      The beastie always gets it in the end.

      Pitched off a high building, woken to a stake in the heart. Burned, blasted or jettisoned into outer space. Stranded upon an ice floe or tied up in knots.

      Tethered in a cellar, under the ground.

      I strain again at the wires but they just tighten with every attempt, begin to slice into my skin.

      Blood, my valuable blood, slides between my wrists, hangs on to the tips of my fingers before splashing onto the stone floor. Fucking hopeless. I sink down the pillar and sit flat on the cold slabs. Look at Ma lying there.

      I stretch my legs out as far as they will go, but my feet can’t quite touch hers. I give it up. We’ve come a long way though, eh, Ma? Oklahoma, Mississippi, Hyderabad. Edgbaston, Hebdon-le-fucking-Hole. A long way to end up in a cellar stinking of mice and stale ale.

      I can hear them pacing about upstairs, making arrangements. It’ll not be long now, Ma, soon be on our way.

      I’m trying to be brave, keep my wits about me—I’m a dangerous beastie, after all, hear me roar—but instead I let out a sob, hang my head forward.

      

      “Closer . . . closer. That’s it. I can see you now.” I don’t want to be here but there’s nowhere to run. Ma has her hands firm on my shoulders.

      I’m scared.

      “Boy.” The Swami can barely speak. He’s not speaking. It’s a rasp. “Boy,” he says. I’m shoved a little further forward. He lifts a bony hand as if to touch me, but it drops again.

      I cock my head so it’s at the same angle as his on the pillow.

      A tear springs from his dull, distant eye. You’re disappearing, I think, down a great big hole. You’ll soon be out of sight.

      He tries to lift his hand again, but fails. I reach out, take it in mine. It’s funny how it’s kind of trembling. I wonder if he’s playing one of his tricks. I peer down the hole.

      But he’s gone.

      

      The trap door opens. Torchlight searches me out. Magda peers down.

      Confident I’m still secure, she comes down the steps, hatchet in hand. The light falls on Ma, her legs sticking out from an old duvet tossed over her face, then back to me.

      “I’m sorry,” Magda says. “I didn’t know that would happen.”

      I just look at her, full of loathing.

      “Are you hungry? Thirsty?” I look away. “You have to drink and eat, baby. Keep up your strength.”

      “What for?” I ask. “You know very well I’ll not let myself starve to death. Or die of thirst. My survival will always come first.”

      “So, why not have something?”

      I look away.

      “I’m sorry,” she says.

      “Yes,” I say. “I know. How much did they pay? To betray your own kind? To give me to them, like you gave up your little sister?”

      I look at her now. How I wish I could rip myself free. Rip her to shreds. She stares blankly back, shrugs.

      “It’s a kind of curse, isn’t it? This sort of immortality of ours? Or slavery, maybe, to our bugs? I would have finished myself a long time ago, as you know. If I had had my way. But there are worse things, even, than guilt. Real, visceral things. Remember my scars?” She smiles. “Where do you think they came from?”

      “Hell?”

      “Yes, baby,” she sneers. “Yes, baby. Right on the button. Hell.” For the first time, I feel a deep, dark anger in her voice. “Oh, I’m sorry, you know what? I guess I lied to you a little bit when I told you my tale. Will you forgive me?”

      She begins to tap the side of the hatchet against her thigh. I tense. Think: careful, Vee, careful . . .

      “Kobro never came. There was no exit from the back of the apartment block. No escape in the nick of time. They came in the front. Blew open the door, lassoed me like some kind of wild beast. Twelve years, baby. Twelve years they had me, the Russians. In the West, Kobro was telling me, they’re more civilised. They have computers and drugs to test you. They’re pretty squeamish. Or maybe they just love their gadgets. The Russians,” she laughs, “are more . . . primitive. If they want to see how hard you’ll fight, they’ll just put you in a cage with a bear.”

      She turns her back on me, lays the hatchet and torch on the steps. She reaches into her pocket, lights a cigarette. She turns to face me.

      “So you’ll be okay, you see. It won’t be so bad for you.”

      “How did you get out?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m not sure you get it, baby. I never did get out. The Russians just sold me on, to the highest bidder. Needed the money, I guess. Kobro’s idea was—you need one to catch one. All they had was Vlad who, as you could see, was on his last legs. Then, what do you know, it’s like your London busses—two come along at the same time. First he trips over Akka in Finland, or, rather, she trips over him, and then the alert goes up about you.”

      “So Akka wasn’t in on it?”

      “No. She was just an accident. Typical Kobro, he thought it would make it all the more plausible. And he was right until she, how do you say it? Twigged?”

      “What happened to her?”

      Magda grins, smoke seeping from the sides of her mouth. “She got away.”

      “There’s no need to sound so damn pleased,” says Kobro. I realise he’s been sitting at the opening this whole time, listening in.

      “Damn near got me canned. Damn near got you canned, my dear.”

      “It wasn’t my fault, darling. Anyway, we have the boy. He’s the prize. That was the deal.”

      “Yes, yes.” Kobro laughs. “A deal’s a deal. What the heck.”

      “Josh,” she says, “you’re drunk.”

      “Sure I’m drunk. Wouldn’t you be?”

      “What’s the matter,” I say. “Isn’t everything going to plan?”

      Magda smiles. “Josh thinks he will get into trouble. You see, they wanted to pick you up as soon as we got hold of you, but he wanted to observe you in a natural . . . you know, habitat for a while. He convinced his bosses. They thought they might learn something.

      “But then things began to get out of hand, obviously. He’s afraid he will get the blame. I’ve told him we’re not to blame—that all this shit would have happened anyway, once you’d spread your nasty germ—but he’s panicking anyway. I never realised quite how ambitious he was.”

      “Fuck you, bitch . . . ”

      “You should stop drinking,” says Magda.

      “Fuck off, mutant.”

      Magda smiles again.

      “And the CCTV at Ma’s place,” I say. “Was I under observation then?”

      “You showed what you could do, with those poor boys. But no, it was just to get you back. It was like I said—they informed the police because they were worried their own people wouldn’t reach you in time.”

      “Only their own people were you.”

      Magda shrugs. “I’m sorry, baby.”

      Through the silence I can hear a radio crackling away hysterically in French. I don’t understand a word.

      “It’s about London,” says Magda. “Washington, too, and New York. The Americans are promising immediate reprisals.”

      “You sound as if you’re enjoying yourself,” I say.

      Magda shrugs. “Maybe.”

      

      Pain sparks every time I shift my wrists, but part of me welcomes it. It keeps me here, in the land of the living. It reminds me to keep hanging on. It keeps me sharp.

      There’s no getting out of here under my own steam until they cut me free. Then I’m sure they’ll have another trick up their sleeve. They’re not stupid. They know me. Magda knows me.

      “It feels so good to be with you,” she said. “Would you be angry if I told you I had feelings for you?”

      I want to vomit.

      I think of Ma, how she held me, how she loved me, would sacrifice her whole life for me. How I sacrificed her for that.

      Is this what we are, is that what I have become?

      

      As far as I know, the plan remains the same—to get a boat out—but the attack on London must have held things up. No boat has arrived and, from what I can make out from the conversation upstairs, all communications, including the phone, TV and Internet, are down. Only the radio seems to be working and then, apart from the odd announcement by some official-type sombrely instructing people to keep to their homes, it is tuned to France.

      But the thing is, Ma is beginning to smell. At first I thought it was just my imagination as I lay there in the gloom, but over time it’s grown stronger. Bad meat, Ma, your spirit’s gone. You’re just a carcass now.

      “My little toad, you’ll always remember that no matter what, I’ll be there for you. Just for my little toad.”

      Can you hear me then, even now? I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

      “That’s no good,” says Magda as soon as she opens the hatch. “I wondered what the smell was. She’s going quick. How can you stand it?”

      I don’t reply.

      “We were going to throw her in the sea, but as you may have gathered, our ride hasn’t turned up yet. What luck, huh? What luck! Josh!”

      Eventually he comes down the stairs, looking worse for wear but fully decked out in protective gear, the handle of a revolver jutting out of his coat pocket.

      “Christ, what a stink,” he says.

      “We have to move her,” says Magda. “I thought the store room, until the boat comes.”

      “Dear oh dear oh dear.” He stands over Ma, covering his masked face with his hand. “How the good turn bad, huh?” He turns to me. “That’s what’s beneath us all, Vereesh, even you. That stink. Shame. She was a sharp one, sure enough.”

      “Why did you do it? You didn’t have to.”

      “I didn’t have to, Vereesh. I didn’t have to do a whole lot in my life. But hell, I did it anyway. She would have just made more trouble. She always was a feisty girl. She had me worked out from the beginning, even warned the old man before we came to the States, but hell, I was too useful. The Swami needed folk like me, scientists to build his brave new world.”

      “You were with them in India?”

      “Oh yeah, the government saw him coming. Maybe he sucked in a son or daughter of a senator. Who’s to say? Anyhow, they drafted me in early. They didn’t want another Charlie Manson. At first I was just to keep an eye on the old phoney, but when he moved stateside it began to get heavier.

      “Give me one of those cancers, cutie pie.” Kobro takes a cigarette from Magda, pulls up his mask and lights up. “It’s why tobacco became so popular, you know, back beyond. Masked the smell.

      “Anyhoo, one day I get the call.” He shakes his head. “To be honest with you, fella, I wasn’t so flip at the time. Maybe the old man was beginning to work some of his magic on me. I mean, there was a lot to the guy, but at the end of the day someone had to play Judas. And I figured if I didn’t do it now they’d asked, well . . . these were definitely not the kind of people who took no for an answer. The alternative—my twelve pieces of silver, my brilliant career—seemed infinitely preferable.”

      “He thought,” I said, “a holding cell . . . ”

      “Man,” Kobro shook his head, “it happened long before that. Every time he turned on that goddamn gas he was laughing a little more of his life away . . . ”

      I look at Kobro, wreathed in smoke.

      “Are you going to help me?” calls Magda.

      Kobro takes a final draw on the fag, stubs it underfoot. “Still,” he says, “I guess he had one more card to play, eh?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You,” he says. “The joker in the pack. The end of the goddamn world.”
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      They arrived a couple of hours ago. Three of them at least. I can hear their heavy boots pacing up and down, their gruff, low voices. Big men. Professionals.

      I realise—if I am to get away, it will have to be now. The alternative is letting them have their fun with me, over the decades. A prisoner of science, stripped of human rights because, after all, I am not wholly human.

      Prodded, probed, perhaps finally peeled open when they’ve had their fill. And right up until the last moment I’ll be hanging on, hoping to survive.

      I push myself up the pillar, try one last time to break the bonds. It’s no good. They weren’t taking any chances, they knew what they were dealing with.

      

      The hatch opens.

      It’s Magda, followed down by a pair of bulky figures in puffa-jackets, bobble hats, gas masks and gloves. They look like demons by Walt Disney.

      “Here he is,” she says. “Our prize.” One of them stands back, opens his puffa and reveals a whole armoury hanging from his beetle-black body armour. He unhooks some kind of machine pistol.

      “Quite right, Rory,” she says. “His bite is much worse than his bark.” She winks at me. “So, baby, ready for the trip? You know, we’re probably doing you a big favour. England’s going up in smoke. I don’t think your soldiers are going to stay so nice for much longer . . . ”

      She comes up behind me, begins to cut away the wires. “Oh, baby, what a mess you’ve made! Now you will behave yourself, won’t you—if you don’t, Sanchez here is under instructions to fire enough tranquiliser into you to put an elephant to sleep. But I’ve told them that won’t be necessary, that you’ll be a good boy. And if you’re not I have your little electric friend here,” she waves the Taser in front of me, “to keep you in line. And you know that I will use it, don’t you, baby.”  She stands back as the final wires snap back.

      “Go to hell,” I say.

      Magda laughs.  “Actually,” she says, “this time next week I’ll be in Bermuda.”

      

      I’m led upstairs. Kobro is there with one of the others, who pulls his mask up. I have time to catch a glimpse of his bullet head, his tiny blue jailer’s eyes. There’s no empathy there, I think, no fellow feeling, and I wonder where I’ve seen those eyes before. And then I remember—Kobro himself, when we disposed of Vlad, his true character revealed through the letterbox of the balaclava.

      “Sit down,” Kobro says, his words clipped with tension. “Magda, do something about his wrists.”

      It feels like we’re on stage, sitting at the kitchen table with Magda dressing my wounds as the three gas-masked thugs stand in a triangle around us, their various weapons at the ready. Kobro is fiddling with the radio. He finds an English language station, only it’s from Belgium.

      “ . . . the special English language service from Flanders. Millions are on the move in the southeast of England as they flee radiation . . . ”

      “Fools,” mutters Kobro.

      “Martial law has been declared throughout much of Europe. In France the army has been mobilised and is enforcing a curfew following riots in the suburbs of Paris and other major cities which left thousands injured and at least two hundred people dead.

      “And . . . reports are just reaching us that . . . all contact has been lost with Tehran and Damascus. Wire services report flashes in the vicinity of these cities, but we as yet have no further information . . . ”

      “Armageddon,” says Kobro. “The fucking end game, my boy. Does it make you proud?”

      “We should go, Doctor,” says one of the thugs.

      

      It’s dusk as we emerge from the cottage, Kobro and Rory leading the way, Magda and the others bringing up the rear. I look in the direction of London, but there’s nothing now. Just a dull puddle grey against the tree line.

      As we leave the property, I say to Magda, “Weren’t you going to take Ma? Conceal your dirty work at sea?”

      “No point now, baby,” she says. “No need. The law won’t be taking any interest in us for a long time. I think they’ll have their hands full enough. Look,” she says, “just like old times.”

      She means the spit. The road along the quayside is packed with cars both occupied and abandoned and crowds of people milling around, many weighed down with luggage. Tempers are frayed, horns sounded.

      More crowds are gathered around boats moored along the dock. Along the spit, men stand on boxes negotiating a price, while others lead lines of people across the sand to waiting yachts or trawlers like a scene from Dunkirk.

      “Hurry up, people,” says Rory as we make our way down the winding path to the quay. “We need to catch the tide.”

      “Come on, baby, you heard the man.”

      “It’s my ankle,” I say. “I’m going as fast as I can.”

      “What’s with his ankle?” asks Kobro.

      “Sorry, Josh. I forgot. He said he broke it.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Magda! What is this? Broken goods?” Kobro laughs. He turns to me. “Get a move on, chief. If it was broken you wouldn’t be able to walk. I’ll take a look at it once we get on the boat.”

      He seems more relaxed now we’re on the move. “Okay, guys,” he says as we approach the quayside. “Off with the rubber stuff. Don’t want to spook the horses. Vereesh, buddy, don’t try anything dumb. We won’t fuck around. We will kill you if we have to. Magda, take a hold of him.”

      “Yes, Josh.” She takes my arm and squeezes it hard. “Don’t try anything, baby,” she says. “It’ll soon be over.”

      But I barely hear her. She must know I’m running at one hundred and ten percent, waiting for the smallest incident, the tiniest opening, to flee. But something is also troubling me. I realise it is mostly the human in me that’s doing this, thinking this way. The bug seems to have already sized up the situation, decided it’s hopeless. In any case, it feels . . . dormant.

      We weave our way between the parked cars, the gathering people, pushing, panicking, crying. Fear hangs heavy here, infectious, explosive. A car edges forward, nudges into the side of a family. The father turns and beats his fist upon the bonnet. What’s your fucking problem?

      Inside, another frightened family, the kids are crying, pressing their palms against the window—all that separates them from chaos.

      “Yes,” I hear Magda say, “this is how it is. How it always is.”

      At first I think we must be heading for one of the boats at the quayside, but we’ve stopped.

      Rory pulls out a mobile. “It’s Bute. We’re coming in. Okay.” He turns to Kobro, nods towards a ladder leading down onto the sand. “You go first, Doctor, I’ll follow.” He looks at Magda, his eyes passing over me like I’m a piece of meat. “Then the kid. You three follow after.”

      It’s dark now but the light of the ships, the criss-crossing car headlights provide enough visibility to see how the water runs in channels between the sandbanks. It’s running increasingly quickly as the tide begins to draw back in. I wonder how many people have been caught out there, stranded on a bank as the water rushes around them.

      And now I can see the boat, silhouetted against the blue-black horizon. A few hundred metres away, listing to the side between islands of sea and sand. Some kind of posh yacht, the kind that royalty, celebrities, millionaires use. I realise, stupidly I know, but I realise for the first time how much money is behind all this.

      I watch Kobro descend. Rory gives his men a soldierly nod then follows him.

      “Okay,” says Magda. “Down you go, baby.” She keeps her hand tight on my arm until I have both of my hands on the rusty, barnacle-encrusted rail. I make my way down the ladder, knowing Rory and Kobro are watching my every move.

      As I set both feet on the sand, wincing with the weight upon my injured ankle, there’s a flash from above.

      A flash that freezes us, everything. In a moment.

      Rory’s too-small mouth is gaping upwards. His eyes are no longer dead like a soldier’s, a trained killer, but suddenly alive like a child’s, in wonder.

      I notice the liver spots on the back of Kobro’s hand for the first time, the creases around his eyes, his mouth. I wonder: how old are you? Were you there, waiting at the Honolulu docks for Vladimir’s steamer to arrive?

      I watch the dismembered hand begin to tumble in a downward arc towards us. Realise—time is starting up again.

      A scream. Someone from the quayside.

      It begins.

      

      Rory’s hand is on the butt of his gun but it’s as if he’s still a heartbeat behind. It is the easiest thing, the easiest thing, for me to get close. He shies away, horrified to find me so near. Stumbles backwards, struggling to keep upright on the sand as me, this wee slip of a lad, grabs hard on the wrist that holds the machine pistol and twists.

      He lands a blow on the side of my head with his elbow. There again, but I roll with the impact, twisting the wrist now with both hands.

      The gun falls from his hand and I drop with it, try to scoop it up.

      The heel of an army boot smashes me clean on the chin and I’m knocked sideways. I look up to see Rory coming at me, a baton now pulled from that inner armoury.

      It comes down on my collarbone.

      Another boot follows it up, but I catch it in mid-air. With all my might, turn it hard.

      Rory goes crashing down. I scramble over his back as he reaches for the gun. I manage to nudge it further out of reach.

      I hear machine gunfire. Am momentarily perplexed. It’s not my gun. That’s still lying there inert in the sand. Then I realise—it must be behind us, on the quayside. Magda, I hope.

      Rory is reaching inside his puffa, trying to get to another tool, no doubt. I grab on to his collar, lean forward and take one of those cold, dry, sticky-out pug ears of his between my teeth. I snap my jaws shut, sink my teeth into the cold skin and—

      TEAR the flesh from flesh with a sharp turn of the head.

      SPLUBBER the sinewy pug and blood and saliva out onto the sand in front of us.

      Rory roars. ROAR, Rory, roll onto your back clutching your mutilated head as I reach inside your beetle body, pull out the nasty knife with its serrated edge and plunge it into your throat. Once, twice, three times, and your roar has lost its OAR. Now only the R remains, a quizzical r-r-r-r-r-r while you wonder where it’s gone, the blood spouting so rapidly from the severed artery your brain does not have the fuel to think, Rory whose lost his roar, it does not have the time to think and that must be a good thing because goodbyes are always so painful.

      I pull out the knife, all that is attaching Rory to this world. “He’s gone,” I say.

      “Vereesh,” says Magda, coming up behind me. “Where did Kobro go?”

      “Kobro?”

      “Vereesh.” She takes my face in her hands. “Look at me. Come back, Vereesh. Come back.”

      “All those people,” I say, meaning the crowd gathered along the quayside. “Witnesses.”

      Magda shakes her head. “None of that matters anymore. It’s all over.”

      “What is?”

      “None of that matters now. Trust me, it’s everyone for themselves. Now, where’s Kobro?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She picks up the machine pistol. “Well, at least he didn’t take this. Here.”

      “Why did you do it? What happened?”

      “Never mind that. We have to get going.”

      “Where to?”

      “Where do you think, baby? The boat.”
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      The seawater is beginning to rush in now, the channels that had reached out like roots into the spit are being swept away by young waves, overwhelming the sandbanks in a confusion of currents.

      “Careful, baby,” calls Magda as we make our way towards the yacht, which is levelling out now, becoming more buoyant. “Can you swim?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I can’t.”

      One moment we’re wading up to our knees, the next we’re on dry ground. I hear screaming—to our right, across a deep, dark stretch of sea—I see a small family stranded. I slow down.

      “Keep going,” says Magda.

      “But . . . ”

      Magda grabs me hard. “Vereesh. Come on.”

      

      We are about fifty metres from the boat. I’m swimming towards the final sandbank with Magda’s arms around my neck when the water around us explodes.

      “Machine gun,” shouts Magda. “Keep going!”

      I scramble onto the bank, face-down. Magda rolls off me. Another burst of gunfire. I can see the flash now, hear the keening bullets above our heads.

      I press my face against the sand.

      The firing stops and I spring forward. It’s only as I begin to wade into another stretch of water I realise Magda isn’t with me. I look over my shoulder. She’s still lying there.

      I scramble back.

      “What is it?”

      Her face is paper white. I pull my hand away from her shoulder. It’s covered in blood.

      “Magda.”

      “I’ll be alright,” she says. “Go.”

      “Magda.”

      “Go.”

      I begin crawling across the sandbank towards the boat. There again the machine gun flickers but I am already moving, weaving as the bullets burn past me. Calibrated to human speed, these machines. They lag behind a mutant like me.

      I throw myself into the water sitting around the boat like a basin. Hear them shout, here, no, here. But I’m neither here, nor there: I’m beneath the swirling, cold surface of the sea.

      I feel my way around the hull. Will they be waiting on the right side or the left? The port or the starboard? I always got those terms mixed up anyway. I make my way around the back.

      Tentatively, I surface.

      Into silence. They are playing the waiting game too, the quiet game. How long, I wonder, before the water rises sufficiently for them to set sail? How long, I wonder, before Magda drowns?

      Not long.

      I begin my ascent.

      

      I sense him shift, his mix of artificial fabric and armour, his machine, his chemical concoctions. So many designs for death.

      Shift. Positioned at the rear, but also so he can overlook the side. No fool then. Not Kobro, either. I know Kobro’s smell.

      I edge up the hull, timing my movements to each slap of water. Even these currents have a rhythm amid the chaos.

      I press one foot against the anchor chain, another onto the mooring hook. I’m just beneath his sight line, now, just beneath the muzzle of his machine gun. But of course, I have mine.

      I push myself up, reach for the rail.

      I hear him swing around. Swing, swing, swing all your chemicals into action.

      But too late. I pull the trigger.

      

      His body shudders as I pour the machinery into him. For all his armour, he neglected to wear a helmet. My bullets meet him head on, so to speak, smashing through the top of his skull and splintering the length of his spine, keeping him jigging even after all life has departed.

      But it’s not over. I’m still pulling myself onto deck when I see the shape I know is Kobro moving towards me. He’s hesitant. He can’t make out what’s what in this light.

      “Dave,” he cries out. “Dave.”

      “Yeah!” I shout. Not good enough. He opens fire.

      A pistol crack. The whump as the bullet buries itself in Dave’s leg. But that’s it. One chance. I’ve gone.

      “Motherfucker.”

      I’m around the other side of the bridge, crouched down, as I hear him fumble after me. “Come on, you motherfucking freak. Show yourself. Come on!”

      He imagines me somewhere. Fires. “Fuck,” I hear him say.

      And all the while, I am creeping nearer.

      “Fucker,” he says, letting off another round. A sob. “Shit.”

      Scrabbling around in the dark, pointing his pistol like a blind man.

      The next time he turns, there I am, facing him.

      

      He pulls the trigger, but it’s already gone, his gun. Dropping into the dark. We both look at his index finger, working away, into nothingness. He closes his other hand into a fist, brings it to bear. I block it and swing it back against him. He yelps, loses his footing. Falls to the deck. Something snaps.

      He tries to pull himself up, but his face flames with pain. He returns to his knees.

      “Now that’s a broken ankle. Fucker.” He’s out of breath but strangely exhilarated. “My, you’re a mighty motherfucker. What we could do with you.”

      I’m barely listening. I’m looking out across the sea. All the sand has gone. The family have gone. Magda has gone.

      “Come on then,” he says. “Finish me off, mutant. You know you want to. You know you’ve wanted to ever since that time in the kitchen. I sensed it in you. Come on, you bastard.”

      The boat is freed from the sandbank and rocking now, free floating. The lights are growing dimmer, we’re all alone here in the dark.

      “Come on!” He looks up at me, this lover of death.

      But some things are more important. I turn away from him, head for the bridge. See if I can find a torch to scan the water.

      I hear a thud behind me.

      A shape is looming over Kobro. It steps back as he falls forward.

      Magda standing there, dripping wet, the hatchet hanging from her good hand.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I thought,” I say as I cut away her blouse to get at her shoulder wound, “you said you couldn’t swim.”

      “I guess I learned,” she says, her head hanging forward, straggly hair covering her face.

      We are in a downstairs cabin, Magda’s blood smearing the white leather sofa. Her blouse falls away except for a scorched area of silk and black around the entry wound.

      Magda insisted we weighed anchor and steered the boat around the bay before seeing to her wounds. Fortunately, as the craft has been designed for the jet set, operating it isn’t too hard—just a question of pressing a button and steering. We dropped anchor again about half an hour later.

      “It looks,” I say, cleaning the blood and skin away, “as if the bullet passed through.”

      She doesn’t make a sound as I remove the larger pieces of debris from around the wound. I begin to dress it.

      By now she has straightened up, pushed her hair away from her face. Some colour is beginning to return to her cheeks.

      “How much bandage are you planning to use?” she says.

      “Hey,” I say. “I’m doing my best.”

      “We’ll need it,” she says, “where we’re going.”

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      She ignores the question, appears to take in our surroundings for the first time. “Not bad,” she says. “They know how to live, these internationalists.” She looks down. “Baby! Look at the seats. Didn’t you think to cover them?”

      “Magda,” I say, “answer the question. Answer this question: why. Why did you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Save me.”

      She looks down at her long fingers, examines her cracked and splintered nails. Her hair falls across her face again. When she looks at me again, a playful smile plastered across the pain, it’s not the worldly-wise Magda I see, but the young girl who came to London all those years ago, full of hope and expectation.

      “I believe,” she says, “that every child should know its father.”
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        THE HUNT

      

      

      We’ve been out on the ice for two days now and I’m thinking of turning back when he spots them.

      “There! Look.”

      He hands me the binoculars. I can just make out the moving black blobs—seals—below the horizon. There must be a break in the ice, I think.

      “It’s a long way,” I say. “Thin out there.”

      “We can do it,” he says. “I’m light.”

      I look at him, my little Eskimo, all rosy cheeks and bright eyes beneath those frosty lashes. “Come on then,” I say.

      

      It is beginning to grow dark as we approach the herd, but that’s no bad thing. Out here, despite the few hours of winter light, it never gets properly dark. Even if there’s no snow, the light from the stars will always give you something to see by. But what it does is help us to mask our approach.

      We’re like them now, slithering about on our bellies.

      “Quiet,” I say, more to myself than the lad, as one of the bull seals twitches, maybes senses something. We haven’t much time. I take off my gloves and begin to un-strap the rifle. To be honest, I’m usually a lousy shot but now . . . now it matters.

      “Lad,” I say, “back, behind me.” The ice is thinning out already. It should be okay, but you never know—a single gunshot could be enough to open it up.

      I hear the boy obediently slide back. He knows how far to go. Okay then, okay. I raise the rifle, press my cheek against the chill of the wooden butt. Line up the sights. Take a deep breath, then another. Feel my bug begin to blossom inside, feel my senses sharpen.

      I pull the trigger. The seals scatter, plunging back into the water. But as the smoke clears I see one black blob still lying there.

      The boy has wriggled back by my side.

      “You got him, Dad, you got him!” He’s moving forward when I grab hold of his coat.

      “Patience,” I say. I get up on my knees. “Have you got those stones?”

      He hands me the bag. I take out the first and pitch it. We watch, and more importantly, listen, as it bounces along the ice. The clunks grow increasingly hollow the closer to the seal it goes. I throw another.

      “It’s thin,” I say.

      “I’m light,” he says.

      “You’re light,” I say. “Is that what I’m going to tell your ma when she asks what became of you?”

      “Go on, Dad,” he says, then adds slyly, “You know you have to.”

      “Hey.” I grab hold of his hood and give it a shake. “Who’s boss here, mister?”

      “You are.”

      “That’s right.” I look at him. “Okay,” I say, “get out the ropes.”

      The only way we can get to the seal is by tying all our available rope together. I attach it to the harness around his chest. I give him the hook. “You know what to do with this?”

      He nods.

      “Now.” I give him the serrated knife. “Take this,” I say. “It could still be alive. If it is, if it tries anything, cut its throat. You won’t freeze?”

      “Dad! I won’t freeze.”

      “Okay,” I say, “but take your time.”

      I watch him go, slithering out over the thin ice. Straining to hear any crack, ready to haul him sharply back in. Ahti, I whisper, God of the Depths, be gentle with the little one. Let him take his due as you will take yours.

      By the time he reaches the seal, he appears barely bigger than it is. Through the binoculars I watch him dig the hook in around its spine and—now the moment I have been dreading and I repeatedly offer up the prayer—he detaches the rope and attaches it to the hook. He then stops.

      What are you waiting for? Come on, I gesture.

      He’s looking down at the ice around him.

      Come on.

      He begins to slither back, following the rope line. These are the longest moments of my life.

      When he arrives, he asks, “Dad, are you alright?”

      “I . . . ” I can barely speak. I finally say, “What were you doing? What were you waiting for?”

      “Oh, I could see others, just down below the ice. If I’d had a gun I could have got more!”

      I shake my head. “Come on,” I say. “Let’s haul it in.”

      

      We begin the long trek back to Oosterholma. The boy’s tired though. I’m tired. I decide we’ll camp for the night. You need to keep your wits about you on the frozen sea.

      We build a fire, begin to smoke the fish. Above us the sky is bright with stars.

      I’m lecturing him, as one does. “Out there today,” I say, “you did well, lad. But you should never take more than you need. What do you think would have happened if you’d had a gun, eh? Chances are the ice would have shattered, Ahti would have claimed you for being a greedy boy.”

      And he is full of questions, as usual. “Has it always been like this, Dad? Akka was saying the ice melted because of the potion.”

      “Pollution. Well, there’s no shortage now, Danny boy, that’s for sure. Eat your fish.”

      He falls asleep soon after. I watch him awhile, his round, contented face framed by the rim of fur. I wonder what he’s dreaming. I can guess: seals dancing beneath the ice. Be a good lad, I think. Don’t do anything stupid.

      I’m about to turn in myself when I see it tracking across the sky. A tiny, luminous cross.

      I throw snow onto the fire.
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* * *

      “Ma! Ma!” He’s running over the rocks towards our red wood house, wood smoke rising. Magda comes out, an apron over her heavy woollen jumper.

      “We got one, we got a seal,” he’s saying as she sweeps him up. “I had to crawl across the ice, it was so thin! I put the hook in and everything!”

      “You are brave, my Danishka.” She kisses him on the forehead, the nose, the mouth. “Ooh, you taste of fish! You haven’t been eating our supplies?”

      “No,” says Daniel, giggling. “There’s plenty. Akka!” She’s coming around the corner with a pile of dried clothes, rigid with the cold. “We got a seal, I hooked it on the ice!”

      He jumps down from Magda and runs to Akka. “I saw the others, under the ice, but I didn’t hurt them.”

      “That’s good,” says Akka. “Come in, let’s get you warm. I’ve been cooking. I may have something special for you.”

      “Biscuit!”

      “Let’s see, shall we.”

      

      Magda and I are alone. “He wasn’t off the rope for long,” I say.

      Magda takes my hands. “You did what you had to. He has to learn.”

      “I saw a plane,” I say.

      Magda shrugs. “Once found, knowledge is hard to lose.”

      “An old Serb saying?”

      She grins. “New. Oosterholma.”

      “Have you heard anything on the radio?”

      She shakes her head. “Nothing. Shhhhh. . . ” She means static. “It’ll be a long time, baby, before anyone comes for us.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I say.

      “I hope so too.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m out on the hill, smoking the rest of the fish. I’m sure what Magda says is true, but I like to sit up here because it provides a perfect vantage point over Oosterholma and its chief points of entry.

      Down there is the old dock where the hospital and commissary used to stand, only the odd brick wall now carving a dark outline through the snow.

      Directly below me are the two lepers’ houses that became one, largely thanks to Khalid, who spent his last lonely years here taking from the one to augment the other. I wonder if he sat up here, at this self-same spot, looking out across the sound, as he slowly rotted away.

      What did he think, as he languished here all those years? Did he know what all his work would come to? That the little girl he saved from the rubble would one day return with a family of her own? Or did he die raging at the pointlessness and pain of it all? God, I think, can be cruel.

      Or perhaps a better word is—disinterested. In our ordinary agonies. He has bigger fish to fry.

      “Hands off!”

      He thought I couldn’t hear him creeping up the hill, the cheeky monkey. “You, boy, will have a belly as big as a whale!”

      I wave the skewer theatrically towards him. “Next time you go squirming across the ice, it’ll go creeeeeeeeeak.” I give him a tickle. He squeals with delight. “Isn’t it your bedtime?”

      He comes and huddles by me. “Have you seen any more?” he asks.

      “Any more what?”

      “You know—aeroplanes.”

      “Aeroplanes?” I say. “Who said anything about aeroplanes? Did your ma say anything?”

      “No.”

      “Akka, did she?”

      “No. I thought you did.”

      “I did? When was that?”

      The lad screws up his face, obviously trying to remember. “I don’t know. Just that you saw an aeroplane, when we were out on the ice. All lit up.”

      “Oh,” I say, “you were awake.”

      “When?”

      “When I saw it.”

      He shakes his head. “No,” he says carefully, “you were.” I look at him, into those dark oval eyes. There’s nothing canny there, sly. None that I can see anyway.

      “Dad,” he says.

      “Daniel,” I say.

      “Will I go?”

      “Where, lad?”

      “Over there,” he says, pointing out across the sound. The low winter sun is already beginning its descent, turning the sky an ember orange.

      “Come on, lad,” I say. “Let’s get you to bed.”
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