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Lasswick, 1985



‘ARE YOU ALL RIGHT, Elliot?’

Elliot was not all right. He had spent the morning in a daze, and now he found himself alone in an empty school corridor, blinking from yet another trance. Alone, that is, apart from Miss Craven, his French teacher, into whose face he was now staring. She was kind and pretty, only twenty-three. Her perfume broke his heart.

‘Yes, thank you, Miss Craven.’

‘Where are you supposed to be?’ 

‘Maths, I think. With Mr Mackenzie.’

She laughed.

‘That’s at the other end of C Block, you silly wally!’

She cradled his shoulder — he felt shudders of joy — and pointed him in the direction of his class.

‘Now get going. You don’t want to be late.’

‘Yes, Miss Craven.’

He wandered away down the corridor.

Later he tried to concentrate as Mr Mackenzie grumbled quadratics from the blackboard. But he could already feel another trance approaching. Everything around him — his book, the teacher’s bold sweeps across the board, the increasing looks of scorn from his classmates — seemed to be losing substance.

His eyes found the window to his left, and the school car park below.

‘Childs!’ growled Mr Mackenzie. ‘Eyes front.’

The boy did as he was told, but before he knew it his eyes had drifted back to the car park. Things looked different outside. Nothing had changed, but everything had. It was as if the world had acquired a new gravity. A new light. A new significance.

Something was about to happen; he could feel it. It was like a memory.

He saw his P.E. Teacher, Mr Hodges, carrying a huge pile of tennis rackets to the minibus. One fell and he heard a distant fuckit as the stocky man tried to rescue it, but the racket pile was too high and more fell off. He heard a singsong voice and heels rushing as Miss Craven arrived behind him, picking up the stray rackets and giggling. She helped him to the minibus and opened the rear door for him, then laid a hand on his shoulder as he thanked her. Mr Hodges threw the rackets in and she walked to her car, smiling in the sun with her keys jangling.

‘Elliot Childs!’

Mackenzie’s crimson face glared across the room at the boy.

‘Sir,’ he replied.

‘Are you finding the sight of Miss Craven’s rear end more interesting than quadratic equations?’

The classroom erupted with laughter.

‘Silence!’ he shouted, and the class obeyed.

‘Well?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Magnificent. Then concentrate.’

As the teacher turned his back, one of the boy’s classmates, Daniel Hough, turned from the seat in front and mimed a bout of furious masturbation at him. Two girls sniggered from the back.

The boy tried his book again, but he knew it was useless. The paper danced, and the numbers separated like leaves in the wind. He let his eyes return to the only sensible place — outside, where Miss Craven was getting into her blue Austin Allegro. 

Two veiny hands slammed down upon the boy’s desk, and Mackenzie’s fuming face was suddenly inches from his. The man’s eyes bored into him.

‘What,’ he said, thin lips trembling with rage, ‘is so incredibly fascinating out there, Childs, that could possibly distract you from my attempt to teach you quadratic equations?’

‘Sir,’ said the boy. ‘Mr Hodges, sir.’

Mr Mackenzie looked outside, where Mr Hodges was struggling with the minibus door. He huffed and reached for the cord to the window blind.

‘He needs to get that bloody van fixed,’ he muttered, and let the blinds fall.

His classmates’ amusement fell to derision as the classroom darkened, but the boy did not notice. He was already elsewhere, growing heady with the scent of Miss Craven’s perfume, which could not possibly have found its way into the room. 

He stood up. His last memory was the sound of his chair toppling into the desk behind.

He was outside. He was in Miss Craven’s car, in Miss Craven’s driving seat. He was Miss Craven. He was not just looking out of her eyes, not just borrowing her perspective; he was her with no trace of himself. He felt everything it was like to be her. He heard the voice of the disk jockey on her Allegro’s tinny radio, the squawking sound effects and jingle blasts that led up to his next record. He felt the gear stick between a small, soft hand and the click of long nails against the dashboard as she turned up the volume. He felt her loop the seatbelt over her shoulder, then felt a little jiggle of excitement as the next song began — ‘Don’t you Want me Baby?’ by the Human League. Oh, I love this song, he felt her think, or rather, he thought. 

He felt the pull of the car as it reversed out of the space, the seatbelt still looped, unfastened, over her shoulder. He felt her hand dawdle back from the radio, running a finger up the inside of one of her lovely legs, lingering a little near the hem, bringing a smile. He felt her humming the words to the song as she changed into first. 

The tingle on her thigh remained, married to some hazy thrill about something that was happening later that evening — I can’t wait to see him, she thought. She felt another rush between her legs, a rush that turned into a drive to push down on the accelerator as the song reached its chorus and she pulled away, full of joy. He felt her fingers reach for the volume and turn it up to full.

She was moving a little too fast. The seatbelt was still not fastened.

Something glinted. Blinded, she shielded her eyes against the sudden low sun streaming through the tree at the gate. She pulled down the sun visor and eased off the accelerator, caught her face in the mirror. There was a crumb on her cheek from her lunch. She picked it off and flicked it onto the seat beside her, pulling away with a little too much vigour.

She turned back to the windscreen and gasped at the sight of Mr Hodges leaping from the minivan, still cursing at the door. He saw her and froze, ducking into a crouch, his eyes and palms wide with fear. There was no time to brake. She swerved, missed him, swerved again and screamed. The seatbelt flew from her shoulder as the song played on at full blast.

Don’t you want me, baby?

The Allegro mounted the curb and she felt herself rising from the seat. Weightlessness, the urgent sound of tyres and metal, the sight of a large vertical bar rushing towards her. 

Don’t you want me, oh, oh, oh, oh…

Breath stolen from her as the steering wheel caught her in the trachea, a sharp, wet pain in her eyes as they moved through broken glass. Something pulling at her legs, then a sense of something splintering, and…

…The boy was standing up in the classroom.

The room was silent apart from the sound in his throat. He was speaking, but the words were deep and constricted by the position of his jaw, which was sunk upon his chest. His eyes were crossed and bulging and his tongue lolled. His right arm was rigid against his side, and his left was pointing at the window. He croaked like a toad.

‘Don’t you want me baby? You want me baby? Lamppost, lamppost, lamppost, legs, legs, legs. Don’t you want me b-b-b…’

The stutter seemed to break him from the trance. He swallowed and looked around.

Everyone was looking at him. Blank eyes, wrinkled noses, open mouths. Mr Mackenzie stood at the front, chalk aloft, his face unusually pale.

Daniel Hough’s finger shot out.

‘Look at his trousers!’ he said, in cracked teenage baritone.

Palms slapped mouths. Throats gasped. The boy looked down at the growing wet stain around the crotch of his charcoal C&A chinos. He felt a shudder of doom. A puddle was growing on the floor beneath him.

The room filled with laughter. Mr Mackenzie stormed the desks.

‘Silence! Be quiet!’

But the laughter continued, the spectacle too great to be quelled by a single man.

‘Silence!’

He picked up a board rubber and slammed its wooden edge against the desk. The laughter died away, replaced by nervous breaths and shoe shuffles.

‘Nobody is to make a sound. Do you hear me?’

The room was finally still and quiet.

‘Good. Now…’

Outside, there was a screech of tyres and the sudden blare of music. Everyone turned to the windows, but the blinds were still shut. Before Mackenzie could open his mouth to speak, there was a thump and a crash and the sound of glass breaking, then a car horn on permanently, the chorus of a song underneath.

‘Don’t you want me baby? Don’t you want me, oh…’

Mackenzie rushed to the window and pulled open the blinds. Chairs squealed on the floor as the rest of the class followed. The boy stood, rooted to his spot.

‘Oh, my Christ,’ breathed Mr Mackenzie. He turned to the flock of craning heads that had joined him. ‘Oh, my Christ. Get back, children, get back! Don’t look!’

But they had already seen. 

Outside, a blue Allegro’s front end was folded around the lamppost by the school reception. Steam and smoke hissed from the engine and broken glass littered the kerb. In front of it, on the ground before the doors of the school, lay Miss Craven, facedown in a growing red pool. Her head was pointing right, vertebrae bulged from her neck, and a long triangle of glass was sticking through the fabric of her jacket. Her legs were slick with blood.

Somebody screamed.
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ALL ONE
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London, Present Day



‘WHAT WOULD IT TAKE, I wonder, for us to regain this truth?’

The lights are down, the studio is quiet and my well-trousered legs are positioned in a firm but casual cross. I hold a clipboard, the clip of which, I have just realised, has an incredibly sharp corner. It has made a neat cut in my forefinger from which a glinting balloon of blood is now oozing. I make a vague mental note to tell Nina.

‘That we are, all of us, connected.’

The man talking opposite me is in his eighties, and wears a smart tweed suit and cream shirt. Professor Sir George Cooper-Wright has aged well and carries little in the way of tum or jowls. His shoe buckles gleam. The Truth Be Told audience are unusually hushed.

I, Elliot Childs, am behaving myself. I am being kind.

‘Be kind.’ That’s what my mother used to tell me. The only thing my mother used to tell me, in fact, due to the fact that she was mad. If she wasn’t offering me this advice, then she was papering the walls of our house with random photographs or drooling in her chair, looking out at the wind-ravaged Atlantic coastline upon which our ancient house teetered.

‘Be kind, Elliot, we’re all the same.’

Yeah…hard though isn’t it, eh, Mum? I mean, Christ, people: they’re everywhere.

You will have heard of my show — let’s face it, it’s all anybody’s talked about for two years. Essentially ‘chat’, but not like Graham Norton or good old Parky or Jay Leno across the pond. No, Truth Be Told is what would happen if you filmed Newsnight from the freak-show tent of a Sodom fairground. All are welcome — council estate dealer, city boy trader, pregnant teenager, politician, starlet, diva, rapper, singer-songwriter, doctor, lawyer, beggar, thief — it doesn’t matter who you are. So long as you have a story I can use to reflect upon our society’s merits or woes — mostly woes — then you are in, my lovely. We have big band glitz, comedy cutaways, guest performances and, of course, a live studio audience — my own angry mob, who respond to my every whim like a pack of dogs. It’s like a stream-of-consciousness carnival of vice, a hundred-mile-an-hour flaming death party careering through the end of days. 

And, like all parties, it always ends with fists and tears.

The twist, of course, is that nobody knows where those tears will come from. It could be who you expect, but not always. Your teenage mother with a heroin addict for a dad might end up being lauded for bravery. Your community nurse might be roasted for hypocrisy. And I mean roasted. You just never know.

But what exactly, I hear you ask, is a national treasure like George Cooper-Wright doing on my gutter-fuck of a show? 

Because this is all there is. This is what people watch now.

For those in the public eye, it’s a rite of passage; survive the Truth Be Told gauntlet and you’ve made it. What’s more — and I’m not boasting here (all right, you got me, totally boasting!) — it is by far the most watched show on television, so it really is the only place to promote your book/film/show/album/whatever cretinous bile Satan has vomited through your worthless being in exchange for your pitiful soul.

It’s simple: You come to me if you want to sell your wares. Or spread the word, just like George here. (He’s still talking, by the way.)

‘That we are all one thing on this pale blue dot.’

I mean, wow. Just wow.

Thursday’s show is winding down. The circus is over and we’re into the final segment — the refined bit, you might say. Basically we tone everything down and I have a one-to-one with a celebrity about some cause they’ve decided to paste their needy little names across. It’s what my co-producer Patti likes to call the ‘part with the heart’. It’s what I like to call ‘dead air’, but the advertisers seem to like it. Besides, it gives our audience something to make them feel better about themselves. They can’t be all bad if they clap politely at whatever bleeding heart we’ve got simpering for them that week as well as scream for the blood of the social washouts. Can they?

Well, actually, yes. Yes, they very much can.

Before the break I gleefully exposed the affair of a Sheffield mother named Tracy with her own father-in-law — a dribble of a man with whom she has also allowed the youngest of her three children to have a little too much ‘alone time’ than is appropriate. Since Tracy believed she was on the show to lambast her husband — a loser with eyes like sinkholes and one knee trapped in a perpetual bounce draining the fumes of his last hit — she is understandably upset. 

Now, she and her newly enlightened family are being made to sit in the shadows while I interview Sir George. You can still see Tracy fidgeting in the background, and her husband’s knee now bouncing at twice its normal rate. The low lighting calms the audience too. They’re exhausted, poor mites, after all that shouting, and now they lie like tranquillised hounds, eyes drooping to their master.

George is still rambling on.

‘…For our children to be born into a world in which this understanding is held as the highest, most sacred thing, well…I think this would be a wonderful thing. And this at least is my hope. But I still wonder. What would it take?’

There is a pause and the camera cuts to me. 

‘Well, indeed, indeed,’ I say. ‘And who better to answer that question than you?’

I read from my clipboard.

‘CBE, Professor, Knight of the Realm, you cut your teeth on BBC radio in the 1950s.’

George nods and smiles, remembering with me.

‘A young man, fresh out of Cambridge and brimming with inventive ideas about archaeology, mathematics and psychology. You rode the great surge of pop science, straight into the turbulent tides of the 1960s, where you joined anti-nuclear movements and led countless peace protests before writing your first book, Be What You Are. Your unique style of writing made this accessible exploration of human consciousness and behaviour a worldwide bestseller, and it is cited by thousands across the globe as one of the most powerful self-help books ever written.’

I pause. George still smiles, but looks at his feet. He is humble.

‘In the 1970s and 1980s you cast off your academic image and adopted the flares, long hair and scraggy beard…’

A forty-year-old photo of him posing in blue dungarees with Noddy Holder and a host of puppets springs up on the screen behind him. The audience laughs and George blushes, head in hand.

 ‘…of the country’s favourite zany TV scientist. Kids loved you and so did their parents. You were on Tomorrow’s World for ten years and that period of your career etched your name on a generation, who still to this day remember you fondly.

‘In the ’90s you began to write again, publishing searing books about capitalism and the ravages that modern economics were having on the world, filming epic documentaries into rainforests, one of course — The Careless World — winning countless awards. In the last ten years you have turned your attention to activism once again. And your latest cause is called Mindful Child. Professor Sir George Cooper-Wright, a warm welcome to the show and thank you for coming on today.’

More applause, really warm stuff too, nothing like the blood lust that accompanied poor fat Tracy’s bit. I spot her in the shadows behind and — oh, fuck me! — she goes to clap along, only making a few before her hands fall to her sizeable lap.

‘Professor…’ I say.

‘George, please,’ he says, to titters.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, yes, really, I don’t use my titles.’

Titles. Plural.

George continues. ‘There are too many names for people these days, don’t you think?’

He looks to the audience, who murmur agreement, despite not having a clue what he is talking about.

‘Too many things to set us apart. Did you know that for a brief period during the Spanish Revolution of 1936, the people of Catalonia dropped all titles completely? It didn’t matter whether you were a barber or a general, you were just called by your name. A very old, dear friend of mine was there. He said it was the most freedom he’s ever experienced. Nobody was above or below each other, just Pablo or Esteban…’

I lean forward and place a hand on his knee.

‘Elliot and George.’

He pats my hand and laughs. The audience laughs. I swear even I get the urge, and I know what’s about to happen.

‘Yes, quite! Sorry, Elliot, I’m already rambling.’

‘We like the rambling though, George! Don’t we?’

I turn to the audience, who cheer as welcomingly as they are able.

‘Please, don’t ever stop rambling!’

‘Thank you, thank you, I intend to keep rambling for some time.’

‘Marvellous! Well, George, tell me about your latest project, Mindful Child. It sounds fascinating.’

‘Thank you, Elliot and, er…oh good grief, must we keep that picture up there?’

More laughter from the audience. I swing helplessly between the screen and the production room.

‘Ha ha, yes, right, can we? Er…could we lose it? There we go.’

The screen switches to something more respectable; our national treasure tinkering with a transistor in his youth.

‘Thank you, much better,’ says George. ‘There are some things you’d rather not be reminded of.’

I’m trying not to smile too much, but it’s hard…because ain’t that the truth, Georgy-boy? Ain’t that the truth.

George blusters.

‘Where was I? Oh yes, you wanted me to talk about Mindful Child?’

‘That’s right.’

He scratches his head. A little fidget with his stick. I wonder for a moment what it must be like to view life from his altitude. To stare, windswept, down that tower of years and see how it all fits together — whether it all fits together — the scraps and shreds that flutter from the steep face, the barely held-together snaps, claws and pulleys that connect each second. I wonder which moments he shrinks from, and how many.

I consider, briefly, finding out. It would only take a few seconds. But no, not today.

‘Well now, let me see. I first became interested in the psychology of children back in…1962 I believe, in Harvard, studying for my doctorate in Behavioural Science. Part of my thesis involved a study of how language is taught and learned, and how it evolves. I was particularly interested in crossover languages, Pidgin English in the West Indies, for example. Did you know that in Jamaican Patois, there is no differentiation between “you” or “I”? That’s why they say “I and I”.’

‘I’ve often wondered,’ I lie with enthusiasm. 

‘Yes, yes, and if you believe Fodor…’

‘Who?’

‘Jerry Fodor, American cognitive scientist, a dear friend, sorry…’

I know who Fodor is, but my hounds do not. I can feel them bristling at this reminder of their intellectual worth. We’re connected, my hounds and I.

‘If you believe Fodor, then language is a reflection of how our brain thinks. For the Jamaicans, there really is no distinction between You…’

He makes a friendly swipe at me with his finger, then turns it on himself.

‘Or me. You see? No difference at all. In the mind of that language, we’re all the same, all one.’

‘Right, right.’

I did not enjoy the finger swipe, and the expression ‘all one’ unsettles me beyond words.

‘And how does this tie in with children?’

‘Well, the other thing I was interested in was how children develop a sense of identity, a sense of self…’

‘And you worked with children, didn’t you?’ I say.

‘Yes, yes, I…’

‘In the ’60s and ’70s, you spent quite a large amount of time studying them at play and in their homes.’

‘That’s right, Elliot, and something I would say…to anyone, in fact…is don’t believe the TV adage of never working with children or animals. The hours I have spent with children have been some of the most rewarding of my life. You only have to spend a few minutes in a five-year-old’s company to change your perspective on existence. They are limitless in the freedom with which they view the world.’

‘And what did you discover,’ I say. ‘In these rewarding times.’

George’s beard gives a little quiver of doubt. A solitary stone has loosened at the top of his tower — it is a stumble, but nothing major and he composes himself just as quickly as he was disarmed. He adjusts his seating position, takes a breath and finds a spot on the studio carpet to stare at whilst he considers his next line. Pure theatre, this chap.

‘We are all born with an innate sense of oneness with our surroundings. Piaget saw this…’

‘Who, sorry?’

That bristle again in my hounds.

‘My apologies, Jean Piaget, one of the trailblazers in child psychology. He saw that children wave at themselves when you wave at them. They see themselves as a part of you. There is no difference, all one, just like the languages I studied. There is only the space between us to differentiate us. Of course, we soon learn otherwise, or rather, we soon unlearn this…truth.’

He looks at me on the last word, a pulse of enticement in his eye.

‘And with Mindful Child you hope to reteach this?’

‘Yes, indeed we do. We hope to introduce meditative skills to children and schools and nurseries across the country. Meditation is the single most effective tool we have as individuals to recognise what we are.’

‘Fascinating,’ I say, displaying my most amiable smile with another touch of George’s knee. ‘So you could say you’re the Jamie Oliver of the soul then.’

George throws back his head in laughter. The audience obey with their own dense version of mirth.

‘Very good, yes, I suppose that’s as good a way of describing it as any, ha ha,’ he says.

‘Right, right, well, we have a short film that shows just what Mindful Child has been doing in schools, just take a look at this.’

The film starts up on the big screen. Makeup swoop in, padding our faces. 

‘Am I doing all right?’ asks George.

‘Just fine, George. Just fine. Not long now.’

After the film, we talk some more. I mostly let him ramble, making the right noises at the right moments. 

‘I mean, Elliot, you see a lot of different people from every walk of life in your job. What do you think we are?’

He pauses. Clearly he wants me to give him the wrong answer.

‘Human beings?’ I say. 

George grins like an uncle hiding a coin.

‘That is only a part of the truth. The truth is that we are all part of something much bigger than ourselves, or in fact something much simpler and broader. A living entity, what you might call a universal consciousness.’

‘You think we are all one thing? One consciousness?’

‘We are not as separate as we like to think. We are not just little boxes operating alone. My theory, which I first began to develop, albeit crudely, in Be What You Are is that we unlearn this truth far too well. Society — especially in the West, and especially after the self-glorification of ’80s capitalism took hold — encourages us to think of ourselves as uniquely separate individuals, a self-aware unit each out for our own survival. It does very little to remind us of the truth we were born with. Society is, in fact, an evolving beast that relies on us believing in our own separation. It is trying to hijack our beings, to trick us into thinking we are not already a single system — that we should become this other thing, a cruel thing, a perilous thing.’

‘You think society is cruel and perilous?’

George sighs, and some sad or awkward thought announces itself by way of a crumpled brow.

‘The, er, people you have on your show,’ he says, turning in his seat. ‘People like the Brannigan family here, they are perhaps not so deserving of your scorn, of or judgement. Or that of your audience. They are real people.’

He taps the floor with his stick on each word, taking care not to sound too angry.

‘With real problems and real challenges to overcome in very hard situations. Perhaps if society hadn’t abandoned them or taught them that the only way to live is by looking after themselves, idealising their bodies and seeking wealth beyond anything else, perhaps if they were treated with more kindness, perhaps if they were encouraged to be more mindful of their own realities instead of being encouraged to parade their perceived problems in front of strangers like…’

Something in the flourish he delivers on the word parade tips the scale. This has gone far enough.














YOU
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BEFORE I GO ON, you should know that I hold you in the utmost esteem. Man or woman, black or white, rich or poor, soldier or psychopath. Son to a carpenter, daughter to a god, dustman, CEO, Sunset Boulevard supermodel or a Dubai sewer cleaner; beggar, king, prostitute, chariot racer. Prophet or dictator, Hitler or Gandhi. Whoever you are, the challenges your life has presented to you have — I know — been difficult. 

You have won, lost, failed, succeeded, fallen, risen, cried, laughed, watched the things you hoped for die, faced the things you feared the most, loved and hated in equal measure. And you have accomplished all of this under the weight of one undeniable truth — that you are, one day, going to die.

And amongst all this, there have been times, I’m sure, when you have been lost in some game or expedition of the mind and — for a few short, blissful moments — utterly forgotten that you were anything at all, that you were, in fact, a you. 

But then you remember that you are. And you think that you have been put here in this strange place, either by divine hand or the twisting snakes of evolution. You have been called to exist as a being amongst other beings. 

It rattles you.

Sometimes, through dark streets, or from a window wreathed in smoke, or on a crowded bus, or as you pierce the flesh of your enemy, you find yourself asking the same, nagging questions: What is this place? Why am I here? And who are all these other beings, being anything but me?

Whether you have spent your life in the squalor and shit of a tenement or the breezy halls of a palace, these questions have clung to you and life has been equally hard.

(Although, I will grant you, it may have smelled differently.)

But here you are, surviving the years. You’re at the tip of evolution, alive and breathing and reading these words. Well done. Go you.

So once again, know that I respect you.

But that doesn’t mean I have to like you.
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‘This is the part where you tell us, George.’

My voice enters the studio like a blade through a moonlit drape. 

This is the part. My catchphrase; the trigger that tells the audience, and my guest, that I am about to say something. Something that’s good for the audience, good for me, but extremely bad for the guest.

George flusters to a breathy halt. You can almost hear the mob’s ears prick up. Lips are smacking, hungry again.

‘Wh-what?’

‘This is the part where you tell us: Why children?’

‘Well it’s like I said.’ George softens and croons. ‘Children are unique in their appraisal of the world and they remind us of how we once saw it too, so…’

I toss my clipboard on the table beside me.

‘Yeah, yeah, but I mean, really. I think we all want to know. Why children?’

Another quiver of our beloved professor’s beard. 

‘Er…er...’

‘Was Annie Fields unique?’

An image fades up on the screen behind us. It’s a mottled photograph of a seven-year-old girl with pigtails and a haze of freckles. The picture is at least forty years old. George, now terrified, turns to face the image.

‘I…I…what does….what in the hell…?’

‘Was she special, George?’

Photographs flip by on the screen. George working with Annie Fields in a classroom. George showing Annie an old computer. George and Annie playing catch. Tests and smiles, an arm on her shoulder. The final one is of him hugging her close as she paints a kitten. George reels in horror.

‘Why was she special? George?’

George looks back at me. His voice trembles.

‘What exactly are you trying to imply?’

‘You had many children in your care, George. Children like Annie Fields, George, who made allegations of sexual misconduct against you in the 1970s and 1980s…’

I have planned this sentence carefully in advance, because the audience hear these words, in order: many…children…George…children…George…allegations…sexual…

They respond with a low tide of gasps.

‘What? This is preposterous! I won’t —’

‘Sexual allegations that were buried by you, with the help of your publishers and production company.’

Tuts, more gasps, warning murmurs. I’m sure I can smell torches being lit.

‘They were withdrawn! Annie Fields was shown to be…to be…’

‘To be what, George?’

‘I can’t say, it’s her family, they would— ’

‘Her family?’

‘The allegations were withdrawn! I did nothing wrong! They didn’t want this to be made public! How could you…?’

But it’s already enough for the mob. They have woken from their stupor and moved on from gasping and tutting into full-strength baying. George looks around the room like a terrified rabbit. I stand.

‘The truth, Professor, is that you abused your position to gain access to children to satisfy your desires, am I right?’

George’s eyes are bulging. The audience move in.

‘No!’

‘And now you’re launching a program to give you more access to children, which you are clearly going to use to your advantage once again. Correct?’

‘No! No, no, no, no!’

I keep on, but it doesn’t really matter what I say now — my hounds have made their choice. I could be reciting the Geneva Convention or the lyrics to ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ — any words I utter are now just slaps to their hinds.

In the background, shadows move. The Brannigan family are up. The crowd are pulling them in. Anything, perhaps, anything to deflect attention from their own shame.

‘The allegations were false! They were withdrawn! Annie Fields was a very damaged child, she was abused by her father, not me! I tried to help her but she was confused, she needed care, but they got to her, they got to her…’

It doesn’t matter what George says now either. My words are the bait and his are the flesh. Five hundred underworked bodies lift themselves from the seats above in a surge of blind condemnation. 

I am awash with endorphins. Deep, heady bliss engulfs me like a fresh pelt.

It is so easy, I think. This separation.

George has given up protesting. He has turned from the baying crowd, trying to collect himself and stand. His microphone wire catches on the chair and he stumbles, almost falling. I do nothing to steady him and he stands for a moment, midway between fall and upright with elbow bent. The noise of the crowd soars. Some of them are making their way to the front. Mr Brannigan — Tracy’s beau — also seems to be making his feelings clear. After all, he has just found out that his father has been abusing his youngest son. It’s only natural that he’s tense. George remains motionless in mid-fall, caught between the forces that pull him down and those he can muster to counter them. I think, idly, that this is fitting. 

The show’s closing music starts and I face the screen. I maintain calm beneath the surge of adrenaline currently having its wicked way with me. A chair flies past, landing somewhere near the band. Security trots on, making a half-hearted barrier around old George. Two men charge the stage, one of whom is immediately taken out by a buff guard with ginger hair.

‘Don’t forget to tune in tomorrow,’ I shout up at camera four. ‘When I’ll have none other than politician Callum Hunt on the show.’

There’s a cheer from some small corner of the audience who have not yet engaged in the action. 

‘Hunt is of course both praised and criticised…whoa, watch it! Ha!…for the same thing: his unashamed and…yikes! Easy fella!…honest approach to politics. This guy pulls no punches, folks, and that’s what we like on Truth be Told. I’ll be talking with him about his independent campaign and then with activist Mary O’Brien…

A less enthusiastic cheer at this name.

‘…about food banks. That’s all from me, I’ll see you tomorrow. That’s if this bloody rain stops anyway! Gah! And remember, look after yourself, because…’

I cup my ear as another rabble wades past, jeering the remainder of my second catchphrase — nobody else will.

‘Ain’t that the truth! Goodnight folks!’

I take one last look at the bewildered George, then at the audience, who hate him, and as the music and my blood surge, I exit, stage left.














BELTER
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THE SWING DOORS CLATTER behind me and I drop down the steps, two at a time, leaping the final three onto the main exit corridor to my dressing room. The walls are lined with people: production staff, audience members who have wangled their way backstage, guests from earlier in the show and a few suits milling about whom I don’t recognise. One girl, who I remember had been on to talk about her brother’s credit card debt, smiles at me as I pass through the mist of her perfume. It’s a cheap brand but she’s used it sparingly. I give her a little wink. 

There are shouts and grins. One man in his twenties steps out in front of me, beaming. His body and face bulge with excess and he wears a T-shirt explaining just how positively he feels about beer. His belly jiggles with excitement. ‘Elliot!’ he shouts, as if just letting me know that he has recognised me by reciting my nomenclature will impress me to the point that I will want to be his friend.

My path is blocked, and for a horrifying second I think he might be trying to tell me he wants a cuddle. I flash him a look — a close relative of the one I gave our shamed professor as I dished out his punishment, but nowhere near as dangerous — and he withers a little. Then I smile at him.

‘All right, mate?’ I say, in my best South London drawl, and I give his hot, damp, fat-caked shoulder a single slap. This brings him immense pleasure.

‘All right,’ he twitters, and I pass safely on my way, wiping my palm on my jacket.

My PA, Nina, catches up with me, muttering something into her headset. A swarm of people have decided to follow us, and she nods at a couple of security guards, who usher them back. 

‘Good show, Mr Childs?’ asks Nina, breathlessly. She is a small woman and having trouble keeping up with me. I turn left towards the lifts. Nina’s heels click behind me.

‘Good?’ I reply. ‘That, my little Nina, was a fucking belter.’

The lift arrives and we step inside. I grin at her as the lift rises. She is a young, attractive Indian girl — high caste — and I have often considered the pros and cons of pushing things a little too far over the accepted boundaries of behaviour between boss and PA. Right now, the pendulum hangs in the balance, right in the middle. Unfortunately for me, Nina is a very talented personal assistant whom I would have great difficulty replacing. 

In short, she is too good at her job to fuck.

The lift pings and the doors open onto the fifth floor. 

‘What do you have for me?’ I say as we walk to my dressing room.

‘A few things this evening,’ she says, tracing a pen down her clipboard.

I tut.

‘Disappointing. Go on then.’

‘Meet and greet with some of the audience.’

‘Fuck’s sake, really?’

‘I’m afraid so, Mr Childs.’

‘How many?’

‘Five. Two from the show and three who won a competition.’

She shows me her clipboard.

‘What competition?’

‘The one you put out in Cosmo.’

‘Jesus Christ, a bit of warning next time, eh? Right, let’s see now…’

I run my finger down the list.

‘Her…and her. The rest can fuck off.’

‘What should I tell them?’

‘I don’t fucking know. Tell them I’m very sorry, last-minute business, big boy made me do it, dog ate it, shat my pants, don’t care, make something up, all right?’

‘Fine.’

‘What’s next?’

‘Dinner at the Cherry Tree.’

‘Who with?’

‘Some investors from New York to talk about the US show.’

‘That explains those suits in the corridor. Patti will be there too, right?’

I’m a little pissed off now. The buzz from the show is dwindling and suddenly I have two things I would rather not be doing to look forward to.

‘Anything else? Come on, Nina.’

‘Yes, just one more thing…’

‘Oh, by the way, my fucking clipboard…’

I shoulder through the door to my dressing room. We are five floors up in what used to be a riverside Victorian mill. Inside is red brick and floorboard, bigger than most London flats. Leather sofas circle a huge television. A mahogany desk and bar take up the other side of the room, and a large window at the back provides the light. A fire escape leads down from a balcony, and the Thames worms by beneath us, trailing death and decay. Beyond, suffering its second week of torrential rain, sprawls the jagged London skyline.

I enjoy having a view like this; it provides distance. Because the thing about this city is that you’re never far from the crumbling ruins of what it used to be. It doesn’t matter how many steel structures you erect, there is always some reminder of the rot beneath it all. You’re never far from a wood-wormed banister, or a weed-filled puddle, or a graffiti-scrawled wall, or a person. 

Or a rat.

A tall, sleek-haired man in a three-thousand pound suit beams at me from the centre of the room. Nina clears her throat.

‘…First you have a meeting with Mr Hunt,’ she finishes.

‘Elliot,’ booms Callum Hunt. His accent is well-measured — just enough of the hills to suggest soul and substance, just enough of the Glasgow to harden his words with gritty charm. 

‘Callum,’ I say, heading for the bar. ‘Wasn’t expecting you.’

‘Thought I’d drop in, run over a few things before tomorrow.’

‘Drink?’

‘Please.’

I pour two vodkas.

From the corner of my eye I catch Nina still standing in the doorway. 

‘Anything else, Nina?’

‘No. Meet-and-greet’s in five.’

‘Thanks.’

She leaves and I pass Callum his drink.

‘Some show tonight,’ he says, reclining in an armchair. ‘That poor bastard didn’t know what hit him.’

‘That’s the idea, Callum.’

He nods in appreciation.

‘So, the show tomorrow. Just wanted to make sure we’re on the same page with our friend, Mary.’

‘Mary O’Brien isn’t my friend. I’m taking her down, you needn’t worry about that.’

Hunt’s expression sours at my suggestion that he’s anything but in control of the situation. I hear the tectonics of rage shifting in the tone of his voice.

‘A man like me doesn’t worry, Elliot. He just makes the necessary checks.’

Callum Hunt — what can I tell you? He gives new meaning to the phrase ‘political animal’. He’s in his forties now but he started young, blitzing through the ’90s and the glory days of New Labour, defecting to the Tories after 9/11 and spending the next ten years gallivanting through parties like a teenager in a whorehouse. 

But he soon grew tired of the Westminster guffaws and set up as an independent, using the might of his media empire and an army of the country’s best PR minds. Not that he needs them. Callum Hunt is a PR machine. He needs no guidance.

‘Checks?’

‘You’re a wild card, Elliot. That’s your thing. Unpredictable, untethered, I like it. Just so long as I know which way you’re flying. I wouldn’t want to find myself in George’s shoes, and neither would you. You wouldn’t find me —ah — stumbling quite as readily.’

‘We had a deal, Callum. You needn’t worry.’

I said ‘worry’ again. A bit risky, that, even for me.

He clears his throat to let it be known that he’s letting me off for a second time. I’m so naughty sometimes.

‘Like I said — I’m not worried. But all the same, I’d like to know we share a common interest. Tell me where you stand on O’Brien. Personally, I mean.’

You might remember Mary O’Brien from the ’90s. She started as one of those in-between presenters on the late-night ‘yoof’ shows, green hair and awful clothes running between studios or out on the street annoying people in pubs. She was famous for that spot where she planted a girl in a club and filmed her with hidden cameras. The girl would wait on her own to be chatted up, recording all the dreadful pick-up lines her would-be suitors tried on her. Then our Mary would swoop in and corner the poor wankers, reeling off a series of cock-withering comebacks. Students loved it — girls especially, of course. She got her own show — late night, BBC2 — then morning television, a few months covering for a breakfast show presenter, a failed single-series sitcom followed by a stint on the afternoon slot for a North West local radio station.

After dropping from the collective consciousness and spending the early part of the twenty-first century in obscurity, she resurfaced in 2011 with a surprise book. It was called Join the Dots and was, on the surface, a nauseating memoir of a two-year-long backpacking trip around South America and Africa but was, beneath the surface, a nauseating narrative on the importance of community.

Surprise, surprise, Mary’s book was the Christmas bestseller that year. Work offers flooded in — television, advertising and the like — all of which she turned down. Instead, she used her new soapbox to launch campaign after campaign for each and every left-wing, liberal, do-good cause that caught her eye. Her latest one is to save the food banks. That’s why she’s coming on the show. We’re going to talk about hunger.

Basically, she represents everything I am not. She is my opposite, my yin, my nemesis. 

Oh. And, er, did I mention that she used to be as fat as a horse? She’s not anymore, you understand, not now she’s slimmed down for her cause. It wouldn’t do to be obese if your raison d’être is the redistribution of food to the homeless, poverty-stricken and starving, now would it?

But boy, was she a bloater, and she does not like to be reminded of it.

I drain my drink and pour another, scrolling through my phone with my free hand. I see that I’ve been active on social media this morning — a few supportive tweets for the PM’s speech on immigration and one condemning the assailants of a one-armed Olympic athlete who was mugged at the weekend. I didn’t make these personally, of course; Nina would have seen to them. I used to do everything myself, but ever since I caused that — what do they call it, Twitter Storm — with what I thought were some pretty witty and insightful comments about Mexicans, it was decided that we should probably check and proof things before I let my Tweets twitter off. 

Now it’s all regulated. Nina knows the drill so well now that she’s virtually me, albeit a me that’s been squeezed through a tube of taste and political correctness that I’d rather not be squeezed through. It’s a me without the me-ness, which is basically how everyone is on social media.

I’m not banned completely, you understand; I just have to follow the agreed standards. I scroll down the LOLs and insults and see Mary O’Brien’s name whizz by. Useful. I backtrack slowly till the Tweet reappears.





  
    
      	
        


      
      	
        Mary O’Brien ‏@yourmaryobrien 2hrs

        Looking forward to appearing on the Truth Be Told show with @theelliotchilds tomorrow. Maybe I’ll learn something…or maybe he will. #PigsMightFly

        


      
      	
        


      
    

  





Well. Well, I mean really. Thank you, Mary. Thank you.

‘Mary O’Brien stands for inclusiveness, acceptance and equality,’ I say, idly thumbing my reply. I show Hunt the screen.





  
    
      	
        


      
      	
        Elliot Childs ‏@theelliotchilds Just now.

        @yourmaryobrien #PigsMightFly — that they might, Mary. What is it from Dublin these days, Ryan Air? 

        


      
      	
        


      
    

  








‘She’s the enemy, Callum.’ 

‘Elliot.’ Hunt beams, handing me the phone. ‘I had no idea you were so political.’

‘I’m not. Never have been. It’s just that…’

I spread my hands, Jesus-style.

‘We’re all in this together? Never appealed to me.’

Callum pouts and looks sagely at the floor. Then he takes his drink to the window, gazes out at the apocalyptic swathes of rain battering the city and sighs. It’s the kind of sound that would, if you heard it from the entrance of a cave, make you reconsider your evening’s accommodation.

‘It’s all gone to fuck, Elliot, and it’s their fault. Liberal, lefty, communist, socialist, fucktards. They’ve had their time and it’s over. They’ve failed. You know that, I know that, everyone knows it. It’s time for the big boys to step in and take control, right?’

He turns.

‘Only question is, Elliot, which side are you on?’

‘I’m not sure I follow.’

He gives me a once-over, then nods to himself as if he’s decided something.

‘This time next year I’m going to be running this shit-hole.’

I’m somewhat taken aback — I had no idea Hunt had his eyes set on my studios. I must have shown it too, because he grins and sets me straight.

‘The country, Elliot. I’m going to be running the country. Everything’s in place. I know what’s going to happen, when it’s going to happen, and who it’s going to happen to. What stories, which papers, whose glory, whose disgrace. Hell of a year coming up, but at the end of it I’ll be the man in charge. Do you believe me?’

‘I have no reason not to.’

His smile twitches and he gives a dry huff — another free pass, probably my last. He ambles towards me, heels knocking sharply on oak.

I decide to adjust my tone.

‘You’re sure to make a strong —’

But he’s not interested.

‘I’m building a new world, Elliot, ground up, and people like O’Brien have no place in it. But you do. You’re a strong voice and people listen to you. They like you.’

He stops in front of me, taking full advantage of his three-inch height advantage.

‘Even though you’re a cunt.’

The word shivers between us like a lit fuse. I sense it is my move.

‘Because I’m a cunt,’ I reply.

His face stretches into a grin.

‘Now you’re talking my language.’

He waggles his empty glass. I take it to the bar.

‘What I’m trying to say, Elliot, is that a voice like yours, well, that’s power. With that many people in the palm of your hand, you can influence a generation. Tell them what to think, how to feel, what to like, what to fear.’ 

I pour our drinks, letting him speak.

‘I need the right people on my team. I need people with balls who aren’t afraid to speak up, who won’t kowtow to all those pansy-arsed bleeding hearts out there. What I absolutely don’t need is uncertainty. Grey thinking, soul-searching, flaky behaviour — none of that can happen on my watch.’

I hand him his drink.

‘So, you want people to say what they like, so long as it’s what you like.’

‘Play on my team and I’ll guarantee you absolute freedom to say and do as you please.’

‘What makes you think I don’t already have it?’

He gives me a look that suggests I should know better.

‘I know you’re under fire, Elliot. All those cheap-suited wankers upstairs trying to soften you for the sponsors, all those bastard, parasitic lawyers scared of a fight. I had them too back in the day, but I’ve brushed them aside. And I can do the same for you.’

He begins to rotate his glass, and looks down into the thick swirls of liquor coating its sides.

‘And, er, let’s not forget that my team has the most sweeties. And we all like sweeties, don’t we?’

‘By sweeties, I assume you mean cash.’

Hunt raises his glass.

‘Do we have a deal?’

He’s right, of course; the world is changing. I was being honest when I said I was not politically minded, but things are pretty shaky out there and I want to be on the right side of the line, so to speak. 

But Hunt…I wonder: Is he being honest?

Now, there are a number of tried and tested methods you can employ to tell you if a person is lying. You have the usual body language tells — fidgeting, touching the face, shallow breathing, that kind of thing. Then changes in speech — slower or faster, higher or lower — forced smiles, phrase repetition, honestly, it’s a whole art form in itself.

A better way is to ask them point blank if they’re lying. A challenge like that usually releases such a cavalcade of tells that they may as well be a fruit machine at a funeral.

Of course, the problem with challenges is that they kind of put your would-be fibber in a bad mood. And I don’t particularly want to put Hunt in one of them.

No, the best method of determining whether someone is lying — the 100% undisputed, infallible, surefire method — is to know exactly what that person is thinking. You need to get inside their heads.

And that is something that I, Elliot Childs, happen to be able to do.

















SOMEBODY ELSE'S DREAM
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WHEN I WAS A boy I had a dream. I was standing in a field beneath a slate-coloured sky filled with the sound of waves breaking, slow and enormously against some distant, megalithic shore. But closer was the sound of scratching, like a rodent’s claws on wood. 

In my hand I held a taut string connected to a paper plane, which soared in slow circles above. An immense crowd of strangers surrounded me, each with a flat oval of skin where their face should have been. I was lost within them with nothing but my paper plane.

Then whatever was scratching broke through and the dream became another; one that had nothing to do with me.

In the morning I told my father.

‘I had a dream last night,’ I said, standing at his office door. ‘But it wasn’t mine. I didn’t like it.’

I expected no response; my father was a distracted man who, when he wasn’t abroad, locked himself in his office — a tumbling cityscape of books and paper — and worked on things I did not understand. Even the most cursory of responses — a grunt, nod or, if I was lucky, a smile over his shoulder — would have thrilled me beyond measure. But this time he stopped, his finger scratching to a halt halfway through a line of words. He turned to face me and my face flushed.

‘What was your dream, Elliot?’ he said, removing his spectacles.

‘I told you, it wasn’t my dream. I was somebody else, another boy standing on a bench with other children. It was too hot and too bright and my collar was far too tight. Everybody was wearing strange clothes. How could I have had someone else’s dream?’

My father looked down at me with a quizzical smile. Then he replaced his spectacles and said: ‘We must always take things to their logical conclusions, Elliot. Now go to school.’

So I did. It was the day Miss Craven died. Ever since then, well…It’s been handy, this gift of mine, and there was a time when I did it with everyone. Knowing what someone is thinking does tend to put you one step ahead of the opposition.

But it’s not pleasant. It will never be as bad as the first time—that nauseous reel into the death of my teacher. But still, being another person…Put it this way: You don’t get to pick and choose their thoughts. It’s not like a buffet. You get the lot, all at once, and take it from me: That’s not something you want, even for just a few seconds. So now I only do it when I must.

I call it diving because that’s what it feels like: a slow suck of gravity and pressure into the strange gloop of another. 

It starts with smell. 

That’s my route in — a rope, you might say, that leads me down from the shallows of somebody’s senses and into the depths of their being. The smell in Hunt’s nose is overridden by the afterglow of cocaine. Perhaps he had a bump before I entered the dressing room. Beneath that tang is expensive brandy and something I don’t recognise at first, but then realise is me, Elliot. The unique smell of my skin, clothes, breath and hair. You never truly smell yourself until you’re somebody else. And it’s always a surprise.

Then comes touch. I am still me at this point, still Elliot Childs looking back at Callum Hunt. Only now I have aromas that don’t belong in my nose, and the feeling of bones, skin, muscle and fabric replacing my skeleton. It is a creeping sensation that starts at the scalp, prickling, and then enveloping me in a cloak of flesh.

It moves faster now. Sounds arrive in my ear, replacing my own. I have a sense of being in an echo chamber — jarring reverberations everywhere.

Then sight. Darkness at first, fizzing with fragments, and then a switch, and suddenly I am looking back at myself — hearing new breath, feeling a new heartbeat, seeing a different person. But I am still me, still Elliot. My thoughts are still my own. The shape of the world is still familiar.

Then, finally comes taste. This is when things become truly unpleasant. You taste not just recent food or drink, but the person’s teeth, their tongue and cheek flesh, and the gas from their bellies. Hunt’s mouth is dry from the gak and ravaged by a stringent flavour that I recognise as burgeoning hunger. He hasn’t eaten since lunchtime — an overcooked steak at his club — and it is with the knowledge of this information that I know I am about to leave the shallows of his senses.

And I become him. Amazing, isn’t it?

At once, everything that was Elliot Childs is whirled away. I no longer know what it is like to be me anymore. I’m not even aware that this is happening. All I know is that I am Callum Hunt and that I am looking at Elliot Childs, thinking, What is he waiting for? A hug?

Things are very different in here. They always are. The shape of everyone’s thoughts is excruciatingly unique — Callum’s are like pits and spires carved into an ice sea. I can look at these thoughts from any angle — up, down, around, sideways. They stretch out infinitely. Memories and expectations are all the same. Huge icebergs and dark, tubular holes, blue and black and searing white. Everywhere is the sound of whistling. His days are circular in shape, with clusters of activity at certain points, like fluff attached to ribbon.

Callum doesn’t know this is how his thoughts feel — nobody does. Your thoughts have been with you since birth; they are the only things you have ever known and you have nothing to compare them against. I only know how different Callum’s are — as everyone’s are — when I return and compare them against my own.

Now I am waiting for that strand connecting Elliot and Callum to snap back when it has found what it is looking for, which is, in this case, the truth.

Waiting. Between the ice sculptures are vast tracts of nothing that I will later understand to be the calm resolve with which he conducts every meeting. I feel that nothing will come. But then, there, a glimmer. The presence of something. I snap back, and every sense snaps with me.

My heart is beating fast, my head spins and my throat is dry — symptoms that are common with every dive and which I have learned to hide well.

I swallow and steady myself. I am Elliot again, and I know that Callum Hunt is telling the truth.




[image: Image]



I raise my glass.

‘You had me at “cunt”,’ I say.

He grins.

‘Trust, Elliot. No flaking out on me. That never ends well.’

There are dozens of stories about Hunt and the methods he employs to keep his network in line. The reporter found dead in the Manchester Ship Canal, strangled by his own camera strap. The PA who disappeared at an Ascot press event, and whose body was found three months later in a Kansas junkyard. The Lord’s stately home up in smoke, with nothing left but bones and ash. All these stories are well-known, but nobody ever brings them up, least of all the police. Why? Because the line between conspiracy and truth no longer exists. Politicians, businesses, law enforcement — any type of power must break the laws of the system in order to rule it effectively. The people accept that peace requires corruption; that’s just the way things work.

‘I’m no flake, Callum,’ I say.

Our glasses collide sharply, and we drink, maintaining eye contact.

‘So,’ he says. ‘What do you have on Mary O’Brien?’

‘It’s all in hand.’

Hunt looks me up and down, his eyes narrowing. 

‘Right then.’

He swallows his vodka, slams down his glass and stands, buttoning his jacket. ‘Good.’ 

There’s a knock at the door.

‘Yes?’

The door opens and Nina’s there. 

‘Your meet-and-greet, Mr Childs.’

Two girls in their early twenties look expectantly over her shoulder. One waves, pulling at her hair. I consider my options, checking my watch. Normally, fucking yes, but after chatting with Callum, my heart’s really not in it. Besides, I’m hungry. 

‘Girls. I have dinner. I’m sorry.’

Their shoulders sag.

‘Ah, Elliot,’ says Hunt behind me. ‘I’d be happy to entertain if you have plans?’

I look between the girls. Their eyes brighten a little.

‘Then I’ll see you tomorrow, Callum,’ I say. As I leave, I catch Hunt loosening his tie as the girls step inside.

















THE RAGGED MAN
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OUT ON THE STREET, the Thursday evening crowds are gathering like a storm. These other people; they get in the way, don’t they? They block doorways, fill elevators, clog pavements. And the traffic! Christ, I mean who would drive these days? Not me, that’s for fucking sure.

I trot down the studio steps and jump into the broad, gleaming Lexus that’s waiting there just for me. There’s a smile on my face as I sink into the leather and the door shuts on the sea of faces outside. The tourists, commuters and revellers, the uplifted, sidelined and down-trodden. 

It’s enough to make you hurl. In fact I do feel a certain nauseous swell, although this is probably due to my recent tête-à-tête with Hunt. Diving sometimes makes me queasy, but it’s nothing a drink won’t fix.

‘Evening, Terry,’ I say to my driver, eyes still on the losers outside.

Terry. He’s my kind of guy. He talks about the things he thinks, which, having been a driver in central London for most of his life, are numerous. He has seen four decades of change through his windscreen, navigating the city’s slow collapse like a lone horseman across a crumbling plain. The world has rearranged itself in his windscreen and rearview mirror and he has absorbed it all, weaving threads of wisdom from each event, which he delights in sharing for me, and I in turn delight in hearing. 

Terry. I like him.

‘Good evening, Mr Childs. Where to?’

The voice jars. I look in the rearview mirror, from which an unfamiliar face peers back. 

‘Where the hell’s Terry?’

‘I’m afraid Terry’s sick, Mr Childs.’

‘Sick? Terry’s never been fucking sick in his life.’

‘Gastric flu, so I hear. Terrible business. I’m Colin, sir.’

‘Right.’

We sit there for a moment, the engine idling. I stare at the mirror, and his eyes like watery blue needles skewered with crow’s feet. I consider a quick dive to see what this Colin’s all about, but decide against it. This nausea’s not going anywhere.

‘Pardon me, Mr Childs, but where was it you wanted to go?’

‘Er, Soho. The Cherry Tree.’

‘Right you are, sir.’

We pull away and the car whistles north.

We soon hit Piccadilly. Now, at this point Terry would be well into his first diatribe, probably about something he’d heard on the radio earlier that’s got his back up. But Colin is silent, gliding through the roads with indicators at every turn. I look out at pavements choked by hordes of wet tourists in cheap disposable anoraks.

‘Look at them all, Colin,’ I laugh. ‘Drenched. Idiots.’

Just then, one of them — a man with a Mediterranean complexion and a mop of black, curly hair — suddenly steps, smiling, into the road. I grab the door as Colin slams on the brakes and we screech to a halt in front of him. 

‘Jesus!’

The man stands with his hands on the bonnet, staring back like a startled — and, in this case, well-tanned — fawn. Horns sound from the cars behind.

‘Will you look at that fucking tool,’ I say.

But Colin, ignoring me, smiles and offers the man a gracious hand to let him cross in safety. The man smiles back, bows theatrically and scampers to the other side.

Unbelievable. Terry would have been apoplectic by now. In fact, it’s debatable whether he would have even applied the brakes. As we pull away, horns still blaring behind us, Colin sighs.

‘People should be more courteous on the roads, Mr Childs. Especially to tourists. After all, they’ve spent all this money coming over here and then they’re ripped off by cheap shops and sold bad food in the rain. Least we can do is show them some —’

A cyclist cuts through on Colin’s blindside. I steady myself as he swerves to avoid him.

‘Holy shit!’

Colin tuts. It’s not quite the reaction Terry would have had — Terry who would, if he had his way, hang, draw and quarter every cyclist within the M25 and line their bicycle seat–skewered heads along Tower Bridge for all the world to see — but it’s promising.

‘Cyclists. Fucking lunatics, eh, Colin?’

He glances at the mirror and shrugs. 

‘Best means of transport in a city like London, if you ask me. It’s just a shame the roads aren’t built for them.’

Fuck me.

‘Like in Amsterdam, for example.’

As we turn onto Shaftesbury Avenue we pass a woman wearing a burka. 

‘That’s one of them burkas,’ Colin says, watching her sail past.

My ears prick up.

‘I have to say I don’t mind the burka,’ he continues. ‘In my view, they’re much better than some of the other things women wear in this country. I mean, have we no shame? Why do we insist on…’

I reach for the button that raises the dividing screen between us, but before I can reach it a strange feeling overcomes me. 

‘…forcing this outdated body image on women…’

Colin’s voice mumbles away softly in the background.

‘…selling these ideas to children too…’

We splash up Shaftesbury Avenue.

‘…Worry about my daughter, I really do…’

The theatre billboards scream words at me, the names of the stars larger than the titles. It’s hard to describe, but a moment is approaching. I can feel it.

‘…she’ll grow up with twice the complex…’

I am closing in. A moment is gathering. Colin’s words are like syrup, clogging time.

‘…And before long we’ll have a society where…’

The day is falling away. 

And then it happens. We have stopped at some traffic lights. Colin is still talking, but his words are just noise now. My attention is drawn outside.

A tramp is walking past. A proper tramp — old-school — although he is older than any school I can imagine. He looks as if he has hobbled from another time. His face hangs in the perpetual horror of old age, and a few lonely white tendrils of hair reach from his scalp like tattered flags on a fallen beach. His back is bent at almost ninety degrees to his legs and he clasps his hands behind it, carrying a dozen or so perishing plastic bags. Life has made him ragged. He wears a long cloak, buttoned at the neck, shredded to buggery at the hem and caked in two centuries of mud. He is like a Victorian preacher returning from hell.

Above him the sky is blustering. Hooligan clouds maraud a deep and dangerous blue. The light falls quite suddenly as if some hidden engineer has pulled down a bank of faders. 

And the ragged man stops and turns. 

All I can hear is my blood. All I can see is this man, this creature, this thing. I feel like I am looking down through time, as if the width of the street between us has stretched by a hundred years. 

He looks through the hurrying crowd, eyes darting about. He seems to sniff the air. Rain pours down upon him and he does not flinch from a single drop. A car swishes by and hurls a puddle at his cloak, but he is oblivious to it. He is here for something, and whatever it is, it terrifies me.

The rain halts, like a shower turned off, and the sound of the world disappears. And at that moment, I have the first inkling that I am hovering on the edge of something very familiar, a feeling I had a long time ago. 

A memory that does not belong to me.

Somebody else’s dream.

And then he sees me. There and then, he sees me. We lock eyes, and his widen in all their terrible white glory. His mouth opens and closes like a drowning pike. He staggers back two steps, then shuffles forward, crossing the street. 

I check the lights, still red, then turn back to window. The ragged man’s face is now inches away. He peers in at me and my blood reels. The glass and all the space between us, the atoms and the dust and the people, are all sinking away like thick weed in brine.

I can hardly breathe or move. You, his eyes say. You, you, you.

A fat drop of water hits his forehead. Then the rain resumes, the light rises and the busy street carries on its bustle. The ragged man is lost in the crowd, the lights change and we’re away.

















THE CHERRY TREE
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‘HERE WE ARE, MR Childs.’

I’m unaware that we have stopped, having been busy looking back along the narrow, cobbled street, searching for a flap of cloak in the crowd. We’re at the restaurant, somewhere in the twisted bowels of Soho. 

‘I’ll wait here, shall I, sir?’ asks Colin. ‘I can park across the road. Are you all right, Mr Childs? You look pale.’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Here, take my number, just in case.’

He holds out a shabby business card, which I snatch as I step out into the rain. With one last look down the street, I laugh and push through the heavy door of the restaurant. I’m free of the moment, unaware that another is waiting inside.

The Cherry Tree serves coarse Eastern European food in a long, candlelit room of bare brick, wood and scuffed metal. The new and the old do battle inside — areas of wallpaper stripped to its Victorian ancestor; floorboards lifted in a corner to expose the blackening of old fire damage. Reminders of life and death accompany your rabbit stew, pickled beef and icy red wine.

Neat conglomerations of pictures fill the walls. Art from the 1920s mingles with Napoleonic portraits. Woodstock hippies make peace signs next to Great War soldiers. The back wall is a bar with fittings of brass and brushed steel, proud and precise. The glasses gleam from steam-cleaning, thick-rimmed and frosted with emblems. The beer is good, the spirits artisan, lined against a great, gold-framed mirror in bottles quilled with black and gold script — London’s propensity to favour antique fantasy over the messy, technological squalor of its current reality. The only reminder of modernity is the bizarre inclusion of a fruit machine in the far corner of the bar room, winking and gurgling in spasmodic bliss as an old man in a cap feeds it coins. The scene is incongruous with the rest of the place, and yet perfectly in keeping with it. Everything is mixed up, like pinholes of light from a million unrelated moments.

It’s also fairly exclusive; the kind of place where I can go without being bothered. But it’s busier than usual tonight, which makes me nervous. I can already sense a few eyebrows raising.

 I spot Patti nursing a gin at a corner table. But as I head over, time slows. Reality jitters. Another moment has arrived.

A woman is leaving, heading for the door. As her jacket swoops over her shoulder, the chatter of the bar is extinguished and all I can hear is the slow echo of her footsteps towards me on the thick wooden floor. Cool light from a mirror bathes her face. Skin: golden brown. Lips: glorious and full. Eyes...eyes that could stop a heart. 

Other light sources flurry to illuminate her — she’s caught in the shaft from the mirror, the spotlight overhead, a sweep from the headlights of a car outside. She is lit up before me, and the rest of the bar is in darkness. When my eyes are finally able to leave her face, I catch a glimpse of her clothes. They’re not old, but they’re not new either and certainly not expensive. Cargo pants, Doc Martens, a black hoodie, leather bomber jacket.

She catches my eye. There’s a glimmer of something, I can’t make out what. It’s like recognition, but not quite. Some ancestor of it.

Then she’s past me and the door opens and closes and she’s gone. The noise of the bar returns and I find myself still standing in a cloud of her scent, blinking and dripping rain from my jacket.

‘Elliot.’

I look up and see Patti beckoning me over. I steel myself, shaking off the moment as if it were a left hook. By the time I reach the table, it’s gone and I’m back. I’m Elliot Childs, albeit wondering vaguely what the hell has just happened.

Patti’s voice is bright, but her look is venom. She’s is in her fifties, arctic eyes and an ice-white bob. Her body is well maintained, a little on the wrong side of slim. Too much exercise or too many cigarettes — she smokes more than she eats.

‘You’re late.’

‘Sorry,’ I say, plonking myself down. ‘Meet-and-greet.’

She raises an eyebrow.

‘Got to keep the punters happy, Pats,’ I whisper.

She gives me a look of disinterest, but there is hurt in it too. It’s nice that she’s jealous. Patti and me, you see, we have kind of a thing. We fuck. Occasionally. And it’s good, it really is, and in a funny way I could see it leading somewhere, but —

She never pushes it, but I’m pretty sure she wants more, and that might be nice, you know, filthy weekends in the Cotswolds, a slinky dress on my arm for the paparazzi at the awards ceremonies, shared wardrobe space, cooking dinner for two, lunch with her mother on Sundays…ugh, I mean Christ, no, what’s the point?

 A skinny waitress hands me a menu, which I ignore.

‘Vodka, neat.’

I scan the restaurant. It’s the kind of rabble you might expect: easy swagger, well-dressed extroverts with plenty of money and a growing pile of successes to talk about. Cocaine is almost certainly a casual staple of every weekend dinner party; in fact there are probably a large number of neat paper rectangles sitting in their suit pockets and handbags right now. Most of them have kids, privately educated and approaching teenage years during which the real measure of Mummy and Daddy’s excesses and passive neglect will become apparent.

The loudest table by far are a party of men in the sleek suits, watches, cuffs and haircuts of city traders out on a jolly. They boom and guffaw with two bottles of Dom Perignon in buckets between them, and their expedition will darken with the night, when they spill out into Soho and crawl down its side streets in search of rank skirt.

Our waitress passes their table. They follow her bony backside as she scissors past to serve me my vodka.

‘See the show?’ I ask Patti.

‘Of course.’

‘Didn’t like it?’

‘You know I wasn’t on board with it.’

I snort and take a drink.

‘You need to grow a set, Pats.’

She narrows her eyes in a seethe. 

‘It was too much.’

I roll my eyes.

‘Too much? I just exposed a paedophile. What passes for enough these days?’

‘You stirred up something that was never meant to be heard.’

‘Exactly. Allegations of child abuse that were buried.’

‘Allegations that were retracted. It was her father that abused her, not Cooper-Wright. He was the one that worked them through it. Got her dad to seek help.’

‘Sounds very convenient to me.’

‘He risked his reputation to help a family through an incredibly painful time. And he successfully managed to keep any of this from getting into the public’s hands. Until now, Elliot. Until you.’

 ‘I’m not the one fiddling kiddies here, love!’

There are voices nearby. Patti’s glum face brightens and she springs up from the table.

‘Nicole, Earl, Austin, good to see you!’

There’s a flurry of smiles, handshakes and kisses as our guests arrive.

‘So sorry we’re late,’ says the tall woman, Nicole, as she unwraps a scarf from her neck. She finds me. ‘Elliot, Nicole Brady, super happy to meet you, huge fan.’ 

We shake hands, me half out of my seat. She is tanned and gleaming. Her accent is East Coast American, north, I guess. 

‘This British rain!’ says Earl or Austin — one of the two — who has shining black hair. Patti squawks with laughter as she air kisses him and hands him to me for introductions, and then the other one, whoever he is — Austin or Earl, a heavier chap who I can already see searching the other tables and inspecting the food — and then they all laugh at something else and find their seats, still blustering from the rain and all that meeting people and air kissing and laughing and what have you.

The waitress hands out menus. I order another vodka.

Earl or Austin with the gleaming black hair raises a finger. ‘I’ll have one of those,’ he says. 

‘Sure, me too, why not,’ says Austin or Earl, still gawping at the food.

‘Scotch on the rocks,’ says Nicole, looking at me. ‘Elliot, we’re so pleased to be here, thank you for seeing us.’

‘Not a problem. Thank you for coming all this way.’

‘Oh, man, seriously?’ says Earl or Austin. His voice is unnaturally loud, southern, maybe Florida. ‘Meeting Elliot Childs face-to-face?’

The sound of my name rings out above the restaurant murmurs. The place is filling up. Something in Patti’s look makes Earl or Austin stop.

‘Whoa, sorry,’ he says, trying but failing to speak more quietly. ‘Anyway, super excited, big day, great to be here, wouldn’t have missed it.’

Nicole smiles and leans forward, tempering her voice.

‘We have huge plans for the show, Elliot. The studio is very excited.’

‘Is that right?’ I reply.

Our vodkas arrive and there’s a toast to something or other. The waitress takes our order and I choose steak; then Patti engages the others in small talk. The food arrives, and at some point Nicole directs her attention to me.

‘You know, Elliot, I honestly cannot wait to see Truth be Told on our network. The American people are not going to know what hit them. We’re struggling with honesty across the pond, you know? I mean, like, real honesty. People who tell it like it is.’

She waves a hand.

‘Not these liberal save-the-world armchair activists. The real, honest, hardworking people who have underpinned the entire fabric of American society since the Constitution was written.’

‘I couldn’t agree more…’ I say. ‘We struggle with it over here too, you know? People don’t want to face the honest facts of our society and the way it’s going. Or the way it’s gone, really, truth be told.’

This draws a laugh.

‘Everyone’s too busy trying to look like Gandhi to admit that our society has gone to the dogs.’

Earl or Austin puts down his fork and shakes his head, taking his time with every word.

‘I am with you, buddy.’

He calls me ‘buddy’.

‘People don’t want to admit that people are to blame for our problems. Nobody wants to take responsibility for them. They think it’s society’s fault, or the government’s, or big pharma or capitalism or…’

‘Newspapers, television, CEOs.’ 

We both swing our eyes to Austin or Earl. These are the first words he has contributed to the conversation. His mouth is processing a huge amount of meat torn from his steak, and his tie is spattered with its slick juice. I am transfixed.

‘Exactly, Austin’ says Earl. ‘Anyone who’s actually got off their fuckin’ asses and worked for a living. They’ll blame them for everything — gun laws, migrants, terrorism, the economy, hunger…’

‘Hunger.’ 

I slap my hand on the table — not too hard, but hard enough to make it clear I am interjecting. And I cannot help but interject, because hunger is a particular bugbear of mine. The three investors look up, Patti too. I look around for our waitress. The place is full now, every table emitting its own murmur of drawls and titters and guffaws.

 ‘Don’t get me started on hunger. Everyone’s going on about food banks. Food banks? Food banks? We have plenty of food and it’s cheaper than it’s always been. Why do we need food banks? A family of five could eat on…I don’t know…’

I really don’t.

Still no waitress. I crane my neck the other way.

‘…Twenty pounds a week probably. Now are you saying your typical benefit-cheating council-estate breeder can’t get their hands on twenty pounds a week? Where is that bloody girl…’

All three investors are nodding emphatically. Even Austin has taken a break from his trough to listen. 

‘No,’ I say. ‘The reason they can’t get their hands on twenty pounds a week is because it all goes on fags and booze and magazines and bloody flat-screen televisions. Wasn’t like that when I was a lad, I can tell you. We had no money and a shitty little black-and-white that went on for an hour after teatime.’

This is a lie, of course. I had no television.

‘You should see the size of the things these bastards have these days. Fifty-two inches.’

I stretch my arms out, like a gloating angler.

Fifty-two fucking inches in a fucking council house. No. Do you want to know the reason we have food banks? Because everybody wants a free meal. They’re just another handout to a society that can’t be bothered.’

They laugh, Nicole’s an eagle’s hoot. I smooth my tie and resume my search for the waitress.

I notice that Patti is watching me, chin resting on her folded hands. She might be displaying appreciation for what I have just said, or it could be nerves. Her face is impossible to read, and it has been this way ever since I met her, five years ago at Skyline. She was the assistant producer on the radio show I used to host. It got messy — I was, well, me and the producer wanted to focus more on sport and whatever jumped-up talent show was polluting the airwaves that week. I did not. We argued after every show and eventually it got pulled. But Patti was on the up, and she saw something in me (her words) that she thought might make good television. 

Six months later we had the bones of our first show, and the rest, as they say, is history. But for the life of me I cannot work out where she stands on this stuff. She never talks about it. Now and again there is a little glint in her eye as if something I have said has resonated with her, and she repeats it back to me later, suggesting it for a show. I don’t know if she likes it because she agrees with it or just because she thinks it will rattle or rouse the populace. I suppose I could dive, but…no. Not Patti.

Finally I catch sight of our bone-bag waitress collecting a bill near the window. She spots my clipping fingers and her eyes flit; she looks distracted. Finally she pincers her way through the other tables towards us, holding on tight to her silver tray of bank notes.

‘Yes, please?’ she asks.

‘Another round, love,’ I say. She nods and I watch her slide through the gaps between chairs to the bar. Her buttocks are barely fleshed at all.

I lean forward.

‘Talking of food banks, eh?’ I say, drawing another laugh. I think I have spoken for long enough, so I pick up my fork and eat a bit of the overpriced and rapidly cooling gristle on my plate.

Just then, a heavy palm slams down upon my shoulder and slides off with the grace of a baboon. A large male face looms over me. It is one of the city traders.

‘You’re Elliot Childs,’ he says. 




















THE TRUTH
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THE RESTAURANT CHATTER DIES like a concert hall at a raised baton.

I look up at my new friend, although I am not yet sure whether I can call him that. I have a somewhat, ah, polarising effect upon the populace you see. I receive adoration and abhorrence in equal measure, which is really the only way to be. If you don’t then you’re really not trying hard enough. 

But you have to be careful.

The trader lifts his brow, as if he has just solved a particularly tricky riddle. He sniffs and sways. He is waiting, and his friends are watching us across their upturned champagne bottles.

I beam.

‘Top marks,’ I say. ‘And who might you be?’

I hold out my hand, which overwhelms him. He stares at it, then grasps it and pumps it three times.

‘Tony,’ he says. His face is full of pride. ‘Tony Fa…’

‘Pleasure to meet you, Tone,’ I say, withdrawing my hand from the hot, wet vice of his.

He stands there, breathless, looking at the flesh that has just touched mine as if wondering how to preserve it for posterity. I know he is a friend now, and relax.

 ‘Out for a few, are you?’ I say, miming a glass.

Tony ignores me. His face crumples into a serious frown. I can tell there is some exertion going on here and for a moment I wonder whether I have him wrong. Perhaps this is about to get messy.

‘You,’ he says, curling a thick forefinger at me. ‘You speak the truth, mate. You’re the only bastard on telly who does.’

I shrug.

‘Just doing my job, Tone,’ I say, but he ignores me again and swings to the rest of the table.

‘Him, this one.’ His is voice is loud, cultivated in rugby dressing rooms. He grasps my shoulder. ‘You should listen to him. He knows what he’s on about.’

‘Now, now, Tone, don’t embarrass me.’

I catch the looks from the other punters, who have now stopped eating and are enjoying the spectacle, either because they agree with him or don’t.

‘I’m serious.’

Child-like eyes search my features. The smell of sweet alcohol and scorched cattle swims before my nostrils.

‘If more people were like you then this country would be back on its feet in no time.’

‘Well, I don’t know about that, Tone, I…’

‘You…you should be…be fucking Prime Minister or summink…’

The emotion he is clearly enduring makes him more and more unsteady. I grip his arm.

‘Easy there, big fella.’

He takes a deep breath and surveys our table.

‘What are you…what you…are you investors or what?’

I am impressed by Tony’s intuition. He obviously knows his way around a suit and haircut.

Earl speaks.

‘Yeah, that’s right, buddy. We’re just talking about…’

‘Americans?’

He looks at me, then at Earl, then back at me. A calculation is performed.

‘You going to be on in America, Elliot?’

‘Weeell, we don’t…’

‘That’s brilliant, that’s fucking brilliant, do it.’

‘We’re just discussing…’

‘No, just put him on, yeah? Just put him on, your fucking ratings’ll go through the fucking roof, I’m telling you.’

He sniffs again and a mischievous glint appears in his eye.

‘Ay,’ he says, knocking me with his elbow. ‘Do it, will ya?’

‘Pardon?’

He grins.

‘Do it, go on.’

‘Do what?’ I say, all innocent.

‘You know,’ he says.

I sigh and wave him off.

‘Oh, no, I don’t think I should, Tone. I’m just here for dinner.’

‘Go on, please! Do it for me, you’ve got to.’

Tony’s mates jeer in agreement from their Dom Perignon fortress. There are titters from the other tables.

I sigh again.

‘Really?’ 

‘Really.’

I nod, take a breath and stand up. Happily, we are the same height so I can fix his eyes without looking up. I narrow mine and see his brow tremble. Then I speak slowly. 

‘Tony, this is the part,’ I say, with kindness. The words make him bristle with excitement. Then I put a hand on his shoulder and move in. 

‘This is the part where you fuck off back to your table and leave me the fuck alone.’

The tables hush and Tony stares back at me, dumbstruck. I keep my hand on his shoulder and do not release his stare. Moments of paralysis pass. Then, at last, Tony throws back his head in laughter. His mates, my table and the rest follow suit. The air is clear.

I give him a hearty slap on the back and send him staggering to his mates, where he huddles in to tell them about what they have just witnessed.

I take my seat. Nicole has been watching me.

‘Common touch, Elliot. That’s what we want. That’s what we’re going to pay you for. Your brand.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Your brand. Your brand is your honesty. Your brand is the truth.’

‘Mmm-hmm,’ I say.

‘And Jesus knows the truth sells, right?’

She opens her hands to the other two.

‘Am I right, guys?’

Earl and Austin agree that she is.

‘But…’ says Earl.

Sparks on my neck now. My hackles rise.

‘…The way it’s conveyed to people is the key. Don’t you think, Elliot?’

I clear my throat and turn to face him.

‘Not sure I follow.’

‘It’s very simple, Elly…’ Elly…He holds out both hands and pushes them together in a single fist. ‘We have the truth here.’ Then he releases them, bird-like, across the table. ‘And the way we release that truth.’

I grit my teeth, fighting back very sudden urges to laugh, vomit and punch this man in the face. Earl points a finger at me, looking down its length as if it were a gun barrel.

‘You have that truth, Elly, and we know how to release it.’

He settles back in his chair with a look of great calm.

I sniff.

‘I see. And please do tell, Earl; how do you wish to release’ — my fingers fly after his bird, only mine are feathered black — ‘my truth.’

‘Elliot,’ warns Patti.

Earl nods, acknowledging my discomfort.

‘We can’t escape the liberal audience,’ he explains. ‘People used to piss their pants for shock jock diatribes and trailer park freak shows…’

‘They still do.’

‘But Dylan was right, the days are changing. You alienate one chunk of the demographic and you watch yourself fall down the ratings. It’s a war out there, Elly, and KTM are going to win it.’

He slices a hand through the air. 

‘KTM are going to dominate the middle ground. That’s what we’re about. We find a way to appeal to the whole audience. That thing about not making all the folks happy all the time? Doesn’t apply anymore, man. There aren’t any jagged edges for people to get caught on. It’s just soup. And we make good soup.’

He settles back into his chair again. The mishmash of a misquoted Bob Dylan lyric, a half-hearted stab at one of the most memorable quotes in American politics and the strange reference to soup has momentarily robbed me of words.

Earl says one more thing.

‘Elliot, it’s no good just telling the truth about society. We have to find the right language to make people understand it.’

I turn to Patti, offering her the opportunity to speak before me. She elects not to take it, and I turn back to Earl.

‘Language?’ I say. ‘Understand? Have you seen my show, Earl? Have you seen what people understand? What people enjoy? What people pay money for? Have you seen the language they talk?’

Earl attempts a response, but I refuse it.

‘People understand simple words and ugly faces, cheap makeup, scrawny men who drink too much, foreigners who wear clothes they don’t like looking at and do the jobs they don’t want to do. They understand this because they don’t want to do any thinking. They have everything they need and that’s it; they just want to live and feel better about themselves, which they can’t because when they look in the mirror they see the same fat, ugly faces, stupid clothes and bad skin. People want to be reassured that they’re better than other people, and the only language they can be told that in is the language of fists and monosyllabic words. 

‘Now if you think I’m going to come over to your stinking cesspool of a country and sit up on your stage with a shiny face and cool my act down for you, if you think I’m going to dance like fucking Oprah for you, then you’ve got another thing coming, sunshine.’

I stand up.

‘Where are those fucking drinks?’

I look over at the bar, where our waitress lurks holding our tray of vodkas. She looks around. Her eyes dart at the manager behind her as she opens the till to insert the stack of notes from the bill she has just collected. 

‘Elliot, sit down,’ says Patti.

‘No. Earl, there’s only one thing people need to hear on this planet; there’s only one thing that sets them free, and there’s no way of sugar coating it.’

Earl looks up at me. Austin is still working away at his food. He grunts and chews, his shoulders jiggling with effort. Nicole watches me coolly, her food uneaten. 

‘And what’s that, Elliot?’ she says. ‘What is this truth?’

I look over at the bar and see the waitress push in the bills. Just as she is about to close the till, I catch her slide out two twenties and slip them deftly in her skirt. As she carries the tray to our table, one of the traders, now hopelessly drunk, makes a clumsy grab for her, which she manages to sidestep but not before his palm brushes her behind. His smile is blissful and idiotic, eyelids blinking independently. That was all he wanted; the thrill of having made contact, having committed the act, however poorly it was executed.

‘The truth is that we like to think that we’re enlightened, moral individuals, each capable of goodness, but deep down we’re all the same. The truth is that everyone’s just an animal and nothing else. Everyone’s out for themselves and just wants to get their kicks. Community, society, family, togetherness — they’re just games we play to pass the time between meals. Everyone who comes onto this planet comes onto it alone and dies alone. We’re all separate, and we can’t ever hope to be anything else. Our history is of war and death and corruption and the clambering of the fastest and cleverest feet over the backs of the slowest and dumbest.  

‘That’s the truth, Nicky, and anyone who tries to sugarcoat it is kidding themselves. So I suggest you go and…go and…’

‘Go and what, Elliot?’

‘I suggest you go and…’

‘Elliot?’ says Patti. ‘Are you all right?’

But I can barely hear her. Time has slowed again. The world is muffled. My attention has been diverted to the corner, where a small collection of photographs is hanging. The one in the middle is stopping my heart.

‘Elliot?’

I stumble from the table and find my way to the wall, quite unable to process what I am seeing. The noise and the movement of the restaurant are gone, and there is only my own heartbeat — speeding, strong and loud. Everything loses focus; everything but the photograph.

It is black-and-white and faded, a hundred years old at least. The picture is of children standing and sitting in rows outside a school. It is a hot day and most look straight ahead, their brows down to protect them from the bright sun. The girls wear white summer dresses and ribbons in their hair, some holding posies, and in the centre of the group is a young girl of nine or ten dressed up as a May Queen with a crown of roses and a chair decorated with flowers and streamers. The boys are dressed in cloth shorts and shirts. Those in the front row slouch and squint at the sun or grin in mischievous huddles, and the rest either beam proudly or stand to a strange attention, frowning with their mouths pinched shut.

I shiver. I shiver because, stooping at the end of the back row, away from things, is a boy. His shirt is buttoned up too tight. It was blue. I know this despite the fact that the photograph has no colour. I know this the same way I know that the fabric made the boy’s skin itch and sweat in the heat. 

I know this because the boy is me.

















STREAMING WITH FILTHY LIGHT
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A WHOOP OF LAUGHTER from a nearby table, unrelated to me and my position — now bent and squinting at the wall — shakes me from my trance. Patti is still calling my name, and I turn, briefly acknowledging the look of confusion on her face and on those of our American guests, before pulling the photograph from the wall.

I prise it from its frame and look closer. Closer down the years at the face that is not mine and yet is, very much, mine. In one corner is a scrawl of two letters — M. J. Beneath it, printed on the white border, are the words: St. Agnes School, Marshfields-upon-sea. Underneath is a long string of initials and surnames separated by commas. …I. Grace, P. Jones, S. Peters, S. Mordant… I bring the image as near to my eyes as possible without losing focus. The grainy face of the boy fills my vision.

There is something in his expression, just a twinge—something that looks out of place amongst the rest. He is looking at the camera, but for a reason other than that for which he has been ordered to. His eyebrows are raised just a little more than you would expect; his head is back just a little farther; his eyes are open just a little…

The restaurant’s smear of noise and light suddenly seems to flap and wobble. Without warning, it falls away completely, and I am there.

It was a hot day. My shirt felt like canvas against my back, slick with sweat. I had tried to release the top button three times before leaving the house, but my mother had stepped in each time, wrestling my hands away and refastening it before punishing me further with a spit-covered palm that she used to flatten my hair.

It was the school summer fete. I could smell elderflower wine from the huge black bins in the yard, toffee apples and sugared almonds from stalls set up at one end of the field. At the other end was a boisterous tent of men, including my father, drinking scrumpy.

A brass band played, badly, from the street. The tuba player, who had been drinking in the cider tent, played the same note again and again, missing the beat, whilst the rest of the ensemble clattered and howled their way through ‘Jerusalem’.

The photographer was running up and down the line, trying to straighten the younger boys into some order. He had a bowler hat and braces. I remember he looked more like a butcher than a photographer.

‘Please, Mr Jensen, it is very hot,’ I heard my teacher say from the front row. She was fanning herself with a handkerchief. ‘Will you be much longer?’

I had made sure I was on the end of the row. I had to be, otherwise it might not work. I was attempting to do something with an uncertain outcome, and I would never know if it had worked.

Mr Jensen, the butcher-styled cameraman, walked back with his arms outstretched, appraising the scene. Then he ducked beneath his hood and held up his hand, counting with his fingers, 3…2…

I held out my own hand too.

…1.

The fruit machine suddenly blasts a celebratory fanfare, and its soused septuagenarian operator raises his skinny arms in victory. He releases a gargled cry as the trough fills with old ten-pence pieces. I am back in the Cherry Tree, staring at the photograph. 

I look at the edge of the row in which my not-me is standing. Poking out is my finger, very obviously in fact, now that I can see it. It is directed at something I cannot see, off-camera.
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I take the photograph and stuff it in my jacket.

‘Elliot? What the hell…?’

I walk past Patti. Ignore the Americans. Everything has changed.

The restaurant seems to be suspended in a strange glow. The air, the light, the sound — everything buzzes with charge. A new dimension of smells has opened up above the clean, clinical ones of the bar. Alcohol, urine, tobacco-infused fabric, salt and pork — each is exotic and bright. I walk to the door on legs lighter than air, treading carefully on the wood in case I float away from it. The walls shine. The glasses gleam. The tables seem to be like me, weightless and teetering on the brink of flight. The corners of the bar turn upwards, as if they themselves wish to escape their moorings and drift up and out and into the night.

And the faces…the faces.

I pass the fruit machine. There sits its victor, stacking his glittering prize in neat piles. His eyes are lake-sized blue corridors of light; his mouth is a glorious, wet-lipped leer of happiness. The barman’s face turns to me as I walk to the door, like a giant, bald balloon sweeping away on a forest gale.

Two women chatter in a corner booth like crones cackling over flat, transparent potions. Their office-battered hair streams from their scalps in proud, roaring rivers of cherry and auburn.

A tall man in an ill-fitting suit sits at a table nursing a pint of stout. He cranes over the tower of black liquid, his eyes peering down into it as if the secrets of the universe are bubbling up from the froth.

I step out onto the dark cobbles running with rain, and turn left onto a giddy thoroughfare of cars and people. Human life teems in the night: Commuters coming home from work, couples and gangs of hens and stags going out to play in drunk swarms. I stagger along, revelling in the feeling of water rushing down my cheeks and neck.

Everything is alive.

I choose a path along the pavement, through the crowd, through the life. Every face I pass is lit with colour, dazzling me with hues daubed from their own unique palette. Emotion, intelligence, experience, pain. The dials spin. Joy to anger, love to hate, passion to apathy, happiness to despair. IQs of every number flip up and down around me like abacuses as they skip past, each one alone, a cell of awareness, a lone bedsit rising in humanity’s high-rise tenement with their windows open, each face a dot of chance that glows, glows, glows in the London lights.

I lose track of time. Each moment could be a second or an hour or a day. I cross a park that heaves with its own emptiness, and burst out of a hedge onto a glorious street of shops, where I lose my breath and stumble back against the railing, gasping up at it all. From end to end the street is streaked with colour. People stream beneath the streetlamps — dull and dim against the light of their faces — spirals of conversations trailing in their wake, and their dreams drifting behind them in blue clouds. Their eyes twinkle with wonder. Whether they are happy, sad or just lost in their own brain’s buzzing distraction, their eyes twinkle.

Understand: I am not hallucinating. I am experiencing things as they are — a blinding, deafening gush of everything at once.

I feel my way along the railing, unable to take my eyes from the scene. I settle on a bench and sit with my hands on my lap. On the other side of the street is a bus stop. I watch it for an hour. I watch every bus that comes and goes and every face behind every window on it. I watch every jitter, flinch and tick of every soul who waits there. Every eyeball spin, every finger swipe of every phone, every thought that makes its way to every surface and splashes onto every face of the ones who have thought them. I watch it all. Everything.

Then I feel hungry, ravenous in fact, so I walk some more and find myself at Piccadilly Circus. I check my watch; it is after midnight. I buy the largest cheeseburger I can find and sit eating it on some theatre steps. Grease spills down my chin, and I watch life circling in great arcs around the loop of roads. I watch arguments erupt in languages I do not know, understanding everything. 

And I dive.

I dive through every face I see without effort and without control. I take two, three, four lives at once and then onto the next. I see not only their near futures, but their pasts as well. I know who they are, what they have done, what they wanted to do and the secrets they will never tell.

Normally this would terrify me, but I am too delirious to feel terror. And I’m still hungry. I toss my burger’s wrapper, lick my palms and install myself in the window seat of a sushi place. I take a plate of everything and work through it all, watching, watching, watching.

I see a man holding his hat and chasing a small dog on a string. He stole money from his mother’s purse when he was ten. He cried about this endlessly to his first girlfriend, then embezzled money from his company when he was twenty-nine. He often dreams of seeing China, but I know he never will.

I see three men muscling along, shouting and tripping. I feel all of them at once — diesel-fuelled lust, foggy memories of a stepfather’s belt, a magazine one of them keeps hidden and will never show the others, the certainty of all three that they would fight to the death for each other, and the guilt of one who knows he would do so much more for just one.

I dive into the night and never resurface. I am fully submerged, drowning in every life that passes.

I stuff a third plate of gyoza into my mouth and neck a beer, then start on another. My appetite is going nowhere. A woman sits beside me and makes conversation I only half-listen to, because I am engrossed in a human statue outside, and his memories of a winter he once spent with a Romanian girl. She begged him not to leave. It was Christmas Day.

Finally, I turn and give the woman my full attention.

My full attention is something that perhaps neither of us is ready for. 

She is lonely and middle-aged — divorced, I surmise — wearing a business suit and smelling of offices, cigarettes and the half-bottle of Pinot Grigio she has just finished. This is not something she does often — the late night, the sushi on her own, the talking to a stranger. It’s an experiment, an act of desperation perhaps, but an experiment nonetheless.

‘Are you all right?’ she says. 

There is no trace of horror in her voice, no alarm bells telling her to abort. There is something though — excitement. Her eyes widen at it, and I dive straight in.

Not divorced then. Too busy for a marriage. Too busy for children. Career has always come first. You kid yourself that you can survive on arm’s-length, three-month flings, one-night stands and messy, ill-advised meet-ups with school friends, that you can survive on a few drinks with work at the weekends, but then before you know it it’s ten years down the line, then twenty and you’re forty-five and washed up and alone. So one evening you decide to make a change, to just step out and see what happens. And then you find a man of similar age on his own in a dark sushi bar, staring out at the night, and he could be anyone — maybe a murderer or a rapist, but even that’s worth the risk, and you start talking to him and you’re getting sick of your own voice, when he turns and you realise who he is…

‘Would you like to come home with me?’ I say.

She smiles.

















INESCAPABLE CLOSENESS
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The Next Morning



I KNOW WHAT IT’S like to be you. It’s noisy. Beneath that veneer of half-smiles and small-talk, there’s a cacophony of 3:00 a.m. thoughts, sour memories and jarring voices. It’s not just the others out there you have to live with, is it? It’s the others in your head too. We are all schizophrenic, by varying degrees. 

But occasionally, there is peace. 

Without warning, sometimes, you find yourself with your hand covering your heart and you wonder how it got there. You realise it has become quiet, as if you have stepped outside from a loud party to discover that it has snowed. You are on your own in the cool and crackling quiet while all inside is clamour and noise and excess. You think: How can I keep this? How can I stay here, away from all that noise? 

And then the door bursts open and the party floods out, all your other little selves, and they ruin the snow and build crude effigies from it, and you join them.

But still, if only for a moment, sometimes there is peace.

It’s 7:00 a.m. and I’m awake, lying on my back with my arms by my side. The sheets — freshly laundered the day before by my cleaning lady, whom I have never met — are crisp and untangled. The air is fresh and scented with apple. I am not sweating; I am not feverish; I am not delirious. I am not panicking. My mind is clear. The only disturbance is the lingering dream, but it is gone now. It is as if nothing happened. 

I know she is there in the bed next to me, wrapped in a sheet, asleep.

I lie there, listening to the slow, unfazed thump of my heart while I hazard some explanations for my behaviour the night before.

Hallucinations, I think. Stress, a little too much booze. The incident at the restaurant. The woman. The ragged man…

I sit bolt upright in bed, overwhelmed by a sudden realisation that forces a single, shrill laugh from my lungs. The sound alarms me but it does not matter, because...the ragged man — I know where I’ve seen him before.

I slip out of bed and check the time — 7:24 a.m., five minutes to go. Then I dress quietly, make tea and head for the balcony.

I live in a penthouse suite with nothing around me but the best view in London. I have no children to keep me awake and no neighbours to disturb me, because when I bought this place I bought the two flats beneath it as well, with no other intention but to keep them empty. My home is a fortress, protected by empty, prime real estate. 

The closest anyone can get to me is outside on the street, five stories below. It’s usually the paparazzi (those oily fat scamps — quite like them, to be honest), but sometimes the general public come to see me too, and you know how I feel about them. Gawkers, rubberneckers, voyeurs, cell phones in hand, each trying to get a glimpse of Elliot Childs moving around in his own habitat. Sometimes I wave and smile politely. Other times I toss the dregs of my green tea over the side at them. Oh, for those long-ago days when one could do the same with one’s latrine.

So they come, these people. And he’s one of them. The ragged man is one of them. The relief floods through me like an opiate. It baffles me why I did not remember it at the time, but for the past month (two?) he has been there on the street outside my flat at 7:30 a.m. every morning, just another drab figure in the drizzle staring up at me in adoration, envy, or just plain awe. 

Or recognition. Deep, unnatural recognition.

No. This is definitely where I’ve seen him before. This alone is why I recognised him in the taxi. Nothing more, nothing…

But even as I think these words I feel the truth of them slipping away. My shot of relief is now running thin, nothing more than fumes, and the previous evening reminds me of itself, blackout-free, like a film script. Every event leads clearly to the next, every face I reeled from etched in my memory, every unsolicited dive, every pulse of that feeling that I was going to explode with overloaded life…

My heart gains pace as I search the street, but it is empty. The ragged man is not here today, and I realise, with horror, how much I wish that he was.

The woman from last night is standing behind me.

‘Good morning,’ she says.

I turn, and I’m not ready for what happens next.

For a split second I see her, hip cocked, awkward and barefoot with ruffled hair. But before I can open my mouth to speak, I am gone. I am gone and I am her.

The dive is immediate — all senses arriving at once. I feel her flesh and the size of her skeleton. I smell the flat as if I have never smelled it before. I taste the rank traces of Pinot Grigio on her dry tongue, along with something else. The taste of…of…it’s the taste of Elliot Childs. And that same man stares back, mouth agape. I think her thoughts — her thoughts that are nothing like mine, but small and pointed and ready to explode like landmines. She is still a little drunk and excited, horny even…This place is amazing, not surprising I suppose, he must be minted, he’s not quite as attractive as he is on the telly, but then, I suppose, probably would again if he wants, although, judging by the look of him…

At the sound of breaking glass, I’m back, myself again. I shake my head and look down at the splintered remains of my three hundred pound teacup at my feet. A patch of blood grows on my sock.

‘Shit,’ she says. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.’

She comes to help. I hold out a hand.

‘No, I’m fine, I don’t need…’

I meet her eyes again and I’m gone.

…Jesus Christ I knew it he’s freaking out wonder what I did wrong blowjob that’s it I didn’t give him a fucking blowjob fucking wanker they’re all the same this is the absolute last time I fuck what’s he doing now does he even remember?…

I have lost control. I am diving when I do not want to dive.

Somehow I’m back and running. I cover my face as I pass her, avoiding her eyes.

‘What’s wrong?’ she cries. ‘Stop, let me help you, you’re bleeding.’

‘I’m fine, just don’t touch me.’

‘Bit late for that, isn’t it?’ 

I find some paper towels in the kitchen and go to work on my foot. My heart rattles with panic. 

‘I just…just need you to leave, please.’

She stands in the middle of the room, arms crossed. I can tell she’s smirking.

‘What are you, fifteen?’

‘Please, I’m just…I just need to be on my own.’

‘It’s not even 8 o’clock.’

She sidles over.

‘Anyway, I thought you might want to, you know…’

The thought of it. The closeness. The inescapable closeness.

I slap on a plaster, pull on my sock and push her away, heading for the bedroom.

‘Hey, what the hell is wrong with you?’

I need to get out. I grab my phone and text Colin on the number he gave me last night. Then I pull on my shoes and grab my jacket.

She leans on the doorframe, scowling.

‘Proper gentleman, aren’t you?’ 

‘Please, just get out, will you?’

I push past her. 

‘Pff, whatever.’ 

She stumbles about, finds her knickers and tries to get one leg in, but loses balance and whoops as she falls over the bed, laughing.

‘Silly me!’ she hoots. 

I leave the room and pace the floor outside as she chatters to herself and bumps into furniture. Just being in her presence now feels dangerous. It is as if she has a gravity that threatens to pull me into her. 

Just like last night. Just like…

I reach into my jacket pocket and feel the photograph. I pull it out.

‘I dunno what your problem is, mate…oops! Sorry, something broke I think…’

I look at the picture. I remember everything as I did the night before — the sun, the itching collar, the photographer, Please, Mr Jensen, it is very hot.

‘I thought we had fun. You seemed to be enjoying yourself…bollocks, where’s my sodding tights…’

I need to go. I need to find someone, someone to talk to. Patti.

‘Let yourself out,’ I shout, and leave.

















WHO WE ARE IS NOT IMPORTANT
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OUTSIDE, THE LEXUS IS waiting in the rain. Patti’s office is five minutes’ drive. I get in.

‘Mr Childs,’ says Colin. I’m fumbling with my phone to call Patti. ‘I missed you last night. Did you get home OK?’

‘Laudale Street,’ I say as I slam the door. Patti picks up.

‘Elliot? Where the fuck have you been? I’ve called you about a hundred fucking times. What the hell happened last night? You can’t just walk out on me like that. I mean, the Americans found it amusing, thank God, but then, what, you go off and get pissed in front of half of London? Have you seen the papers? You’re all over them. It’s a fucking shit storm, Elliot, a fucking —’

‘Patti, I’m coming to your office.’

‘Right. Well, I’m just going into a meeting.’

‘Cancel it, I need to talk to you.’

There’s a voice in the background.

‘Is that Elliot? Put him on speaker..’

Patti again, voice smothered.

‘Not now.’ 

‘Hunt?’ I say. ‘Patti, what’s he doing there?’

There’s a pause, barely long enough to blink in, but it’s still a pause.

‘What do you think he’s doing here? He’s supposed to be on our show later and you’ve gone AWOL.’

‘Christ…’

‘Elliot, what’s going on?’

‘I’m almost there, just hold on.’

I end the call and pocket my phone.

‘Laudale St, Mr Childs. Shall I stay here?’

In the mirror, those two blue pools of light again. He turns to face me.

‘Are you quite all right, sir?’

And I’m in.

The strong smell and taste of mint masking recent coffee. He has a slight frame but big chest encasing a labouring heart. There’s a lightness to him, a certainty, his thoughts are weightless… 

…he looks ill, I should suggest the hospital…but then it’s probably self-inflicted…poor bloke, what leads him to abuse himself like this…I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t judge, Lord, but if I could give him this gift, I…

I lurch back to myself, a devil exorcised from the pristine chambers of Colin’s mind, and for a second the day seems to lose its weight and hover, like a car soaring over a bridge. It is quiet, and all I see is Colin’s rotund, equable face glowing before me.

‘Mr Childs, it is not my place and I do hope you don’t mind, but…whatever it is you’re going through, I can help you.’

Slowly, he offers me his hand.

‘We’re all here to help each other, aren’t we? Mr Childs?’

But I’m already out of the Lexus, stumbling across the pavement. The rain is in full flow again, dark clouds closing overhead. My insides are out of control. My breaths are beyond me, my heart adrift as I try to process the impossible: I have no control. No fucking control.

‘Hello, Mr Childs,’ says the security guard, Michael, a tall Nigerian with a face like a boulder. He grins, flashing white teeth. ‘I was not expecting to see you today.’

Calm yourself, Elliot, I think. Just calm down, you can control this, it’s just…

But Michael’s eyes are huge. I’m in.

Cherries on the tongue and the remnants of a recent cigarette still loitering in his throat. A huge body, tight muscles and packed fat. I get a shock of gravity at the sudden change in weight. I hear music, a jangling hymn from one earbud still in place. I see me — Elliot Childs, drawn and sweaty in the office reception, gawping back at him, and then my thoughts burst into dust and become his. They are colourful thoughts, nauseatingly huge, that rise and fall in endless, crashing seas.

…As I expected these celebrities they’re all heroin addicts and thieves too I expect I think this might be a problem right now perhaps I should call Douglas in case I need to engage…

‘Elliot!’

I’m back, Elliot, cowering from Michael’s moon-sized eyes. Footsteps clatter on the marble steps leading up from the reception. Patti is tottering down towards me, arms out and fingers splayed.

Christ, no, not Patti…

‘Good God, you look fucking awful!’

I stagger back.

‘Patti, no, please.’

But it’s too late. Eye contact. I hurtle in.

There’s an incredible shift of gravity as I feel Patti’s stick frame replace the thick bones of Michael. I taste what she tastes; strong coffee and muffin — raspberry — and something else too I can’t place. I’m distracted by a sharp tang in her left nostril, a sour fizz halfway between banknote and Chardonnay. Cocaine. Patti hardly touches the stuff, certainly not this early in the morning, not unless we’ve been…oh, that’s what the other taste is. So the question is now not what, but who? She descends the steps, small breasts bobbing in an expensive bra that’s not been refastened properly and brushing the silk of her blouse…and…

…thoughts like the inside of a stone kitchen looking out on a summer’s day. It is safe inside Patti, she thinks in a safe and cherished place, albeit somewhat muddled now by the Charlie…what do I do what do I do what do I do he’s come to you you should be glad about that because maybe he’s finally opening up could that be it could have chosen a better fucking time or is this no this is something worse he looks like shit oh fuck he’s green he’s going to throw up and in front of Hunt too…

‘Elliot?’ says another voice, dark and menacing.

I slip back on jelly legs as gravity spins its dials. Hunt is standing behind Patti with his hands in his pockets. His face is full of question, but there’s something else there too, a shade of malice, of threat…

No flaking out, Elliot.

…and before I know it I’m clawing inside that mind like a palace of icebergs and sinkholes, blue and clear and measured.

Well now, this is a problem. This changes things somewhat. I’m going to have to… 

I can’t take it. I can’t I can’t I can’t and I’m out of there, falling back through the door and flying down the steps.

Colin’s Lexus is still outside, parked next to a gleaming Bentley with dark windows that I had not seen when we arrived. Hunt’s? I think, as I hit the pavement. Stooping against the driver’s door and smoking a thin brown cigarette is a tall man in a black suit. Across his weathered, pointed face is a pair of Ray-Ban sunglasses, which he drops as I pass. He has hawklike eyes.

I prepare for another onslaught of alien thought, but there’s nothing. I’m him, I know I am, because I can see me looking back in pale, sweaty terror. But where others have thoughts, this man has empty space; thought-shaped holes like caverns within caverns, and for a second, as our eyes lock and the momentum of Elliot Childs carries his body past, I feel marvellously free and lean, as if I have shed all mammalian weight. In fact I don’t feel like a mammal at all. I feel like a reptile, with just one drive glimmering deep inside—a cool and primal thing I don’t have time to understand because before I know it I have passed him and now I’m sprinting down the busy street that’s full of…to my absolute horror…people.
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I run with my head down, ignoring the voices muttering as I pass. A bike squeaks ahead and I look up to see a postwoman. I stagger to a halt and her brakes squeal.

‘Sorry mate.’ She grins. 

Ash, tea, belly, medium frame, me looking back, haggard, shirt untucked, eyes blank, drooling, thoughts like packed freight trains on a neat interchange, mathematical in structure and the glowing memory of a child, like lemon in spring sunlight, permeating everything with happiness, but there’s a ruin somewhere that reeks of a time when things weren’t quite what they should be; cheap spirits and warm wine and smoke and disaster and…get away!

‘…You all right?’

And I’m back, staring wildly, blood pounding, feeling as if I have just been molested.

I push past her, turn the corner and cross the road. A horn blares and I spring back as a bus passes. I catch the driver’s furious glare.

Sweet orange, a sour pill, fat arms and waist, a terrible shake of loneliness duelling with the memory of a sketch show, always on his own, a brown sofa, chipped mugs of milk and another takeaway, sex with his brother’s wife, that sketch about a man on stilts…

The bus passes and I’m back again. People are moving about. A crowd is forming. Keep your eyes on the floor, I tell myself. This will all pass. You just need to get home now. Don’t make eye contact…

‘Oy, watch out!’

My shoulder hits something and I feel breath on my cheek. I’ve hit an adolescent, male, baseball cap and jeans drooping beneath his buttocks. He gives me a confident shove to put some distance between us.

Eye contact. 

Marijuana, skunk, egg, taut body, thoughts like dry flashes, thumps and spikes, frowning things but they weren’t always so, he has cultivated them, bred them to be different, a year or two ago they were merry-go-rounds of dancing lights, but now a spear of sexual desire penetrates everything and I know exactly what he did with a girl a year older than him the night before; I know exactly how her mouth felt on him, and the chewing gum inside it against the ridge of his phallus, and the thud of the music outside the room, and the slipperiness of her, and…

‘Look where you’re going, yeah?’

I run on, breathing hard. A car horn sounds. I don’t look, but I hear the driver shouting from her open window.

‘Fucking idiot!’ she yells.

Egg again, and shampoo, underweight, a middle-class life, thoughts and deeds hoarded into compartments, each one justified, each one accounted for, nothing to keep her awake, even down to the missing money, the dead dog, and the way she looks at her teenage son’s friend…get out, get out, get out…

‘Stay off the fucking road!’

The crowd has followed me, growing, snapping, flashing, pointing, laughing.

I look around and their lives hit me in unison like a swollen tide. 

A green ornament on a television set and who’s this now…the face of a young boy jumper too small plastic aeroplane in his hands and a chocolate-smeared mouth if he could just now what’s wrong with this cunt…a face that won’t be understood that tries to be good but he just can’t control himself and her sister says she should leave him but what the fuck is he looking at…sauce on the plate won’t come off but I like going there so what’s wrong if you dirty bastard what’s he perving at…

A jumble of different consciousnesses and all the smells, fears, wants, regrets and battles that come along with them. I can barely pick them apart. The mess of their existence sticks to my senses like chewing gum in hair. I am being pulled in a hundred directions, and in each of those directions countless other ones too. I feel like I could go deeper, that if I don’t kick I’ll be dragged down like quicksand and that is something I absolutely do not want. Because I’ll never get back. If I let myself go, I’ll never get back.

Phone flashes erupt all around, above the excited chatter of the spectacle. Others are held up to record. 

I push through and run, but they pursue me, a true crowd now with its own momentum and desire — no longer individuals. They could tear me apart and never consider themselves accountable.

I duck down a thin side street and sprint for the end. My followers are slow to change direction and become stuck in the entrance, giving me a few seconds head start. I head for the main road. It’s a river of rain and my feet are soaked. As I near the end I can hear them behind me, a multitude of voices now combined into a single roar, the flashing cameras like the sparkling hide of some terrible, lumbering beast. I reach the end and decide to bolt through traffic, but before I can step off the pavement, a van pulls up in front of me. I stagger to a halt and slam my hands against the driver door. The window rolls down and two faces look up at me. 

The first is female, but I don’t see her properly, because there in the passenger seat, peering at me with eyes that say…you, you, you…is the ragged man. I am about to run when the girl speaks.

‘I know what’s happening to you. If you want answers, get in.’

The van’s side door opens. I look over my shoulder at the approaching mass. Then I turn back and jump in. The woman floors the accelerator and pulls out as someone shuts the door, swinging across three lanes of traffic and speeding over the middle of a roundabout.

There are horns and screeching tyres, a crash and the whoop of a car alarm. I fall back with my face buried in the cool plastic seats, feeling the van lurch and heave through London’s streets. 

‘What’s happening to me?’ I say, closing my eyes. ‘Who are you?’

I fall into unconsciousness to the sound of the driver’s voice, growing distant, as if through a disappearing hatch.

‘Who we are is not important. Who we used to be is.’























PART TWO














SAY SORRY
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Cornwall, 1940



‘I’M NOT LYING, JAMES, I’m not!’

James kept a firm grip on the brass handle. It was old and loose, like the larder door to which it was attached and, for that matter, everything else in the house. The thumps from inside, which were finally starting to wane with exhaustion, shook and rattled the worm-holed door against its frame, but with his shoe against the base he was able to keep it shut, and his little brother incarcerated.

‘Be quiet and say you’re sorry.’

He tried to make his voice deep and solemn, the way his father’s sounded. Or at least, how he remembered it to sound, when he had looked up at him from the hearth rug that day the buses came, with a paper plane in his hand. He tried to remember the words, but really it was just the sound of them that remained. Even his face was becoming hazy and distant, threatening to disappear altogether behind the fog of pipe smoke if he didn’t concentrate hard enough. To forget what his father’s face looked like was his greatest fear — greater than death, greater than that terrible drone, and the bombs that fell with it.

‘I shan’t,’ said the quivering voice behind the door. There was a sniff and a whimper, followed by a renewed bout of hammering that lasted only a few seconds before, finally, his brother fell to the floor in a heap of tears.

James rolled his eyes.

‘You shall, Billy. You’re telling fibs. And Mummy said never to tell fibs.’

There was a scrabbling behind the door as his brother got to his feet.

‘I’m not James! I’m not I’m not I’m not oh please James let me out and don’t tell Mummy I’ve been fibbing please don’t please don’t let me out let me out let me out!’

‘Not until you’ve said sorry!’

His brother heaved a deep and woeful sigh.

‘But it’s true!’ he sobbed. ‘It’s true I tell you! There’s a man in the woods! I know it! Smitt! His name’s Smitt!’

‘It’s not true, you little runt, it’s just another one of your stupid little stories. And there’s no such name as Smitt.’

There were three feeble thumps.

‘Not a story, James. Not.’

‘And don’t start talking baby either. Mummy said you have to be a big boy now.’

There was a moment’s silence. James relaxed his grip; he was sure this would be it now. Just a tiny, trembling sorry, and they could get on with their chores. But there was no word. Instead, he heard a sniff, and it sounded dangerously purposeful. James renewed his brace.

‘Mummy said other things too,’ said his brother, under some new well of resolve that made James at once angry and madly proud. It was at times like these that he thought his brother might just grow up into something other than the weak and hopeless daydreamer he had always been. He dropped his chin, searching for his deepest note.

‘Billy…’ 

‘She said you had to look after me.’

‘I’m warning you…’

‘She said you had to be kind to me.’

James gritted his teeth.

‘I am being kind to you!’

‘Locking people in larders is not kind, James!’

‘It is if it’s for their own good.’

‘It doesn’t feel good. It’s cold and dark and I think there’s a mouse. James, I’m scared. I want Mummy, James.’

There was another slump and some snuffles. James released the handle and rested his cheek on the door, listening to his brother’s sobs.

‘This isn’t our house, Billy,’ he said. He used his mother’s voice now, woody and warm like a clarinet. ‘We’re guests here and we have to behave. If you go around telling silly stories, Mr and Mrs Sutton won’t want us to live with them anymore. And then what will we do?’

James heard sniffs and trembles through the door and the wet scrape and smack of wool across nostrils.

‘Go back to London?’ said Billy. There was the smallest upturn of hope on the last word.

‘We can’t go back to London. You know that, Billy.’

They were quiet for a while, and James listened to the kitchen clock ticking. It was late afternoon and it would be dark soon. Outside he heard rain spattering, and the clank of a bucket.

‘James?’ said Billy at last.

‘What?’

‘I’m sorry.’

James sighed with relief and made to open the door.

‘I’m sorry…but it’s the truth.’

James froze.

‘Billy, you…’

‘It’s the truth! There’s a man in the woods and he’s hurt and he needs our help, James! He needs our help and we have to find him! James please, please, let me out let me out let me out!’

James grasped the handle tighter than ever.

‘You fat-headed little rat!’

There was an icy blast as the kitchen door swung open.

‘What’s all this then?’ said a voice. James spun round. Towering in the door was a man with thick, black hair. He wore a blue boiler suit and mud-caked boots and his face was stubbled and ruddy, the skin having been so frozen by the biting, coastal air that James imagined it had never been soft and never would. He breathed hard with recent exertion, the air turning to steam in the dull winter light.

‘Mr Sutton,’ said James. Billy had stopped banging on the door and stood silent behind it. ‘I’m sorry, sir. I was trying to teach my brother a lesson.’

Mr Sutton blinked and looked him over, as if his words had no meaning.

‘Get out of that larder,’ he said.

‘Yes, Mr Sutton. Sorry, sir.’

Mr Sutton took a breath that seemed to pull all the air from the kitchen into his lungs and push it out again in a steady gale. His chest moved the way mountains move — in a timeframe beyond the cares of normal men. He threw his gloves on the stove.

‘Go and help Rupert clean the chicken shed,’ he said, trudging off along the hallway.

James watched him leave. Then he opened the larder door. His brother faced him, hesitating, before raising his chin. His cheeks were red and wet with tears.

‘Heads?’ said Billy.

James smiled.

‘Heads.’

He leaned forward and touched his brow against his brother’s, holding it there for a second or two with his eyes closed.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Before you get us in any more trouble.’














THINGS THAT I KNOW HAPPENED ONCE

[image: Image]






AT FIFTEEN RUPERT WAS just a year older than James, but a childhood living on Lasswick Farm had made him much bigger and stronger. James watched him as they made their way across the yard. He was working his brush in swift, coarse strokes against the concrete floor of the chicken shed. His sleeves were rolled up and his forearms were already showing the rough-hewn lines of developed muscle that James had only ever seen on grown men. His legs were planted on the ground like tree trunks, and his back was taut and lean like a young bull’s. James looked down at his own spindly arms and the woollen trousers tied in a rope around his skinny waist. The nearest he had come to manual labour in London was carrying coal to the fire and washing pots after Sunday roast.

He pulled up his sleeves and grabbed two brushes, passing the smaller one to Billy. The shed was only small, with one wall partly made up of a gate and a floor caked in layers of foul, black mess. The top was slick and fresh. Underneath was hard and cracked. Billy gagged into his sleeve as he caught the foul tang of excrement.

‘Do that corner,’ said James, pointing over at the gate. He thought at least the fresh air would prevent his brother vomiting like last time. ‘And no more games.’

Billy dragged his brush over to the gate and began to scrape it on the floor. James caught Rupert’s eye and nodded.

‘Where have you been?’ asked Rupert. 

James was well aware that his prim North London diction lacked the mystery of Rupert’s Cornish lilt. He tried his best not to copy him, or to grit his teeth and appropriate a rougher take on his city’s accent by using words like ain’t or dropping his t’s. He knew this made him sound like he was trying too hard. Besides, he remembered his father saying, ‘Be yourself, son; only fools try to do otherwise.’

At least, that’s what he thought he remembered him saying.

‘Teaching little boys lessons,’ he said, going to work on the floor.

Rupert glanced over at Billy, who had his back turned.

‘Oh aye. Telling stories again, is he?’

‘Lies, is more like it.’

‘What is it this time?’

‘He says there’s a man in the woods. Stupid.’

Rupert stood up, stretching his back and leaning on his brush — another adult trait that James made a mental note of copying when he was alone, later.

‘Man in the woods?’ said Rupert. ‘That right, Billy?’

‘Don’t,’ said James. ‘You’ll only encourage him.’

Billy paused his feeble brush strokes and stared at the wall for a second, before resuming.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s right.’

‘Which woods is that then, Billy?’ said Rupert. He wasn’t mocking him.

‘The ones at the bottom of the cow field.’

‘Potter’s Copse?’

Billy straightened up, as if something had just occurred to him, and turned round.

‘Yes, that’s it. He’s injured, and he’s very afraid.’

He looked between James and Rupert.

‘He needs help. Somebody needs to help him.’

James narrowed his eyes.

‘Billy, if you don’t…’

‘Potter’s Copse is quite dangerous, Billy,’ interrupted Rupert. ‘You haven’t been down there on your own, have you?’

Billy shook his head.

‘Then how do you know there’s a man in there?’

The little boy looked down at his brush and gave it a kick.

‘I don’t know. I just do. And I know it’s true and it’s making me sad.’

Rupert smiled at him.

‘Ah, now then, Billy. Stories is all very well, especially good ones. But just ’cause they’re good don’t make them true now, does it?’

Rupert resumed his scrubbing. Billy’s brow crumpled.

‘I swear, I swear, I swear, it’s true,’ he whispered, shaking his head.

‘I believe you, Billy,’ said a small voice from the gate. They all turned to see a little girl looking through the bars. She wore a grey smock and a long jumper down to her knees. A hat that had once been pink was pulled tight over her head, from which two brown pigtails sprouted like stiff twigs. She rested her nose on one of the bars

‘I do, and I like your stories.’

‘What are you doing here, Lucy?’ said Rupert. ‘Get back inside and help Ma with tea.’

The little girl stayed where she was. A wind was whipping up around the yard, sending straw and dirt whistling past her calves — bare apart from the sparse fabric of her crumpled grey socks.

‘Ma doesn’t want my help. She told me to go away.’

‘Then get back inside and play,’ said Rupert. ‘It’s cold out here and we’re working.’

‘I’m not cold. I’ve got a hat on.’ She snapped the rim of her hat and gave a smile, from which two or three teeth were missing. ‘Where’s Poppy?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Rupert. ‘Probably down at the stream chasing frogs, stupid dog. Now get back inside, Lucy, before I tell Da!’

Lucy ignored her big brother and shimmied her nose along the gate to where Billy was scrubbing.

‘Tell me a story, Billy.’

Billy looked up at her, then back at James.

‘I…I…’

‘Please, Billy?’

‘I can’t,’ he said.

‘Pleeeeaaase?’ whined Lucy.

Billy turned again to his brother, who shook his head.

‘Go on. Tell your stupid stories. See if I care.’

He pretended not to notice his brother’s face light up in the gloom of the shed, or the rush of happy warmth he felt when he saw the little hand adjust its grip excitedly on its brush, or Rupert’s own smile — again, already older than his years.

Billy edged closer to the gate.

‘They’re not stories, Lucy,’ he said.

‘What are they then?’

‘I don’t really know what they are. I suppose they’re like dreams, or things that I know happened once.’

‘Like memories?’

‘Yes, I suppose. Like memories, Lucy.’

‘Then tell me a memory, Billy.’

‘Which one?’

‘The one about the lady.’

‘The sad lady and the big house?’

Lucy jumped up on the first rung of the gate and hooked her arms through.

‘Yes, that one, Billy. Tell me that one.’

James watched his young brother look up at the sky. There was hardly anything of him — a small, thin boy with a small, thin voice and only a few years behind him. The pale blue was darkening, and clouds scudded across towards the hills, as if trying to flee the galloping night. For a moment, he thought he might be swept away with them.

‘It was cold and dark,’ said Billy. His voice was suddenly not so small, not so thin. ‘I remember it was always so terribly cold and dark…’

















FOLLOWING POPPY
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BILLY FELT AS IF somebody had been calling his name from a deep sleep for a long time. But nobody had. As the shapes and shadows that made up the chicken shed folded together again, he could only hear the sound of his own breathing, and of the wind, and of the clanking bucket outside in the yard.

The other children were standing around him in silence. Lucy was still on the gate with her face wedged between the bars, eyes wide with astonishment. Rupert had lit a kerosene lamp and was holding it up, lighting all their faces in a burned orange. He was looking Billy up and down, mouth agape, head shaking slowly. 

James glared. His jaw was set, his hands were clenching, his breaths were trembling. He was either furious or terrified; Billy could not tell.

‘That was a bit different that time, Billy,’ said Lucy. 

Billy’s eyes were sore, as if they had been open for a long time. He rubbed them, nearly fell over, and steadied himself on the wall.

‘James, what…what was I…?’

James took a step towards him and raised a finger. His voice was hoarse and faltering.

‘Don’t you ever, ever, speak like that again. Not about that filth, not about your family, not about your father, not about anything.’

‘But…but it wasn’t about Father, or our family. It wasn’t about—’

‘I don’t care!’ snapped James. The sound made Lucy jump and nearly fall from her gate.

‘But James,’ pleaded Billy. ‘I swear it wasn’t about us, it wasn’t me, I don’t know who it was, please, I can hardly remember…’

‘Stop lying!’

‘I’m not lying!’

James took another step towards his brother, blocking him from the lamplight. Billy shuffled into the corner.

‘James,’ warned Rupert, putting a hand on James’ shoulder. James shook it off.

‘You are! You’re nothing but a little fibber who likes telling dirty stories and scaring people!’

‘I am not! James, I am not, I promise you, I’m not lying, I’m not I’m, not I’m not. It’s like the man in the forest, I don’t know how I know!’

James took a deep breath and pursed his lips. He thought to himself that this was how adults looked before they had to do something they did not want to do but that had to be done nonetheless. This was the way his father had looked when he had stood up from hugging him, his shoes shining, his kitbag fresh and plump over his shoulder, his hat firmly on his scalp, kissed his mother, taken one last look at their house and marched across to the bus stop with the rest of the men that day. 

He’d known he would not see him again. They were laughing, the men, the fathers and husbands, joyful amongst the tears of the women who lined the street opposite in their best dresses and too much lipstick. They were laughing, though only some would return, and his father would not be among them.

And this was how his mother had looked as she knelt with them at Paddington Station, wiping their faces with her own tear-soaked handkerchief, trying to tell them things above the din of whistles and the cries of other children. This is the face she had made as she pulled herself together and stood, letting them be swept away with the rest to board their train. 

This is the face you made when things had to be done. 

James flattened his palm and raised it above his head. Billy cowered.

‘Mummy!’ he whimpered.

‘James!’ said Rupert.

‘Poppy!’ cried Lucy.

They all turned to the sound of distant barking that was carrying in on the wind. Lucy jumped from the gate and scrabbled across the windswept yard towards the field, shouting the dog’s name in singsong.

‘Lucy!’ 

Rupert leaped over the gate and followed her, lamp jangling and hissing in the rain. Billy looked up at his brother, breathing hard. They looked at each other in the near dark, until James finally let his hand fall to his side.

‘Come on,’ he said, and grabbed his brother’s arm.
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The four children ran down the field towards the river. Lucy was out in front, wild and uncaring, following the sound of Poppy’s urgent yelps. Rupert was close behind, calling her with his lamp swinging. James ran as fast as he could with Billy next to him. His feet thundered across the wet ground, hitting divots and rocks that sent him either flying or falling. The darkness seemed to close in as the farm disappeared behind. Before them was only grass, water and thick trees swamped in the approaching night.

Eventually they reached the riverbank, where Poppy — the farm’s fierce and playful Jack Russell — had stationed herself. They gathered around her, catching their breath.

‘Here you are, Poppy!’ said Lucy. She bent down for a hug, which the dog dismissed with a growl. ‘What’s the matter?’

Poppy was staring at the line of trees on the opposite bank. It was a thin, shallow stretch of the river, with no bridge to speak of. In the summer, Rupert had shown them how to get across by hopping on the right stones. You avoided the greener ones — those slick with moss that were impossible to touch without slipping and flying into a spectacular spin and landing in the cold, gravel-strewn water, much to Lucy’s delight.

Rupert turned up the lamp. It roared and cast its glow across the frothing curls of water. He peered across.

‘Something in the water?’ he said. Poppy renewed her barking, legs rigid, tail wagging furiously.

‘It’s in the trees,’ said Lucy. ‘There’s something in the trees.’

As if in understanding, Poppy suddenly braced herself and sprang into the water. The current took her for a moment, but she regained her footing and in a second she had darted across and dragged herself up the other bank.

‘Poppy!’ shouted Lucy, somewhere between dismay and delight. With all the forward planning her four years allowed her, she leaped in after her dog and began wading across.

Rupert jumped in and splashed after her. 

‘Lucy come back here!’ 

But she was as quick as the dog, and before James knew it, he and Billy were wading across too.

Under the hypnotic sway of Rupert’s lamp and led by Lucy’s calls, they followed the dog deep into the forest until the sound of the river was far behind. They marched through bracken and over tree roots and boulders. The air around them was dense and muffled with ancient vegetation.

‘What is it?’ said James, whispering, though he did not know why. His feet were wet and numb, and Billy’s teeth chattered behind him.

‘Something dead,’ said Rupert. ‘Fox, probably.’

‘Poooooppppeeeeyyyy!’ sang Lucy, as though she was on a summer walk in bright sunshine, not this freezing hike in the dark.

‘Shouldn’t we go back?’ said James.

‘Father’ll want to know if it’s a fox,’ said Rupert. ‘There’ve been a few chickens taken.’

They marched on, deeper and deeper, until they came to a clump of brambles surrounding a tree. Poppy was at the perimeter, yowling and jumping, scurrying to and fro in an effort to find a way in.

‘Maybe a den,’ said Rupert. He moved forwards to inspect the bush, trying to see through it. ‘Could be some cubs.’

Poppy, nearing the limits of her frustration, suddenly flattened herself to the ground and began to drag herself under the branches. She gave a couple of yelps but was soon through, upon which she barked three times and fell silent.

‘Poppy?’ said Lucy. She turned to her brother and tugged his sleeve. ‘Rupert? What’s wrong with her?’

‘Dunno. Here.’

He handed the lamp to James and turned to a patch of weeds behind them. He pulled out twigs and branches until he found a long, thick stick, which he then used to hack away at the brambles.

‘Give me a hand, will you?’ he said to James.

‘Sorry,’ said James. He handed the lamp to Billy. The weight was nearly too much for Billy, but he managed to hold it in two hands while James searched for another stick. Before long the two older brothers were swiping and tugging at the thick brambles, until they had cleared a path through.

They threw down their sticks, and Billy handed Rupert the lamp.

‘Careful,’ said Rupert. ‘The mother might still be around somewhere. They can bite hard.’

They crept through the bush until they found themselves in a covered clearing around the base of the tree, like a natural cave. Their lamplight filled the small space. Poppy was staring at the tree, against which lay the body of a man covered in a muddy, white sheet. A mess of strings fell from the branches in knots around his limbs, so that he looked like a discarded puppet, with his eyes shut and his face scratched and bruised. Lucy gasped as she appeared from the path, and Billy stood close to his brother. For a long time, they said nothing, but then Billy breathed a quivering sigh — half relief, half despair.

‘I told you,’ he said.














THE SCARF
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London, Present Day



I SURFACE FROM OBLIVION and look upwards, as if through shallow water. Three faces swim in low light, peering down at me. The one on the left is pale and framed in white curtains of hair. The one in the middle is dark and freckled. And then on the right a looming terror that makes my chest heave — the wrinkled skin of the ragged man. 

‘Are you sure it’s him?’ says the dark, freckled face.

I feel myself falling, and as the faces ripple away, the pale girl replies. 

‘Yes. I’m certain of it.’
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Needless to say, after Miss Craven’s death, I was not a popular boy. The school was closed for the rest of the week, and the head teacher called me and my parents in for a meeting. Epilepsy was a fashionable condition to talk about back then, so they decided I should be looked at, but the doctor found nothing wrong with me and pronounced my experience an ‘episode’.

Going back to school wasn’t as bad as I had feared. At least, not at first. The next few weeks were all about Miss Craven. There were flowers and prayers and assemblies dedicated to her. The art class made a little shrine in the gym where you could place notes of condolences for her family. It was all anyone talked about. Even Daniel Hough kept himself to himself.

But after a month, the shrine was taken down, and the whispers and looks began. Fear, blame and mockery.

‘Don’t you want me, baby?’

As Miss Craven met her grisly end, I had, apparently, been singing this refrain at the top of my voice. The words crept into the school corridors, first mumbled nervously, then sung, and finally screamed in my face as I walked between classes.

My episode quickly inflated with hyperbole. Apparently I had not just wet myself in the classroom but followed through at the back as well. The smell was atrocious. Then somebody said I had come in my Y-fronts. I had not. I knew this because I had not yet learned to ejaculate properly, despite my age, although I doubted that sharing this piece of information would help my cause.

Then, somebody said that I had, in fact, opened my fly and taken out my penis, waving it at the class like a wand. Daniel Hough, despite having witnessed the event firsthand, took this one on with vigour. His masturbation routine was now a prophecy. And it now had its very own soundtrack.

‘Don’t you want me baby? Uh..uh..uh..oooooooohhhhhh…’

He perfected it daily in front of me, to much applause. 

After a while, the abuse died down. But things had changed. I was treated with even more apathy than before, even by the teachers. They had their own staffroom gossip of course, and only the accounts of Mr Mackenzie and those overheard in the playground to go on. Many of them — I’m sure of this, even if it was subconsciously — viewed me as somehow complicit in the death of their beloved colleague. I was picked last, ignored, thrown the oldest and tattiest textbooks and scapegoated for blameless misdemeanours. Even the dinner ladies seemed to reduce my portions of stewed tomatoes and Smash. 

A crowd is forever trying to remove its impurities.

I rode it out, put it from my mind, and eventually resigned myself to the fact that I was simply the freak that my classmates insisted I was. I found it harder and harder to piece together what had happened when Miss Craven had died. Had I really imagined her death before it happened? Hadn’t I exposed myself to the class? My memory became as jumbled as the apocryphal rumours themselves. Certainly, the idea that I might possess supernatural powers never entered my mind. Not at first. 

Summer held tight, but finally succumbed to autumn’s advances midway through the first term. Cold morning air smudged with ember smoke and clouds of breath from red lips hanging over diamond-frosted roads. Dark sunsets and the poetry of leafless trees, the crackle of bracken, the deep, dark perfume of night and creeping death all around. Autumn — a right old fuck fest.

One evening I was taking our dog, Fritz, for a walk. It was already dark and I was on the lane by Kelmere Forest, a curve of large cottages wreathed in woodsmoke and lined by a rambling moss-covered wall. Fritz had jumped into a hedge, and I waited for him with my face buried in my parka while he worried the dead brambles.

A car pulled up to one of the houses and a family spilled out — mum, dad and two girls. I watched them shout and laugh their way to the door of the house. Amidst the clamour of shopping bags, keys, coats, seat belts, one of the girls caught her scarf on the gate. It reeled off her neck without her noticing and fell to the ground in a pile of red tartan. The front door slammed shut.

Lights came on in the house and I saw the girl’s mother at the kitchen window, smiling at the sink. I turned to the bushes.

‘Fritz,’ I called, but he was still busy, so I walked to the scarf, picked it up and took it to the front door. They had a heavy knocker, which I rapped twice.

The father answered wearing an apron and holding a knife. 

‘Hello,’ he said, smiling in surprise. He looked down at the scarf, which I held up for him.

‘It was at the gate,’ I said.

He tutted and threw up his non-knife-wielding hand.

‘Susie!’ he shouted.

Susie ran through, a girl of seven or eight.

‘My scarf!’ she said, grabbing it with delight. ‘Thank you!’

She reached out and gave me a hug around my waist.

‘That’s OK,’ I said, a little taken aback by the warmth.

Susie’s sister and mother had joined them so that the whole family now stood gleaming in the yellow light of their doorstep. I basked in their smiles, the warmth of their house, the smell of cooking onions and felt, for the first time in a long time, peaceful and proud. And all for a scarf.

After a few more thank-yous and OKs it was time to go. The father offered me his free hand and I shook it. I got the timing and grip just right too, good and firm and synchronised so that we were properly shaking like men, not stuck in that terrible squeeze where one hand is simply crushing the other’s into a clump of fingers. We enjoyed our perfect handshake and he looked me in the eye, a level look of genuine trust and gratitude.

‘Thank you, son,’ he said once again. I don’t think anything had ever made me quite so happy.

He closed the door and I heard the sounds of the family returning to its teatime bliss. I listened for a while, then returned to my search for Fritz.

My brain did a small swoop as I closed the gate. The trees and the wall seemed to spin out of my vision for a second as if I had stumbled. I stopped and regained my focus, hearing little terrier growls coming from up the lane.

‘Fritz,’ I called, and followed the sound. 

I kept to the centre of the road. I could already feel the night trying to pull away from me, losing its meaning like the words had done on the page of my maths book. The brambles and the trees and the stone of the wall began to move around in blocks. Behind them was a bright yellow light.

I stopped again, closed my eyes and held my head. When the light had faded, I looked up. Somehow I had found my way back to the house.

The blocks formed and separated like pieces of a puzzle breaking apart. The same yellow light streamed through the gaps, brighter this time, and before I could close my eyes it had already taken over my vision. I felt myself freezing to the spot.

Now I was inside the family’s house looking down at an onion on a chopping board. I had strong, hairy hands and my wife was at the sink, talking to me about Christmas. I felt as if I was only half-listening to her, but enjoying the sound of her voice and the giggles of my daughters as they chased each other around the kitchen. The knife was well sharpened, I kept it that way, and the onion was strong. My eyes watered. I felt happy and warm and blessed, but there were other feelings too somewhere that I couldn’t quite grasp. I felt that there was something I was keeping hidden away, something to do with money that I didn’t want to think about right now. I felt that if I did think about it, it would ruin this perfect night with my daughters and my wife and my nice, big, warm house.

That boy at the door. Nice of him to return Susie’s scarf. I might have invited him in but he was a bit strange and I didn’t like how he looked when Susie hugged him.

My wife had stopped talking about Christmas and was peering through the window.

‘What on Earth? Good grief, Gerald, look.’

‘What is it?’ I heard myself say. I put down the knife and walked over the sink. Then I looked out onto the dark lane and saw myself.

That’s the boy with the scarf, I thought.

Something clattered behind me.

Why is he standing there with that look on his face.

‘What’s he doing Gerald?’ said my wife. ‘Is he…is he drooling?’

‘I don’t know,’

‘Daddy?’ said my daughter’s voice behind me.

I felt a surge of protection and the conviction that I had been right to be suspicious about this boy, who was now standing outside my house, staring and dribbling like a lunatic.

‘Daddy?’

‘Get back to the living room, girls. Daddy will handle this.’

I removed my apron, ready to go outside and tackle this little pervert, drag him to his house and have it out with his father. But then the boy seemed to jerk awake. He stopped drooling and looked around as if he had no idea where he was. Then he ran off up the lane, shouting something.

‘Well I never,’ said my wife, dropping the blind.

‘Daddy, look,’ said my daughter.

I turned and saw Susie standing, pale-faced and serious in the centre of the kitchen. She was pointing behind her at her younger sister, who was lying on the floor. She had evidently found the knife on the worktop, which was now beside her in a pool of blood spilling from a cut in her arm. My wife screamed.

And then I was back on the lane, facing the window. The man and the woman whose beaming faces and gratitude I had just enjoyed were now glaring at me, frowning and repulsed. I felt saliva on my chin, which I wiped. Fritz barked from where he was sitting in front of me, looking up with his head cocked.

I turned and ran, calling Fritz to follow. As I reached the end of the lane someone screamed. Before I reached home, I heard sirens too.
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Her name was Felicity Shaw. I saw the family on bonfire night, when the town flocked to the green by Lasswick Church to eat burnt meat and watch underwhelming explosions. They were standing in the glow of Guy Fawkes’ flaming effigy, their faces gleaming with the same healthy light as when I had seen them in their porch. But their smiles disappeared when they saw me. Her parents eyed me suspiciously and held their daughters close to their hips, then left without a word. Felicity’s arm was in bandages, but she was all right. 

Obviously I had not — could not have — hurt the girl. Nevertheless, there were words to my parents, and the whispers of irresponsible parenthood that rustled around Lasswick that November turned quickly to the lunatic who had been dribbling outside the Shaws’ house at the time. I was taken on another trip to the doctor.

The episodes continued, but muted. Those first two ordeals were like floodwater from a bulging dam that gradually settled to an even flow. It didn’t take me long to understand that whatever I was experiencing was triggered by touch — and not just any old brush or knock, not just skin contact, but a touch that meant something, even if it was just to me. I remembered that Miss Craven’s squeeze of my shoulder when I met her in the corridor, fresh from that first daze, filled me with happiness. Mr Shaw’s firm and honest handshake before his daughter’s accident made me glow. 

 The episodes became more mundane as well — there was no more visceral shock of death or injury. Instead, I saw snapshots of lives. I actually began to enjoy them, to crave the experience of seeing through somebody else’s eyes. 

No. Scratch that. What I craved was the experience of otherness, of being anyone but me.

I became addicted to it and took every opportunity I could to cast off of my own life and absorb myself in another. For a few moments I could escape my life completely.

I learned to control the gurgling, and the dizzy spells disappeared. Before long I wasn’t even blacking out, and touch was no longer necessary; all that I required was eye contact.














FEELING THEIR BONES
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I WAKE AGAIN. THIS time consciousness snaps back like a taut band, no ripples, no sense of disappearance. I’m horizontal on an old sofa in a small room. The walls are bare and stripped of paper — in some places stripped of plaster too. One corner is just an empty space with slats of wood standing upright. The floor is similarly free of decorative luxuries like carpet, completion or a lack of moisture.

There is a distant rumble and squeak of traffic outside. Then the room fills with sudden streaming light and the roar of a train. Just as quickly, the noise and light are gone. There’s a bad smell around me, like dogs and drains and council house hoover bags. For a second I think it might be me, but I realise it’s coming from the blanket that’s draped over my shoulder. I shake it off and sit up, my head immediately bursting with pain.

‘Hurts, doesn’t it?’ says a voice.

The woman from the van is sitting on a wooden chair in the middle of the room. She’s the same one I saw in the Cherry Tree, looking me over now with those two crystal fists of eyes. Same clothes too; the vaguely military urban uniform that doesn’t quite belong on her frame. She leans her elbows on her knees and lets her hands fall between them. A St Christopher dangles from her neck. There are cheap rings on her long fingers and two leather bracelets on her wrist, worn and frayed. On the skin beneath them are dull welts; track marks leading up to her elbow like a trail of ancient bomb craters.

Her skin is like well-creamed coffee. West Indian, I think.

And before you say anything: no, I am not racist. Believe me, if there’s one thing my little talent has taught me it’s that there are far better things to base your prejudice on than skin colour.

Racist? Me? No. I hate everyone equally.

Her hair is scrappy and tied in an off-centre bun. She taps her head.

‘The first time. Hurts.’

She’s right. Whatever this is, whatever this is the first time of, it hurts. It hurts a lot. I feel as if a blade is permanently wedged between my eyes. She nods at the arm of the sofa, upon which is a cracked glass of water and two pills. I pick them up.

‘Paracetamol,’ she says, sensing my reluctance. She pulls a strip from her pocket and tosses it to me. It lands on the floor but I can see that two are missing. I look at the ones in my hand — don’t take them, I think. But my head feels like it will burst if I don’t. I swallow them and drink all the water, as slowly as I can, trying to think through the pain.

I remember running — the crowd that followed me like a pack of wolves, the dreamlike pulse of diving into every face I saw, of having lost control, hitting the car, seeing this face before me now. 

‘You’re safe,’ she says.

I look at her. There is nothing remotely safe about this woman — about her face, or the way she sits, or the way her eyes keep darting over my head, or at the corners of the room. My head starts to suggest words like kidnap, extortion, money. Drugs, suggestion, hypnotism. I inspect her again to see if she is somebody I may have wronged in some way (let’s face it, there’s a fair chance) but come up with nothing. 

All the same, I’m not safe. I know that much.

I feel like I am drifting away again. The walls seem to ripple.

‘Who are you?’ I say. The sofa wants to pull me inside it. ‘What have you done to me?’

She cocks her head as I melt backwards.

‘I told you,’ she says. ‘It’s not who we are, but who we used to be.’
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When I wake again it is cold and dark, and the sparse room is illuminated by candles in the fireplace. Long, threadbare curtains are drawn across the two windows on either side of the sofa upon which I lie. The pain in my head has dwindled to a dull throb.

‘Better?’ says the woman. She is sitting at the other end of the sofa to me. It is a long piece of furniture — enough that she can sit with her knees against the back cushion and still be far from my feet. She holds a cup of something steaming, and watches me over its rim.

I sit up and stretch my limbs and back, half expecting to find my wrists and ankles bound with cable ties. But I’m free. I check my pockets. No phone, no wallet.

She hands me the cup, but I don’t take it.

‘Tea,’ she says. ‘You need fluids.’

‘No, thanks.’ 

She raises an eyebrow.

‘You don’t trust me.’

I stand.

‘Err…no, not since you kidnapped me and drugged me.’

‘I didn’t drug you, and you got in the car of your own accord, remember.’

‘Really? Didn’t drug me? I take two of your pills and fall unconscious for…what, four hours? Five?’

I look around, pacing the floorboards. There are two doors. One looks like it leads to a small annex, like a galley kitchen, and the other leads out to a hall. It feels as if we’re on an upper floor. 

‘Two days,’ she says. ‘I was out for three. And I told you, they were paracetamol. Tell me your head doesn’t feel better.’

It does, but this doesn’t mean anything. For all I know the sedative killed my pain. 

‘Where are the other two?’

‘Sleeping. They’re tired.’ She holds out the cup again. ‘Drink it. I promise you it’s fine.’

I snatch the cup and hurl it at the wall, against which it shatters, leaving a batwing spray.

‘Two days? Where’s my phone? Wallet, keys, where are they?’

She jumps up, holding her hands out. ‘Take it easy.’

I back away from her, but I’m going the wrong way. 

‘You didn’t have anything on you.’

Now she’s between me and the exit. 

‘Back off!’

I look at the windows, wondering if I could risk a jump. 

‘Just calm down.’ 

I do need calming down, that’s for sure. Very little fazes me; I’ve seen too much for that. And really, in hindsight, this — this whatever it is, this odd room and this stranger and not knowing where I am — it’s not what’s making me panic and want to jump out of a window. It’s what happened before at my flat and out on the street and then at Patti’s. The people — I can still feel their bones, taste their teeth, taste their thoughts. 

And there’s something about this woman too. She gives me a feeling I can’t place; a dizzy recognition — no, not recognition, but some distant, forgotten ancestor of it. If recognition is knowing a person’s face, then this is knowing their intestines, or how they see colours, or the shape of their secrets, or their soul.

But I don’t allow myself to think these things right now. As far as I’m concerned, I’m panicking because I’m trapped and compromised and somebody wants something from me.

I’m trembling, sweating, twitching.

‘Calm down,’ she repeats, palms up. She sounds like she’s done this before — calmed someone down, I mean. But her tone isn’t soft; it’s not the manner of a teacher or a parent talking a toddler down from a tantrum. Her voice is as flat as her expression. I think of prison officers, or social workers, and red-faced youths shaking blades from a corner.

There’s something about her. Just like there was something about the boy in the photograph.

You…you…you…

As if on cue, a floorboard creaks out on the landing, and in he walks, the ragged man, lit hideously in the upward light of a gigantic, oozing candle. His face looks worn down to the very skull.

I stagger back. Behind him is a girl — she’s young, still a teenager, with a shock of white hair and pale skin. She risks a smile, then places a hand on his shoulder.

‘Elliot,’ she says, with strange delight. Her voice is soft and crackles like old wool. ‘Elliot, it’s OK.’

‘Do you have any idea what you’ve done?’ I say with a mirthless laugh. ‘You’ve kidnapped one of the most famous people in the United Kingdom. Do you know who I know? There’ll be people looking for me. Right now, there will be people out there looking for me.’

‘We didn’t kidnap you,’ says the pale-skinned girl. ‘You got into our van, and you’re free to go whenever you like. We’re not going to hurt you.’ She places one hand over her heart. ‘I swear it.’

Our eyes fix — hers unwavering, mine still looking madly between them all — and it’s then that I realise something: They are not like the others. I’m not diving into them. I am at least safe from that.

‘Fine,’ I say. ‘You’re not going to hurt me. What you most certainly fucking are going to do is sit down and tell me who you are, and what you want, and what’s happening to me.’

















WHO YOU USED TO BE
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‘TELL ME YOUR NAME.’

‘It’s not who I am, it’s…’

‘Yeah, yeah, I know, who you used to be, I heard you the first time and I’ll get to that. But just for consistency, love, tell me who the fuck you are right now.’

We’re sitting in the galley kitchen. There’s no bulb, so a single candle stands on the table between us. The ragged man is on the sofa in the other room, head cradled by the white-haired girl. I can hear her singing softly to him over the crackle and wheeze of his snores.

‘My name is Zoe Marsh.’

‘How old are you?’

‘What does that…?’

‘Just tell me.’

‘Of all the fucking people’ — she rolls her eyes and sighs — ‘I’m thirty-eight.’

‘Where do you live.’

‘Various places but I told you, none of this matters.’

‘Fine, homeless, so now tell me who you used to be.’

‘It’s not that simple.’

‘Yes it is. Tell me, who were you? What did I do to you?’

She looks up as if I’ve lost it.

‘You don’t get it.’

‘Pretty sure I do, love. I piss people off every day, have done for years. All part of the territory, I’m afraid. I get death threats for breakfast, child maintenance requests with my elevenses and lawsuits with my fucking afternoon tea. So what’s your beef? I don’t want to float your boat, but I’m fairly sure I would remember having slept with you, and you’re too old to be a child. So what then, were you on the show? Did I get you in trouble? Make you lose custody of your child? Worse? Did you go to prison? Do you want money, revenge, fame? What?’

She shakes her head, eyes narrowing.

‘Of all the people,’ she says, ‘it had to be you.’

I slam my hand on the table.

‘What do you want from me?’

The echo deadens in the small room.

‘I need your help.’ She glances at the door. ‘We need your help.’

I sit back and fold my arms. This is possibly worse than I thought.

‘What do you do?’

‘I run shelters in London and the south coast.’

‘What kind of shelters?’

She shrugs.

‘Started off for women escaping domestic violence. Then it was homeless, now asylum seekers…’

Aha.

The penny drops. 

‘So, you’re a do-gooder.’

It isn’t the first time someone like this has come knocking at my door, although I will grant you it is the most theatric. The chair topples as I stand.

‘Let me guess, your…organisation or company or whatever it is wants some exposure. People aren’t throwing you enough coins, is that it? Those plastic envelopes you stuff through people’s doors are ending up in the recycling bins, the black-and-white photos of kids on doorsteps aren’t getting through, people have seen too many of them.’

I’m pacing now.

‘They’re desensitised, aren’t they? Twitter and Facebook aren’t cutting it, the press don’t want to know, so you need a stunt, right? A heist to get people’s attention. Something a little on the wrong side of the law, just over the line that it makes you seem edgy and committed, but not enough to get you in trouble with Plod, right?’

‘Just wait…’

 ‘No, I get it, so you stalk me — oh, yes, I’ve seen him…fucking…Steptoe lurking out there on my street — then you work out some cheap parlour trick with the Milky Way out there, whoever the fuck she is, something to make me lose my shit, then you take me in, feed me some more bollocks, get me on side and then…what? What then? You make an example out of me? Hold me up as some totem representing the big problems of the world? Get me to fund you? Is that it? You, your girlfriend and your shit-stained old hobo out there want my support?’

I throw my head back and laugh, as much out of relief as anything. I can see a way out of this now. Unless they’ve got some heavies downstairs, all I’m facing is a bit of public humiliation when I get back to London, and that’s fine; I could do with a break anyway. And the best thing about public humiliations, if you play them right, is the comeback.

This woman, this Zoe, glares up at me. Her mouth twitches, momentarily baring her teeth.

‘You don’t understand.’

‘Wrong. I do understand; I just don’t care.’

I scoff and stride out, but before I reach the door I stop at the sound of a metallic rattle.

‘It starts with smell,’ she says. ‘That’s the first thing: You can smell what they smell.’

The words freeze me to the spot.

‘Then touch,’ she says, slower this time. ‘Vision, hearing, and taste. Then I’m them, Elliot. I am them. It feels like diving slowly into water. That’s how it is with me, anyway. How about you?’

The words loiter like an unwanted child. Finally I turn.

‘This is a trick.’

‘I wish it was.’

She pulls out some cigarettes and lights one, eyes pincering me with disgust through the first and second furious drags.

‘Let me be absolutely clear,’ she says, on the third. ‘I don’t like you. I don’t like your show, or what you do or what you stand for. Quite frankly, I think you are everything that’s wrong with the world, but right now I don’t care. It just makes this so much —’

She shuts her eyes, shakes her head and tries again.

‘I thought everyone was like me, when I was a child. I thought it was normal that I could sometimes see inside other people’s heads. I just thought that was how the world worked. But it didn’t take me long to realise that wasn’t true at all.’

A memory momentarily sweeps over her face. 

‘I was scared at first. I thought I was mad, but once I had learned to control it, everything just’ —she fans her palms — ‘became normal again. And now, this.’

‘Yes, this. What is this?’

She stubs out her cigarette and pulls something from her cardigan pocket. It’s the photograph from the Cherry Tree, which she places on the table before me. 

‘You put that on the restaurant wall?’

‘You’re a difficult person to get a picture in front of. We tried the mail, social media...We even tracked down your address, but nothing got through.’

‘For good reason.’

‘In the end we had to put it out in public, places we knew you’d be. You’ve probably walked past it a hundred times. But it was a last resort. Heathcliff had already tried the normal way.’

‘Who the fuck’s Heathcliff, and what do you mean, normal way?’

‘To show himself to you, so you could recognise him like he recognised you. That’s how it worked with us.’

‘That old man? That’s why he was out on my street every day?’

She shakes her head.

‘It didn’t work, every day for two months and nothing, so he said — he let us know — that this picture might work instead.’

‘What the hell are you talking about?’

She inclines her head to the door behind her.

‘They came to me last winter. It was a cold one, remember?’

‘I was in the Bahamas, so no.’

‘There was a blizzard, a storm, huge waves rolling across the road from the estuary.’

Estuary thinks a corner of my brain concerned with survival. We’re on the Thames Estuary. Zoe nods at the small window by the sink.

‘I saw them out there, huddled beneath a streetlight, looking up at me. So I went down and let them in.’

‘Why?’

She frowns.

‘You do know what shelter means?’

‘Yes, doss house.’

She rolls her eyes and lights another cigarette.

‘Anyway, as soon as I saw them, that was it, I was gone. I lost control. I couldn’t stop getting inside of people. Almost everyone in the shelter — people who I would never in my darkest dreams want to dive into — I did so uncontrollably. I was just like you, running around Piccadilly like a lunatic.’

‘You followed me?’

‘We had to see that it had worked.’

I slam the table with an open palm.

‘That what had fucking worked?’

She takes a drag from her cigarette, unmoved, and stares at me through the shifting smoke. 

‘You have to remember.’

There’s something hiding in her eyes, an urgent muted prompt. I lean on the table, facing her down.

‘Remember what?’

‘That’s just it. I can’t tell you, or…’

‘You better had right now, love, or I’m out of that door.’

‘You have to find out for yourself. Morag said — ‘

‘Are you serious? You want me to play a guessing game now?’

Her finger finds the photograph and taps it.

‘Tell me what you see.’

I stare at it, alien memories rising like bile. The row of faces, the feeling of heat, the music, the boy…

‘I don’t —’

‘Tell me.’

‘A boy.’ I say.

‘On the end, pointing off camera. And you remember everything else about that day too. The weather, the sounds, the smells, how you felt. Just like Morag said you would.’

My silence fills the room. She offers me the pack.

‘Cigarette?’














ONE PARTICULAR LIFE
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I HAVE NEVER MUCH been one for smoking cigarettes. Something about the sense of infiltration, of being occupied internally by something so dense and malevolent, always put me off. That and the wretched stench of grey addicts shuffling inside sucking their desperate, pointless mints. 

No, not one for the fags, me. But boy, do I smoke this one right down to the filter.

Zoe says nothing as I work my way through drag after drag. She sits there, smoking her own, watching me with the cool regard of a scientist over a well-tested chemical reaction. 

Finally, I blow out the last lungful and stub out the butt.

‘Why me?’

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘I mean what made you come after me?’

She shrugs.

‘It wasn’t a decision. We had your show on in the TV room one night.’ I take quiet umbrage at the way she says show. ‘Heathcliff never usually watches telly, but he did that evening, and he saw you.’

‘So?’

‘So, he went crazy, didn’t he? Jabbering, pointing, throwing his arms up, holding up the photograph. We had to clear the room, get everyone back to their beds while Morag calmed him down. And when he was back to normal, she came to me and said that he recognised you.’

‘Of course he recognised me, I’m famous.’

‘Not you now. You before.’

‘I have no fucking idea what you’re talking about.’

She takes a deep sigh and leans on the table.

‘Everything you felt after seeing that photograph, I felt after seeing Morag and Heathcliff. Euphoria at first, watching everyone like they were stars, and then the next day, the panic when I realised I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t go outside for days. My head pounded, I was hungry all the time, I didn’t want to leave my room in case I saw someone. The only people I could be around were Morag and Heathcliff, and I screamed at them for doing this to me.’

‘And why did they do it?’

‘They weren’t trying to hurt me. Morag sat me down one day — just like I’m doing with you now — and explained. She was trying to help Heathcliff find something he had lost. She told me she knew who I was, and that soon I would know her too. It was then that I started to remember.’

‘Remember what?’

She pauses, her eyes glimmering with fear.

‘Other lives.’ 

‘What do you mean?’

‘It was only one or two at first, then tens, hundreds.’

‘Other lives?’

‘I lost count. They just kept coming, one after the other, each one as bright as the last. Some were from only a few years ago, some were from centuries in the past, and others were from times and places I couldn’t place.’

‘Hang on a minute, are you trying to suggest —’

‘And then finally, I remembered. One life. One particular life. And that was when I knew why Morag and Heathcliff were here. I knew who they were. I knew who I had been.’

‘Please,’ I say, raising a hand. I’m finding this extremely difficult, and I have to close my eyes against what I’m about to say. ‘Please, just so I’m clear, are you talking about reincarnation?’

‘Yes.’ 

‘You believe you’ve lived before?’

‘Yes.’

‘Aha, and you believe I may have lived before too.’

‘I honestly wish I didn’t, but yes.’

‘The boy in the photograph.’

She leans forward with that look again, trying to will me on.

‘Not just him.’

I close my eyes, pinch the bridge of my nose and breathe a sigh.

‘And I suppose nothing about this strikes you as odd? You didn’t wonder why some old tramp and his gypsy whore had turned up out of the blue waving a magic photograph under your nose? You didn’t wonder what their angle was?’

‘Angle?’

‘Whether they were trying to trick you?’

‘How would they be trying to trick me?’

‘I don’t know, hypnosis, suggestion, mind control, whatever.’

‘I was a whore once,’ says a cool voice from the door. The white-haired girl is standing there, swaying lightly with her hands clasped. ‘But he’s no tramp. He’s a traveller, and he’s travelled a long way to find you, Elliot.’

Being famous, you get used to people saying your name before you’ve had a full introduction. But something in the way she says Elliot — it freezes my spine like rigging in a blizzard.

‘For what reason?’ I demand, fighting the fear.

The weave of her cardigan hisses with a long, slow shrug.

‘Excellent,’ I say, leaning back and folding my arms. ‘Just great.’

‘It’s not working, Morag,’ says Zoe.

Morag keeps her eyes on me.

‘Give it time. It will.’

My foot begins to tap. 

‘So I suppose you can do it too, right? See inside people’s heads?’

‘Yes.’

‘Not that I have the faintest idea what that has to do with fucking reincarnation.’

‘Neither do I.’

‘Right, right’ — my foot tap gains momentum — ‘and er, what’s your role in this, then, this little enterprise of yours, hmm?’

‘Heathcliff found me first, and I’m helping him.’

‘Why?’

‘Because he needs help. And he was my trigger. There’s always a trigger, you see. A picture, or a piece of music, or a person, or —’

‘Trigger, right, and, er, how did he find you, then, this Heathcliff?’

A smile creeps onto her face, full of secrecy. 

‘Something put us together. A force beyond our ken, an inexplicable connection.’

She has an Irish lilt, and she speaks these last words as if they are poetry. I look her up and down, this girl. She has an ungrounded, airy way about her, and I imagine she knows her way around a joss stick. 

But there’s also something else — that terrible familiarity creeping through me. She takes a step closer, smiling, sensing it.

‘Don’t you believe in connections, Elliot?’

Another chill down my neck, something in the way she says my name, as if…

‘Don’t you think that sometimes we’re just thrown together?’

‘No.’

Foot still tapping. Faster now.

‘Don’t you think that you’re part of something bigger than —’

‘No. No, I don’t think any of those things and I don’t like the idea of forces beyond my ken. In fact, I prefer all of the forces in my life to be well within my fucking ken, thank you very much, so tell me, please, where did you get that picture?’

She frowns and cocks her head.

‘From Heathcliff, of course.’

‘Right, and he told you what to do, did he? He, er, speaks then, does he, this old relic?’

She blinks, startled.

‘No, we have a much more powerful method of communication.’

‘Yes, of course. Of course you do. Of course you fucking do.’

Foot’s going like the clappers now.

‘Elliot,’ she says, bringing fresh icicles to my already glacial spinal column. ‘There’s really nothing to be afraid of. All you have to do is open your mind…’

That’s it. One last tap and I’m done, up on my feet.

‘Fuck. Off.’

Morag’s face hardens. She shakes her head.

‘Elliot, you…’

‘Morag,’ warns Zoe.

‘You always were…’

‘Morag, no.’

As they share a look I cannot decipher, I hold up my hands.

‘I mean it, fuck off, I’ve had enough, I’m leaving. You’re insane, delusional and I’m out of here, BYEEEE.’

I go to leave, but Morag, her composure regained, blocks my path.

‘Are you sure about that, Elliot? Are you sure we’re delusional?’

‘Get out of my way.’

She takes a step closer, her left hand drifting to the table.

‘What about photographs? Do you believe in them? Can a photograph make you…’

She turns the photograph faceup.

‘…delusional.’

I back away as Zoe picks it up. She gives Morag a look that makes her retreat a step or two, then she turns on me. Her eyes glisten in the candlelight.

‘Let me guess, Elliot. When you were a child you had dreams that felt like someone else’s. You knew people you’d never seen, places you’d never visited. And then something amazing happened. For a few moments, you experienced life as someone else, and it was terrifying. Then it happened again, and again, and again, until it became a part of you.’

I challenge her with an unconvincing grin.

‘You’re just trying to scare me. It won’t work.’

‘I can tell you how you felt when you saw this. You saw this boy, this little boy pointing at something, and a feeling washed over you and flooded your head with memories that weren’t yours, although you felt them as brightly and as keenly as if they had all happened yesterday.’

She takes a step towards me, defying me to deny it.

‘And then all of a sudden the world seemed different. It was as if a veil had been lifted and everyone was laid bare. And that thing you’ve been able to do all your life, that thing that’s impossible but that you can still do, became something else entirely.’

This isn’t real. I keep telling myself: This isn’t real.

‘You started seeing people as they really were, like you were no longer locked inside yourself.’ She follows me, matching my steps as I edge for the wall. Her eyes are wide. ‘It’s a wonderful feeling. You feel free.’

It has to be a trick. I want it to stop.

‘No…’

‘Free of yourself.’

‘Stop.’

‘Free as light. This wonderful feeling of unity with everything.’

I’m shaking. My hands reach the wall. She stops, inches from my face. 

‘Does that sound familiar?’

I push past her, hitting her square in the shoulder. As I do I get a sense of her submitting to the impact almost before I have made contact, slinking away as though the threat of violence has triggered a long-rehearsed routine of submission. She stumbles back. The walls shudder around me. I can’t see properly.

‘Why are you doing this to me? What do you want?’

Regaining her footing, she touches an exploratory hand to her shoulder. Feeling no damage, she turns to face me again.

‘But then, this wonderful feeling, this feeling that you cannot explain, became something else again.’

She walks towards me again, slow steps, holding the photograph up, shaking. 

‘Now the feeling controls you. You see inside people whether you want to or not. You want it to stop, you pray for it to stop, but it won’t. Who’s the little boy, Elliot? What’s he pointing at?’

‘Get away from me!’ 

‘Tell me that I’m insane. Tell me that I’m delusional again.’

She holds the photograph in my face. I try to speak, willing my head to shake, but I’m paralysed. Suddenly there’s a groaning noise from the other room, and Morag turns her head.

‘Heathcliff.’ She dashes away, leaving Zoe and I facing each other in the corner. Zoe speaks again, quietly this time.

‘And tell me you’ve not felt it before.’

My shoulders slump and I take the picture. The boy looks back at me from a century ago. I know his face. I know his thoughts. I can feel that collar scratching my neck, smell the spittle on his mother’s handkerchief.

‘Even if I have. You still haven’t told me what you want. Why do you need me? What are trying to achieve.’

‘Heathcliff is searching for something. It’s important to him, and it’s important to all of us.’

‘Why?’

‘Because we were all together once. You, me, Morag, Heathcliff — we all shared something important. Morag and I can remember, but not everything. We need you to help us join the dots. Like I said: Of all the people I could have chosen to share this with, believe me, you’re not the one. But we are where we are. This picture, Elliot: It’s your trigger, your route into a much deeper memory, full of lives, and of one life in particular.’

‘So why don’t you just tell me what that one life is?’

‘I told you, I can’t. It’s not how it works. You have to remember for yourself. That’s the only way you’ll help Heathcliff.’

‘Why? Why should I help any of you? You’re strangers.’

A sad smile flickers on her face.

‘I think you know that’s not true. But I promise you that if you help us then I’ll help you regain control. So if you won’t do it for us or Heathcliff, then do it for yourself.’ 

Morag arrives back, and Zoe and I become suddenly aware that she is gripping my arm. She yanks it away and steps back.

‘He’s awake,’ says Morag. ‘What’s happening?’ 

‘Well, Elliot?’ says Zoe.

I look between them.

‘If this is true, if you can do what I can do, then do it with me. Get inside my head and tell me what I’m thinking.’

‘I can’t,’ says Zoe. ‘And I’ll bet you can’t do me either, or Morag, or Heathcliff.’

I notice for the first time that she’s right. 

‘I still want proof.’

Morag beams and steps forward, placing a battered baseball cap on my head.

‘Good. Heathcliff’s hungry. Let’s get breakfast.’














I KNOW

[image: Image]




Cornwall, 1940



THE KEROSENE LAMP ROARED and putted and the four children stood, cocooned in its light, rooted to the bracken by fear and fascination. Eventually Poppy, regaining her canine urges, stood up. She padded over and pushed her snout to the torn silk that lay across the man. Warm clouds puffed from her nose as she sniffed it up and down.

‘What is that?’ asked Lucy, barely whispering. 

‘It’s a parachute,’ said James. ‘He must have fallen.’

James traced his eyes along the ragged tear in the sheet. Then he looked up at the dark tangle of branches above, imagining the feeling of hitting one after the other with shoulders, back, face.

‘He’s not moving,’ said Lucy. ‘Why is he not moving?’

‘Is he dead?’ said James.

Nobody dared answer. They stared down at the mess of scabs and stubble that was the man’s face. His forehead was covered with a sheen of sweat, and a deep cut drew down from one eye, dark with congealed blood. James watched, waiting for some sign of life — at once willing it on and wishing it away.

‘We should check,’ said Rupert at last.

Lucy made a noise and darted behind her brother’s back, grabbing his fingers for comfort. Her fearless abandon had gone — now she was a little girl standing in the middle of a dark forest, waiting for a strange body to move or stay deathly still. Both outcomes were horrifying.

‘It’s all right, Lucy, it’s all right,’ said Rupert.

James felt a pit in his stomach. Minutes ago he had been about to strike his little brother for nothing more than telling stories. But Billy was only eight, and he was afraid and missing his mother. It wasn’t his fault they had been sent out here, or that he didn’t understand about wars and bombs and evacuations. James had been given one job alone — to look after his little brother until they were allowed to return home to London. Be kind and take care of him: That had been his mother’s wish.

Feeling useless and cruel, he reached out a hand for Billy, but he was no longer there. He was standing right over the man.

‘He’s not dead,’ said Billy. ‘He’s cold. He’s extremely cold.’

He reached across the heap of fabric and string.

‘No,’ said James. He leaped to pull his brother back, but before he could the fabric suddenly shook as the man gave a shudder. Poppy yelped and shot back through the brambles. Lucy squealed and shrank farther behind Rupert. Billy sprang back into his brother’s arms and they all edged farther away. The man’s eyes were wide open — white rimmed with black centres staring up at the sky through which he had fallen. His back stiffened, raising his torso from the forest floor and spreading out his arms as if his ribcage was being hoisted by some unseen force. He released a single, hideous groan that rose with the arch of his spine. Then, as his lungs emptied, the noise became nothing more than a dry crackle in the man’s throat, and he fell back to the ground.

He blinked, and James tightened his grip on his brother. The man breathed short breaths and looked up at the tree. James imagined him trying to piece things together, joining up fragmented memories like a smashed jigsaw. He didn’t seem to be aware of their company, or of the halo of lamplight around him.

When it had been quiet like this for some time, Lucy moved her head, peeping around Rupert’s waist. In doing so she snapped a slender twig beneath her boot, and the man turned his eyes in the direction of the sound. Lucy squeaked again and retreated back behind her brother. The man looked up at Rupert, then at Billy, and finally at James. His eyes locked upon him, and although the light was dim, James was certain he saw a change in the man’s expression. It was as if he had recognised him.

You, he seemed to say. You. 

But then his eyes rolled up and the lids flickered shut, and his head fell to one side. It was quiet again, and the four children were back to standing in the forest, not knowing what to do.

Just then, Poppy barked from far away. They turned and, farther in the distance, they heard the sound of Mr Sutton’s voice calling. Rupert took a breath.

‘Da,’ said Lucy. 

‘We’d better go,’ said Rupert.




[image: Image]



It was pitch black when they arrived back, and Mr Sutton was waiting for them in the yard. The porch lamp cast a long, twisted shadow of his face on the green door. Rupert stopped when he saw his father, and James could tell he was trembling.

‘Da! Poppy ran off,’ said Lucy. ‘She was in the woods, she, she…’

As Lucy spluttered to speak, Mr Sutton had already made four quick strides across the yard and grabbed the lamp from Rupert’s hand. 

‘Da, there’s—’ began Rupert.

But his father’s hand was high. It swiped and landed a sharp scuff on the back of his head. Rupert stumbled forward, silent, and held a hand to his neck. Lucy’s mouth snapped shut. She stared up at her father, still as a doll.

Mr Sutton looked between James and Billy, and for a moment James thought he was about to deliver them a similar punishment. He knew what he should do. He should move in front of his brother. He should protect him. But he felt his feet shuffle away, widening the gap between him and the other three as if the distance would protect him. He saw Billy’s confused face as he moved and stood, waiting, enduring the strange gut-churn of fear and self-preservation overwhelming his guilt.

 ‘Chicken shed’s not clean,’ said Mr Sutton at last. He returned the lamp to Rupert and stormed off in the direction of the wood store. Poppy sprang to his heels, but received a heavy boot to her rump. She yelped and limped into the shadows.

‘Poppy!’ Lucy ran to the dog’s side.

When Mr Sutton had gone, Rupert straightened from his stoop.

‘Are you all right, Rupert?’ said Billy.

‘I’m fine. Come on.’

He led them back to the chicken shed, but as he passed, James saw two clear lines through the dirt on his cheeks. 
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‘We have to tell them,’ said Lucy. She was scrubbing a small section of wall whilst the other three brushed the ground. It was freezing cold, and the air was filled with the fog of their breath. They worked as quickly as they could, as much to keep themselves warm as to get the job done. James watched his brother shivering, hardly making a difference with his pathetic brush scrapes. ‘About the man.’

‘When we finish,’ said Rupert. ‘We’ll tell Da when we finish.’

Billy dropped his brush.

‘No! You can’t!’

‘Shhh!’ hissed James. ‘Be quiet, Billy, you’ll get us in trouble!’

‘But you can’t!’ Billy pushed past James and ran over to Rupert, grabbing him by the shirt. ‘Please say you won’t! You won’t tell them!’

He yanked at the shirt until Rupert gave James a warning look that told him he was moments from pushing Billy away if James didn’t get there first. James dropped his own brush and pulled Billy back. He held him by both arms and glared down at his terrified face.

‘Billy Alexander Cooper!’ he said, the way his mother did when she was cross, as if a child’s full name carried some encoded power to quell it.

‘James, please,’ sobbed Billy.

He shook him again. Already he could feel the uselessness in his actions. He wasn’t strong enough for this. He didn’t have the power of a parent. All he had was the frustration of an older brother who didn’t feel very old himself.

‘What the devil is the matter with you?!’

Billy seemed to sag in his grip. He turned his eyes up pleadingly at James. He didn’t recognise this look. It wasn’t the same old look he used on their mother to get his own way back home. This was something else — the beginnings of some true and desperate feeling that had suddenly crashed into his young heart. 

‘James…’

‘Tell me!’

Billy sniffed and sighed.

‘I told you there was a man, James. I told you I knew. And he’s cold and sick and injured and hungry and far, far from home, and if we tell them he’ll be in trouble, real trouble James.’

‘How did you know he was there?’

‘I don’t know. I just do.’

‘Did you go to the forest on your own? If I find out that’s what you did, Billy, so help me God I’ll skin you alive.’

‘How could I? I’m with you all the time, James. All the time.’

James searched his brother’s face. It was true. They were never out of each other’s company. He relaxed his grip and let him go, but to his surprise, rather than turn and run, Billy threw himself into his arms. James felt as cold and empty as the shed, and he pushed his brother firmly away.

‘If we tell Mr and Mrs Sutton, they’ll help him.’

Billy wiped his eyes and made a half turn of his head towards Rupert.

‘No,’ he said, flatly. ‘They won’t.’

‘Of course they will,’ said James. His voice shook with the cold of inactivity. ‘They look after us, don’t they? They’ll find him and bring him in by the fire and give him soup and look after him.’

‘No,’ said Billy again, more assertive this time. ‘They won’t.’

‘Billy, what on Earth do you think they’ll do?’

‘I know what they’ll do.’

His voice had changed. The tears had gone and he was speaking calmly.

‘I know very well what they’ll do.’

‘Billy, stop playing your stupid little games.’

‘I know!’

Billy kicked the brush that was lying at his feet. It clattered across and hit the wall. He stared up at his brother, jaw set, breathing hard through his nose.

James, taken aback, tried to steady his voice.

‘What do you mean, you know?’

Billy took a step towards him.

‘I know, because I remember.’

The shed was quiet and still. Lucy put down her brush and came to stand next to Billy. She looked up at him as if he was some strange star that had landed in her life and that she wanted to keep.

James’ body shook like a newborn lamb. Whether it was the temperature of the shed or the creeping fear his brother’s words had instilled in him, he was not sure.

‘How…how can you remember?’ 

‘I remember.’

‘I believe you, Billy,’ said Lucy. ‘I do.’

‘You’re just a boy,’ said James. ‘You can’t remember what your own father looks like, let alone…’

‘I do. I remember lots of things.’

‘And he’s just, he’s just…’

‘He’s German,’ said Rupert. James looked across the shed. This tall boy — this boy he had been thrown together with, whose house he had invaded, whose food he ate, whose mother’s attention he now drew unwillingly — stood silhouetted in the gaslight’s dirty glare.

‘I saw his uniform.’

James had seen it too. The peakless helmet, cracked by his side. The dark wing on his chest, the top of that terrible black mark poking out beneath the sheet.

Lucy looked between her brother and James.

‘Does that mean he’s a baddy?’ she said.

‘It means they won’t look after him,’ said Rupert.

‘Well, they’ll hand him in then,’ said James. ‘To the home guard. He’ll be taken prisoner.’

Rupert went back to his work.

‘You don’t know my father,’ he said. 














JUST A TRICK
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AFTER THEY HAD FINISHED, and Mrs Sutton had given each of them a furious wash in the tepid bath, they sat warming themselves in front of the fire. They had a grey wool blanket each, and their hunger had been partially sated by bowls of soup. Poppy was asleep on the hearth, twitching with dreams fuelled by chicken skin and a small rat she had caught earlier. Lucy lay on the floor beneath her blanket, resting her head on the warm dog’s neck.

Mrs Sutton left them alone while she ironed sheets in the kitchen.

‘Da couldn’t fight,’ said Rupert. ‘They wouldn’t let him.’

‘Because he’s a farmer?’ said James.

Rupert shook his head.

‘That’s what he tells people, but it’s not true. It’s a small farm. It could easily have been run by the older workers, those outside of conscription.’

‘What’s constripshun?’ said Lucy from the floor. Her mouth was muffled by Poppy’s stiff fur.

‘Conscription,’ said Rupert. ‘It means men have to go and fight in the war.’

‘Conscripshun,’ said Lucy, scratching Poppy’s nose.

‘He wanted to fight?’ said James.

‘Iss,’ said Rupert. James had been perplexed by this word when he had first arrived and heard it said by the men around the farm, until Mrs Sutton had explained to him — somewhat perplexed herself — that it meant yes in Cornwall. He was slowly getting used to the strange new dialect, although most of the time, especially with the farm workers, they may as well have been talking in a different language. 

It made the gap between where he was and where he wanted to be that much wider. That train journey from London a year ago — crammed into half a seat, the carriages yowling with tears and excitement and faces pressed against glass — had been the farthest he had ever travelled. It had taken the best part of a day, but he was old enough to know that they were not that far from London in comparison with the size of the planet. 

In the weeks after his father went to war, he had spent hours tracing his hands over an old atlas he had found in the bookshelf, trying to find the places he thought he might be. Strange names, long distances, mountains rising miles into the sky and oceans so deep it made him dizzy. And the space between London and Cornwall was just a sliver of his fingernail. 

He sometimes wondered: If this was how difficult it was to understand others who lived only a few hundred miles away, how could people ever hope to understand each other across oceans and over plains and mountains? How would his father understand what was being said to him in these foreign countries?

‘Then why didn’t he, if he wanted to?’ said Billy.

Rupert tugged the blanket under his chin.

‘They wouldn’t let him. He got hurt when he was younger. A barn door fell and crushed his leg, and he still has trouble walking sometimes. So they wouldn’t let him.’

They watched the flames jumping. 

‘You’re lucky,’ said James.

Rupert didn’t answer.

The fire spat a smouldering pellet onto the hearth near Poppy’s nose, to which she responded with a growl from her sleep. 

‘Is that why he’s angry?’ said James.

‘What?’ said Rupert.

‘Because he’s not allowed to fight. Is that what makes him so angry.’

Rupert sat up and shook his head.

‘My da’s not angry.’

James shrank a little into the chair.

‘I’m sorry. It’s just that when he…’

Rupert threw off his blanket and went to the fire, adding another log to it.

‘But he hits you,’ said Billy. James shot him a look. ‘Our daddy would never hit us.’

Rupert rose up from the fire and turned to where James and Billy sat. His face was hot from the flames. For a moment, James thought he might go for Billy. He felt the familiar pull to protect or distance himself. But Rupert sat down and pulled up his blanket.

‘Then you’re the ones who’re lucky,’ he said.

‘He’s not angry,’ said Lucy. ‘He just wants to kill Germans. It’s not his fault. My daddy’s not a baddy.’

Rupert looked down at his sister. James saw the same look on his face that he felt himself having sometimes, when all those frustrations of being an older brother fell away and all that you were left with was helpless love. There was a sadness there too, as if he wished he felt the same as Lucy did — as if he wished he didn’t know the truth of it.

‘Will you do your magic, Billy?’ said Lucy.

Billy sat up and glanced at his brother, who shook his head. Billy sank back into his seat.

‘Not tonight,’ he said.

‘Please?’ said Lucy.

‘Go on, Bill,’ said Rupert. ‘You don’t mind, do you, James?’

James shrugged and picked up a book.

‘Fine, play your silly trick.’

Lucy squirmed with delight and sat up, leaving Poppy bereft on the hearth.

‘I’m ready,’ she said.

Billy sat up again and took a small pack of playing cards from the side table. He shuffled them and gave them to Lucy.

‘Take one, but don’t show it to me.’

Lucy rummaged through the deck. She stopped halfway and gave Billy an accusing look.

‘Don’t look,’ she said, turning her back.

‘I won’t, I promise,’ said Billy. He sat back and covered his eyes.

‘All right, I have one.’

‘That’s super, Lucy, well done. Now give it to Rupert. Don’t let me see it.’

Lucy handed the card to her brother, who glanced at it and hid it beneath his blanket.

‘Right,’ said Billy. ‘Now think about it really hard.’

Lucy screwed up her face and clenched her fists.

‘Now concentrate. Are you thinking about it?’

She nodded her head furiously.

‘Sure?’

She nodded again.

The room was silent for a minute. James tried hard to keep his head buried in the book, but at last he couldn’t help himself. He peeped over the top and saw his brother’s face turned to the stone floor, calm and empty like a silent sea. Then he blinked and looked up.

‘Lucy, it was the eight of hearts.’

Rupert held up the card.

‘Right again, Bill!’ he laughed.

Lucy squealed and pulled her blanket over her head. 

‘How did you know?’ she said.

Billy grinned.

‘Tell me, tell me!’ shouted Lucy. She threw her blanket off and jumped up. ‘I want to know! Tell me, I want to know!’

‘It’s just like I told you before, Lucy,’ he began. ‘I —’

Then he caught his brother’s eye. His smile fell and he sat back in his chair.

‘It’s just a trick, Lucy,’ he said.

Lucy stood before him, wobbling with thought and biting her nail.

‘I don’t think it’s a trick,’ she said. ‘I think you’re special, Billy. I do.’

She turned and lay down on Poppy again.

‘I really do.’

Rupert gathered the cards together.

‘If we tell about the man in the forest,’ he said. ‘They’ll find him and they won’t turn him in.’

‘How do you know?’ said James. ‘Isn’t that illegal? You’re supposed to tell people, aren’t you?’

‘Da doesn’t care about what you’re supposed to do. He never has done. They’ll hurt him.’

‘I know,’ said Billy. His face was terrified. ‘I know they will.’

James felt something in him harden, like ice.

‘So what?’ he said, eyes glazed. ‘He’s the enemy. That’s what he would do to us.’

Suddenly Poppy jumped up and stood, facing the door.

‘Ow, Poppy!’ said Lucy as her head lost its pillow and met the stone floor.

They heard voices outside and boots on the concrete. The door rattled and burst open and Mr Sutton walked in, bringing in cold air and the smell of smoke, paraffin and manure. Three other men — one of whom James recognised from the farm and two he thought might be from the village — lurked behind him on the porch. Poppy barked and jumped up, ignoring the lazy swats of her master’s hand. 

Mr Sutton took cast his eyes around the room.

‘You clean that shed?’ he said.

Rupert nodded.

‘Iss, Da.’

He nodded again, then took off his hat and placed it on a hook. He turned to the three men behind him.

‘Get in. Cold,’ he said.

They followed him in and shut the door. Then they traipsed through to the front room, shutting that door too. The children heard murmurs and glasses. Then a tinny voice spoke through the crackle of static. Billy sat up.

‘Is that the radio?’ he whispered. ‘What are they listening to?’

‘News,’ said Rupert. ‘Of the war.’

Billy shook off his blanket and hopped onto the floor.

‘Where are you going?’ said James.

‘I want to hear!’ said Billy. He pattered across to the door and stood looking up at it. James jumped up and followed him.

‘Billy, get back!’ he said.

‘You’re not allowed in there!’ said Lucy. Her face shone with excitement.

‘I’m not going in,’ said Billy. ‘I only want to hear.’

He pressed his ear against the door. James found himself by his brother’s side, the urge to pull him back now overridden by his own curiosity. He put his own ear on the other panel, facing his brother as they listened.

‘What are they saying?’ said Lucy, bouncing beneath them.

‘The man on the radio’s saying place names,’ said Billy.

‘Somewhere in France,’ said James. ‘The men are talking too. I can’t hear them properly.’

‘Out the way.’

Rupert appeared and pushed Billy gently aside. He leaned in. James watched his eyes move up and down the wood as he listened intently to the mumbles, chinks and coughs from inside. 

‘Boats in the English Channel,’ he said. ‘Germans have been dive-bombing them. Da’s angry. Uncle Davey keeps talking, I can’t…’

His face went pale.

‘One was hit. A warship…many men killed.’

There was a roar from inside and the sound of furniture scraping. A glass smashed and the children sprang from the door. There were more raised voices, what sounded like Mr Sutton pacing up and down as another voice — much younger and quieter — calmed him. When the noise had reduced back to murmurs, Rupert and James put their ears back to the door. Eventually Rupert’s eyes stopped moving and they looked dead straight at James.

‘A plane,’ he said. ‘Uncle Davey says he saw a plane. It came down at sea.’

‘What kind of plane?’ said James.

‘German.’

Lucy gasped.

‘Da says it’s nonsense. They would have heard.’

‘But the man!’ said Billy.

‘Uncle Davey wants to search.’

‘Shh!’ said Rupert. ‘Can’t hear!’

Billy ran to James’s side and grabbed his pyjama top.

‘James! The man!’

‘Quiet, Billy!’

‘But they know! They’ll get him!’

James spun round and faced his brother.

‘So what if they get him?’ he said. ‘He’s German! He’s the enemy, don’t you understand that?’

‘Be quiet!’ said Rupert. ‘My Da, he’ll —’

Suddenly the door opened and they jumped back. Mr Sutton stood looking at them, an empty brown bottle in his hand. Behind him the other three sat in chairs around the wooden radio. The room was filled with cigarette smoke and dark but for the flames of a newly made fire. One of the men craned his neck to look past Mr Sutton at the terrified children.

Mr Sutton pushed past them and replaced the empty bottle with a full one from a shelf above the sink.

‘Bed,’ he said, as he passed them again and closed the door. 
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The wind grew worse as the night wore on. Sheets of rain swept up the hill, and the tree in the yard thrashed wildly about, scraping its bare branches on the farmhouse windows. It was after midnight and the children lay awake. They had not slept, each waiting for the sound of a door slamming and boots marching out into the night with torches swinging. But nothing had come.

They lay in their beds staring upwards — all but Billy, who stood at the window looking out at the merciless night. 

‘We have to do something,’ he said.

‘Get in your bed, Billy,’ said James. ‘You’ll freeze.’

‘If I’ll freeze in here, imagine what he’ll do out there,’ said Billy.

‘I can’t sleep,’ said Lucy. ‘I’m worried about him.’

‘He’s cold,’ said Billy. ‘He’s very cold. He thinks he’s going to die.’

Rupert turned over so that he was facing James.

‘James,’ he whispered. ‘How does he know?’

‘He doesn’t know; he’s just imagining things.’

‘But he did. He did know — he knew that there was a man in the forest before anyone did. And he’s not been down there; you know that.’

‘You said you heard your Uncle Davey say he saw a plane. Maybe Billy did too and he made up another story that just happened to be true.’

‘And what about those stories?’

‘He’s always told them,’ said James. ‘He’s always been a daydreamer.’

‘Like the one he told in the chicken shed? All that stuff about…you know…men and women…that didn’t sound like a little boy.’

James looked over at the silhouette of his brother against the wet window pane. It was true that he had always told stories. He had had an imaginary friend called Kushi from the age of two who, James was glad to see, had not followed them to Lasswick. He had always told stories about other people’s lives — places and events that were beyond him, mostly in the past, but sometimes in strange and far-off times that seemed to be like their own but somehow inflated or flipped into fantasy, with odd names for things and brighter lights and larger buildings. His mother had put it down to an overactive imagination, and told James that anything that made his brother happy was to be tolerated. He had gone along with this as far as possible. But now things had changed. Billy’s imagination wasn’t just overactive any more — it had taken him over. He had been getting worse since they arrived in Lasswick. And now, the stories weren’t stories anymore. They were terrible things with no happy endings, and they weren’t making Billy happy.

‘I don’t know what’s wrong with him,’ he said.

Rupert sat up.

‘I suppose it doesn’t matter how he knew. He’s still out there.’

‘We should tell your parents,’ said James. ‘He’ll die if we don’t.’

‘He’ll die if we do,’ said Rupert. ‘Mark my words. And worse.’

Lucy sat up. She whimpered.

‘Then what do we do? Rup? What do we do?’

‘Go to sleep, Lucy,’ he replied. ‘Go to sleep.’
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They settled in their beds. Billy kept his eyes open, listening, for longer than he knew. When he was sure the others were asleep, he reached under his pillow and pulled out a folded piece of paper, which he opened as quietly as he could. This was his. Nobody else knew about it, least of all James. There were times he felt badly about this, because he knew that it was supposed to be his as well; it was addressed to them both, after all. But he didn’t want James to know about it, not yet. He just wanted to keep the secret a little longer.

He remembered the day, all the tears and the laughter and the excitement. Looking up at the huge tower of his father in his clean uniform, blotting out the sun with a big grin. He’d felt pride and fear stronger than he had ever felt anything in his life. And then his father — this big, handsome man with bright eyes and strong hands that smelled of tobacco and grease and coconut pomade from his barber — had leaned down, ruffled his hair and held him close. And he had slipped an envelope in his shirt with a wink.

‘For you, Bill,’ he had said. ‘You and your brother.’

You and your brother. But you first.

The secret was like a thread that joined him to his father. He didn’t want to think about what would happen if he broke it now, though he knew he must one day. Just not today.

Finding a square of moonlight on the wall, he opened the letter and, as he had done every night since his father had left for war, he read it.














LIFELINE
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London, Present Day



YOUR CLOTHES DEFINE YOU. And the definition of Elliot Childs is a well-cut suit with buttons you can’t afford, a pure silk tie, shoes that scream and a blinding white shirt with a collar that could slice your fingers off. I visit my tailor at least once a month. He’s a short, skinny man with ancient spectacles and eyes that flit about me, checking for anything new about my body — an excess or deficiency in weight, a stoop, crick in the neck, anything to adjust his measurements by. I drink tea from a china cup and let him perform his craft, dancing around me like a bee and whipping his tape up and down my limbs. He is nimble and slight — there’s so little to him it’s as if his body is a machine that extracts every ounce of nutrients to serve the single purpose with which he has been served: to make me look splendid. He says little. Numbers, the names of materials and dates. I like him.

I do own T-shirts. There also exists a pair of stiff jeans in my dressing room, and I have clothes in which to exercise in my private gym. But to the question of What to wear today? my answer is always the same: a suit, of course, but which one?

It used to always be like this. Suits were what men wore. There was no compulsion to dress like a cowboy, or a machine worker, or a Kansas petrol pump attendant, or somebody with such a severe mental handicap that they cannot pull their own trousers over their backsides. 

I am used to wearing nice clothes. What I am wearing right now is not nice. It is, frankly, a harrowing state of affairs.

I, Elliot Childs, am in disguise.

‘This is awful,’ I hiss, keeping my eyes down.

Zoe Marsh keeps a stock of clothes in each of her squats for whichever waifs and strays pass through. The ones I have been forced to wear still reek of the charity shop — cardboard, vacuum cleaners and the soup of a thousand skins. I wear a drooping pair of greasy black jeans, a blue T-shirt sporting a wistful picture of a sun-drenched bay and a surfboard (an idyll far out of reach of the item’s target market), a grey hooded top and a pair of battered sneakers. All of this is set off with a baseball cap and a pair of dreadful spectacles with a thick, sticky rim.

I am sure I can feel things crawling against my skin, worming their way through my hairs, finding new oils on which to feed. 

We’re in a café near the shelter. It’s barely 7:00 a.m. and the sun is still sparring with the fluorescent light from shop fronts and passing trains. The street on which the café sits is long and straight, vanishing to a foggy mess of tall shadows that might be a church in the distance. Dark clouds already promise another day of rain.

Zoe and I are at the corner table with cups of tea while Morag orders food at the counter. The ragged man they call Heathcliff is engrossed in eating sugar, repeatedly wetting his fingers and dabbing them in the cracked bowl. 

I am in deep panic.

‘I look like a tramp.’

‘You’ll blend in well,’ says Zoe.

The café is empty, but the street is filling with people, the downturned mole-like trudge of early-risers from their burrows, braving the squalls to begin another day of poorly paid work. I can already feel the pull of them, as if I am teetering on a thin blade, ready to fall. If only I catch an eye.

I hear my name and look up. There’s a television hanging in the corner which, to my dismay, is currently showing a photograph of me. It’s clearly been taken on a phone, and I’m in mid-stumble, somewhere in Soho, cramming a burger into my mouth. The news reporter babbles about my disappearance with barely throttled delight. On the word ‘Hunt’ the picture sweeps away, replaced by the man himself talking into a microphone.

‘Of course I’m concerned, just like everyone else. But I have no doubt that there’s a rational explanation for his disappearance. From what I know of Elliot Childs, he’s a man of character and substance and not somebody who’s prone to breakdowns, or’ — he glances at the camera — ‘anything flaky like that.’

His eyes flash cobalt; that word was for me.

‘I have complete faith in the Metropolitan Police’s efforts to find him, but I also know how much pressure they’re under, so I’ve sent some of my best investigators to help out.’

I’m wondering at how unsurprising I find the idea of Hunt having his own investigators when he turns to the camera — turns to me — and speaks. 

‘Elliot, if you’re watching this, please take care. We’re looking for you.’

Hunt’s face flips to the newsroom, and a story about a dead admiral. 

‘One of your friends?’ says Zoe.

I pull down the brim of the foul cap, keeping my eyes away from the faces passing the window. Heathcliff is still eating sugar with his fingers.

‘So,’ I say, ignoring her quip. ‘What, you work for some charity or other, do you?’

She stares at me, jaw hanging, and makes a sound that is the exact opposite of a laugh.

‘Funny. No. I don’t work for some charity or other.’

‘What then?’ I’m not trying to be facetious here; I genuinely don’t understand this stuff. ‘A kind of…weird…estate agents? Is there money in that now?’

She narrows her eyes, no longer even offering sarcasm.

‘You really are like you act on the telly, aren’t you?’

‘What do you mean?’

She sighs.

‘I wouldn’t expect you to understand. I’ve seen your show, I know what you think about people: That you deserve what you get, every man for himself and all that, the poor and the dispossessed — they’re only there because they’ve let themselves get there.’

‘That’s not what I think.’

‘No? What do you think, then?’

I shrug.

‘I think that deep down, we’re —’

Just then the door opens with a jingle of its bell. Instinctively I look up and catch the wide, bearded face of a man in his sixties. He is overweight and badly dressed. I drop my eyes.

‘Christ, get me out of here, this was a mistake.’

‘Calm down.’

The door slams shut and the man stands there, wheezing. 

‘Good morning, Antoine,’ he says across the café in a way that suggests he has to think about each word. The owner of the café greets him in return and then the man makes some other noises — grunts and mutters I can’t make out — before hobbling up to the counter. Before I know it he’s next to our table, just standing there, wheezing, fumbling with his paper, being. I don’t want to see this man, but I can feel him pulling just like the others. I don’t want to be him, I don’t, I don’t, I don’t…

‘Breathe.’

It’s Morag’s voice. I look up. She’s back at the table, sitting in front of me with her palms outstretched. 

‘What?’

‘You have to breathe.’

I shake my head.

‘This was a bad idea. I can’t be in public.’

‘You can. You are.’

Heathcliff has stopped eating sugar and is now peering at me with childlike expectation. The left side of my vision is taken up with the amorphous shape of the bearded, wheezing man as he reads the menu above the counter. 

‘I think,’ he says, each word drawn out. ‘I’ll…I think I’ll have some sausage…no, wait…’

Morag leans over to me. Her breath smells of tobacco and blackberry. 

‘Look at him.’

‘No. It’s too much. I can’t control it.’

‘You can,’ says Morag. ‘I can teach you. You won’t control it completely, but there’s something you can do to stop it being so intense.’

‘What?’

‘You have to think of a lifeline,’ says Zoe. 

‘A what?’

‘A lifeline. Something to hold onto. Something that will stop you falling in too deeply.’

‘Mushrooms, bacon…’ere, is it smoked?’

‘I don’t know what you mean, please…’

‘Think of something personal to you. Something that’s yours. Something that will always be you no matter where you are or who you’re with. Anything — a place or an object or an idea, maybe something from when you were a child, like a favourite toy. Think of that and keep thinking of it. Then when you look at someone, you won’t fall in so deeply.’

‘That’s it?’

‘It works. Trust me.’

She motions at the man.

‘Try it.’

‘How do you know all this?’

‘Just try it, Elliot.’

I keep my head down, furiously staring at a scratch on the table.

‘I’m just as scared as you,’ says Zoe.

‘Really? I didn’t see you sweating, out there…out there with those…those…’

I struggle to describe the horror of sliding through a dozen oily lives in five minutes.

‘I know, but they’re people. Just people. And you can control it.’

‘With a lifeline,’ says Morag. ‘Can you think of one?’

I nod. I had one before she had even finished describing it.

‘Good. Then try it out. Think of your lifeline and watch him.’

I keep the image in my head, my lifeline, and turn towards the man. Details I didn’t see before become clear — the mottled skin, the rucksack, the scar down his neck…I barely feel the transition. 

I smell weak coffee. The right side of my body is in pain and my ribs ache. All my fingers are stiff. My overweight body features breasts, one of which feels swollen. Sound is muffled — a hearing difficulty perhaps — then I see the menu, the counter, the light, and there is a sense of…

Morag’s face in mine.

‘Elliot, are you all right?’

I’m breathing hard. My face is hot.

‘Yes.’ 

‘Try again. The lifeline. Remember.’

I nod and turn once again. This time I bypass the physical and all I can feel is what is inside his mind. His thoughts are like ripples on a deep ocean, slow and peaceful as the tide. Sausage or bacon, sausage or bacon…or mushroom…who’s making that noise…is that bloke all right?

‘Elliot!’

Morag’s face again.

‘It’s not working,’ I say.

‘It will. Just think of your lifeline. Keep hold of it.’

I close my eyes and try to brighten the image.

‘One more time,’ she says. 

I open my eyes, turn and fall. I feel the man’s ripples and the terrifying depth beneath them, but this time, before I go under, I push the image as far as I can into the front of my mind. I grip onto it, and as I feel those other waters tugging at me, something else pulls me out. I am floating. I am at once Elliot and this other person. The distinction is as sharp as a knife. 

With wondrous relief, I find myself drifting back to the safe shore of my own consciousness. I see the man looking at the menu and I know what he is thinking. I am me, but I am still somehow him. And that bright image glows between us. It feels like…like…

‘Sausage,’ I say.

‘Sausage,’ says the man. ‘I’ll definitely have sausage.’

















PROOF

[image: Image]






‘YOU WANTED PROOF,’ SAYS Zoe. ‘So I’ll show you. That man there.’

She nods to an old man eating breakfast a few tables away.

‘Look at him and I’ll do the same. Then we’ll compare notes.’

‘This is ridiculous.’

‘Just do it.’

‘Both together,’ says Morag with a wink. ‘Ready, steady, go!’ 

I turn in the direction of the old man and watch him plugging egg into his toothless mouth. There’s the familiar pull. I think of my lifeline. For a second I feel as if I won’t manage it, that whatever happened before was a fluke, but I surprise myself, and before I know it I am paddling in his shallows.

‘Well?’ I say.

‘What do you want to know?’ says Zoe.

‘The colour of his armchair at home.’

‘Green.’

‘Not unusual. What newspaper does he read?’

‘He doesn’t. He can’t read very well because of his eyesight.’

‘Again, not unusual.’

‘He’s blind in one eye.’

‘You could see that from here.’

‘It was shrapnel.’

‘He’s the right age…’

‘It was just training. In Yorkshire. He’d seen it all before. The sergeant’s name was Cole. He died in the blast. The mine wasn’t supposed to be armed.’

Zoe leans back with her knees against the table edge, cradling her cup and gazing at the old man, wading the same shallows as me.

‘The eggs are better across the street,’ says Morag. ‘And cheaper. He only comes here because this is where he came with Elsie.’

Zoe and Morag turn their heads to me expectantly.

‘Her,’ I say, nodding to the girl thumbing her phone by the window. She has dyed black hair, purple lipstick and black army boots. I’m already in her shallows. This feels good now, this control. I almost don’t have to think about it. So long as I keep that image nice and bright, the depths below don’t frighten me.

‘What’s she listening to on her earphones?’

Morag turns in her direction.

‘Guitars, drums, a woman singing about a gun…It’s PJ Harvey, ‘Big Exit’. It makes her think of whipping horses in the desert.’

The same image is in my head.

‘And of gnashing her teeth,’ I say.

I can pluck anything I like from her mind — any memory, any opinion, any thought. But still, beneath the surface are the dangerous currents that threaten to pull me down. I am not safe.

I sit up straight and pick out a middle-aged woman in a wool hat and gloves.

‘Her,’ I say. ‘Anything.’

‘I can’t…’ says Zoe.

‘Me neither,’ says Morag.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I just can’t, not with everyone.’

‘But I thought — ‘

Zoe points at two men facing each other.

‘Them. One has a hangover. Rum. They were in a bar in Finchley. The other has two goldfish called Jaws and…’

‘Liverpool,’ I complete her appraisal. My mind is racing now. I’m scanning the tables. A few people notice me but I don’t care. This depth…’

My eyes dance over the faces, splashing in their shallows. I hear myself talking.

‘Sixteen…mother’s lap…dangerous streets…blue Renault no sunroof…wet socks…cancer…’

Morag’s voice speaks from some distant place.

‘Elliot, what are you doing?’

But I can’t stop.

‘…Tried to warn her…pigeon chested…blue spools…can’t see past the crime…’

‘Elliot, sit down.’

But I’m on my feet now. I can’t stop. I want to, but I can’t. All this life. All this other life.

‘…No way out…need to call the tiler…not been any good since Brazil…shouldn’t…oh…no…’

My eyes have found a man alone at a table in the corner. I feel a lurching sensation and struggle out, squirming. His shallows are black, terrible oily things with memories I want no part of.

‘No…no no no no…’

I fall back against the counter. All eyes are on me. His eyes. But I don’t want to dive, not in him, no, not this one because I know what’s beneath. He looks up at me quizzically, a little smile on his face. I want to get away, but it’s too late. My lifeline slips away and I’m down, down, down…

…down into terrible squalor. A camera, shaking in his hand, sweaty, the room is hot, the windows shut, blinds shut, sheets twisted, a bright bedside lamp and the child is crying now but that’s fine, that’s what they want, that’s what he wants…

‘Elliot!’

Zoe slaps my face. I find myself outside, spitting on the pavement, trying to get that terrible taste from my mouth.

‘What the hell happened?’

It’s bright, cold. The street is in full flow, traffic, noise and human movement all around. The images still play in my mind. Terrible memories of brutal lust.

‘I couldn’t control it! I lost it, that man, that bastard, he…’

I feel Morag’s cool hand on my cheek.

‘Elliot, could you see everyone in there?’

The question startles me.

‘Of course.’ My breathing slows. The images steadily fade. ‘Couldn’t you?’

She gives me a strange, fearful look and shakes her head.

‘Only some.’

I look around at the busy street. Every face is open, like the bodies of frogs on the vivisection table, pulled apart for me to inspect.

‘I don’t want this. I don’t want to see any of this. Tell me how to make it stop, please.’

Morag is holding the photograph.

‘You have to try to remember. That’s how it stops.’

‘What? Remember what? I don’t know what you’re talking about, you fucking lunatic!’

Spittle flies from my mouth, and two girls swaggering past lurch in horror. I pull down the brim of my cap before I catch their eye. When they’re gone, I turn to Zoe.

‘Enough with the riddles. Tell me what you want me to remember.’

‘We can’t.’

I shake my head, backing away.

‘I don’t understand. I don’t know what you want from me.’

Zoe turns to Morag.

‘I told you. It’s not working.’

‘It will. It has to.’

Just then, Heathcliff, who has been lurking behind them, suddenly growls and steps forward, whipping the photograph from Morag’s hand with surprising speed and marching straight for me. I retreat, but my back is already against the café’s greasy glass. With a withering look, he turns the photograph and taps it twice.

‘Oh, good idea, Heathcliff,’ says Morag. ‘Maybe if we find out more about this photograph then it’ll jog your memory.’

Heathcliff shoves the photograph in my hand. 

‘Well?’ says Zoe. 

I look bitterly at the scrawled names.

St. Agnes School, Marshfields-upon-sea, Ex.. …I. Grace, P. Jones, V. Peters, S. Mordant…

‘I don’t have a choice, do I?’




















SCHMIDT
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Cornwall, 1940



IN THE MORNING JAMES found Billy asleep in a tight bundle of sheets and a blanket beneath the window. The storm had swept away north over the Lasswick crags, and grey light now seeped through the curtains. Rupert and Lucy were already up. Their beds were unmade and still imprinted with the shapes of their bodies, like signatures — James’ a far-reaching sprawl; Lucy’s a tiny ball near her pillow. James leaned down and placed a hand on his brother’s brow. He stirred but his eyes stayed shut.

‘I had dreams again,’ he said. ‘Bad ones.’

James wormed beneath the blankets, next to his brother.

‘I keep telling you. It’s all those stories you tell. They get stuck in your head and become rotten. That’s what happens when you make things up; your head goes rotten and sour and you have bad dreams. That’s what Dad said.’

‘What else did he say?’

‘Can’t you remember?’

‘Not always.’ Billy bit his lip against the lie.

‘He said you need to be a good boy, and good boys don’t lie.’

Suddenly a door slammed outside, followed by the sound of boots, men’s voices and an engine starting. James stood and peered out at the yard, where Mr Sutton was standing by the truck. He shouted something at Mrs Sutton, who was at the door, broom held fiercely in her hand. Then he jumped in and the truck turned out of the yard and away down the lane.

James remained at the window, frozen, heart thumping. They had found him. They were going to get him from the forest. Perhaps Lucy had told them in panic. They would be in trouble. He suddenly wished the man dead.

The front door slammed shut. Billy stood up too, rubbing his eyes.

‘What’s happening?’ he said. ‘James? What is it?’

‘I don’t know,’ said James, steadying his brother.

They heard feet running up the stairs behind. Then the door burst open and Rupert stood there panting. Lucy leaped into the room a few seconds later.

‘Da’s gone to Brathwaite’s farm with Uncle Davey to help a ewe,’ she whispered, loudly. 

‘He won’t be back till afternoon,’ said Rupert.




[image: Image]



They did chores in the house, keeping a watchful eye on Mrs Sutton. When she left to get eggs, they dropped their brushes and dusters and found blankets in the top room. Then they took the remains of the previous night’s soup, some bread and a jug of water and carried it as quickly as they could out of the kitchen and across the yard. They saw Poppy at the gate, wagging her tail, but something drew her attention to the barn and she darted away.

‘What will your mother say when she finds us gone?’ said James.

‘I’ll tell her we had to finish the shed for Da.’

‘But we already finished it last night.’

‘She doesn’t know that. Women look after the inside; men look after the outside. That’s how it’s supposed to be.’

‘Hey,’ piped Lucy, craning her head over the stack of blankets she was carrying. ‘Then why do I have to help you clean the chicken shed?’

‘You’re not a woman, Lucy,’ said Rupert.

‘I am so!’

‘You’re a girl. There’s a difference.’

‘Well...then, you’re not a man!’ 

She harrumphed and ran ahead into the field.

The sun was bright and the grass fresh with frost. It was hard to imagine there having been anything like the storm they had heard from the house, but as they neared the river they saw branches strewn about by the bank, and three torn stumps, white and raw, and the trees to which they had once been attached now lying on the ground.

The river itself was swollen with rain. They crossed it gingerly, taking it in turns to hold the soup pot and throwing blankets between them until they were safely across. The forest seemed different to how it had been the day before, with bushes pulled up and branches at odd angles. Without Poppy to guide them it was hard to find their way back to the same spot, and they spent a half hour struggling to find something familiar in the dense pack of wood. Eventually Rupert stopped.

‘We’re going round in circles,’ he said, looking about. ‘Let’s face it; we don’t know where he is. We’ll have to turn back before we get lost completely.’

‘We can’t give up now,’ said Lucy. ‘He must be somewhere.’

‘It’s no good, Lucy’ he said. ‘It’s no good. We tried. Come on, river’s back this way.’

He turned to go, but Lucy jumped in front of him, protesting. James turned to Billy, who was staring into the forest.

‘Come on, Billy. This was stupid. We don’t want to get in any more trouble.’

Billy said nothing.

‘Billy, come on.’

Billy held out a finger.

‘There,’ he said. He was pointing at a particularly dark canopy of trees.

‘What?’ said James.

‘It’s there.’

James looked. There in the shadows was the bramble bush, and out of it grew the familiar gnarled trunk of the tree through which the man had fallen. 

They scrambled into the clearing, and there was the man as they had left him. It was a shock to see him in the clearer light. His face was paler then it had been, and his body seemed more still than before. The parachute lay stiff across him, feathered with frost.

‘He’s dead,’ breathed Rupert. ‘He has to be dead.’

‘No,’ said Billy. ‘No, he’s not.’

He walked across to where the man’s head lay and crouched down. Then he took off his satchel, brought out the jug of water and uncorked it, holding it to the man’s mouth.

‘Billy, be careful,’ said James.

The man didn’t move. Billy nudged his cracked lips with the rim of the jug, but they remained as they were, without a twitch.

‘Wake up,’ he said. He pushed the man’s chest, but there was no response. He trickled a little water over the man’s cheek so that some fell into his mouth, but it fell from the other side and down onto the ground, untasted.

James stepped forward.

‘Billy, I think…’

Before he could finish, Lucy stomped out in front of him. 

‘Wake up,’ she demanded, leaning down over the frozen parachute.

‘Lucy…’ warned Rupert.

But she cupped her hands around her mouth and filled every cubic inch of her tiny lungs with frozen forest air.

‘Wake uuuuuuuup!’ she bellowed.

Her voice echoed around the tree canopies, accompanied by the urgent wing-flutter of birds departing the branches above them. But the man stayed still and silent without a flinch.

James leaned down and put a hand on his brother’s shoulder.

‘Billy, we have to go,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

At the sound of his voice, the man’s eyes suddenly shot open and he sat up. Billy and James fell back onto the floor, screaming and kicking away from him. Lucy squealed and ran back to Rupert, and the four of them huddled against the brambles as the man sat staring wildly ahead, gasping and shivering. His beard shivered with ice as he came to his senses and his breathing slowed. He looked around, and once again his eyes landed on James. His breathing stopped for a moment, as if something had stuck in his throat. Then it continued. The man blinked.

‘Sie,’ he said, with a voice like nails. ‘Ich erkenne Sie.’

‘What did he say?’ said James. ‘Why is he looking at me like that?’

The man gulped and looked down at the parachute, inspecting his arms and hands. He coughed and grasped his throat. He looked between the children.

‘Durst,’ he croaked. ‘Ich habe Durst.’

He looked down and pointed to the jug in Billy’s hands, the contents of which had mostly been spilled in fright. Then he motioned to his mouth.

‘Please, thirsty,’ he said. ‘Wasser, water, bitte, bitte.’

Billy got to his feet.

‘Be careful,’ said James. The man gave a thin smile and held out a hand as if to calm him. Billy passed him the jug, and as he drank the dribble of water and sat against the tree, he kept his eyes on James. James wanted to look away, but something stopped him. It was not a threatening look, but the look a father might give his child from a doorway as he watched him play. It was as if the man knew something about James that James did not yet know himself.

He placed a finger to his chest and spoke, carefully.

‘My name is Markus. Markus Schmidt.’

‘You speak English?’ said Rupert.

The man nodded. Then he turned his finger towards James. James shuffled his feet and glanced at the others. He did not know whether you were supposed to tell injured German airmen your real name or, if you were, how you ought to say it. Eventually, he supposed that it didn’t matter either way. The man was injured and they were on home soil. It was the airman, Schmidt, who was in trouble, not him. He cleared his throat, and never forgot what happened next.

 ‘Cooper,’ he said, but as he said it, he watched with growing horror in the flickering light as the man curled his lips silently around that very same word. 

Cooper.

James froze. It seemed that he had mouthed it before he had even said it himself.

A trick of the light, he told himself. He went on, slower this time.

‘James Cooper.’

There again — the two words mirrored by the man’s lips. He swung his head to the others, but they had not seen it.

‘What…?’ he began, but the man had already turned to Lucy. He smiled.

‘And you, princess?’

‘Lucy Sutton,’ said Lucy with a strange, wobbly curtsy. ‘And this is Rupert, my brother.’

‘I’m Billy,’ said Billy. ‘James is my brother.’

‘Brother,’ said Schmidt, turning to James again with that same look of understanding. A sudden spasm swept through him, and he pointed at the blankets in Lucy’s hand. 

‘For…me?’ he said, trying to control the shudders that had overcome his torso. Lucy jumped, as if to attention, then ran forward and dropped them next to the parachute. He gathered them, wrapped them around his shoulders, and sat forwards, hunched and rocking, losing himself again. 

Rupert took the pot he had been carrying and plonked it on the floor in front of Schmidt. The soup still had some warmth from the stove, and its steam filled the air around him. Schmidt immediately took off the lid and began to take great gulps from it, spluttering and choking it down until there was nothing left. Billy handed him the bread, which he used to mop up the scraps. 

‘Thank you,’ he said, as he let the pot fall to the ground. ‘Thank you.’

He steadied himself to stand, but when he moved his face crumpled and he fell back against the tree. The children jumped back. Breathing hard, the man, with shaking hands, lifted the frozen parachute from his lap and looked tentatively beneath it. He closed his eyes at what he saw and let the sheet fall back where it lay. Then he lay back against the tree, huddled in the blankets. His mouth seemed to be moving, muttering something.

The children stood for a while, unsure of what to do. Finally, Rupert spoke.

‘What happened?’ he asked. ‘Do you remember anything?’

Markus Schmidt opened his eyes.

‘Yes.’ He looked between the four children, then up at the canopy and the trees beyond it. ‘I remember everything.’

In the distance came the sound of an engine. 

‘Da!’ said Rupert, grabbing James’ arm. ‘We have to get back. Come on.’

‘We’ll get you some more,’ said Billy. ‘Water, food. More. We’ll bring more.’

The man nodded, but he was looking only at James.

James backed away, pulling Billy with him, until they were out of the brambles, running through the forest, back to the farm. When they returned, Rupert was made to follow Mr Sutton into the front room, where they heard loud noises, and from which Rupert emerged soon after, face a furious red, pinched and wet with tears.














AFRAID TO BE IGNORED
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Marshfields, Present Day



I STARE OUT AT the bleak coastal strip that leads from the lifeless (I am relieved to discover) town of Marshfields. It’s the sort of place those who were born there never leave, and those who were not never visit. Marshfields exists only for the people of Marshfields.

We are parked in Zoe’s van while she investigates the school. Heathcliff snores in the back, and Morag is watching me. I can tell.

‘You should call someone,’ she says.

I turn from my dull reverie, and Morag nods at the newspaper on the dashboard, the front page of which features the now familiar likeness of me stuffing a cheeseburger into my mouth, beneath the headline:




MISSING CHILDS

RUTHLESS PRESENTER NOT SEEN FOR THREE DAYS




I am uncertain of which is worse: the thought of that dreadful photograph (unflattering does not do it justice; my jowls flap like a pensioner’s triceps) gracing twenty million breakfast tables, or the choice of words. ‘Ruthless presenter’. To be reduced to two words when I have done so much seems so unbearably cruel.

‘I don’t want to talk to anyone. Not yet.’

‘Nobody? There’s nobody that wants to know where you are?’

‘Apart from the entire country, you mean?’

‘I mean someone who’s missing you, someone who’s worried about you.’

I watch the tide assaulting pebbles on the shoreline, and the gulls crashing in the surf. Patti drifts into my consciousness. Then I remember Callum.

‘No.’

Morag returns to her quiet scrutiny.

‘What’s your lifeline?’ she says at last.

‘What?’

‘The image you use to get back.’

‘A paper plane.’

‘From when you were a child?’

‘Something like that.’

‘That makes sense. Everything’s rooted in childhood. Can you remember being a child?’

‘Of course I can.’

‘But can you really remember?’

‘I could, but I don’t want to.’

‘Why not?’

I sigh.

‘Because my mother was mad and my father never gave me the time of day, all right? Not that it’s any of your business.’

I fold my arms and watch two gulls beyond the tide, hovering in a midair brawl over a fish. Morag says nothing, and when I turn she wears an unusual expression — distracted, confused, as if my words have disarmed her.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says at last.

I shrug.

‘No need to be. I’m not a child anymore.’

Outside the gulls battle on, the fish slowly disembowelled between their talons, and Morag says nothing more. This silence should please me, as all silences usually do. Silence either means that I am alone, or that I have succeeded in striking dumb whichever poor soul has taken the ill-advised decision to engage me in conversation. 

But it does not please me. I find it suffocating, as if each second of it drains the air of oxygen.

When I can stand it no more, I rush to fill it.

‘What about you, then? What’s your story?’

‘My childhood wasn’t much fun either. I won’t go into details…’

‘Good.’

I adopt the aloof tone of somebody trapped in unwanted small talk, but inside, Christ, the relief at hearing her voice. It’s like morphine.

‘…I suppose sometimes people just aren’t very kind. I left home and drifted, met with people I shouldn’t have met and did things I shouldn’t have done. Do you know what I mean?’

‘Nope.’

What is this? It’s certainly not attraction, or anything as explainable as base lust (her creamy pallor, sloth-like gaze and gossamer voice would no-doubt appeal to all manner of navel-gazing twenty-something bedwetters, but really, no, not my type at all). Nevertheless, I’m craving her attention like a lovesick puppy. 

She takes a deep breath.

‘Anyway, I wasn’t happy, that’s for sure, but it wasn’t my circumstances that were to blame. I wasn’t happy because I’d always known that I was different. I didn’t know how or why; I just knew that, somehow, I knew things that others didn’t.’

No, not craving her attention. Just desperate not to lose it, like a child afraid to be ignored in case he disappears altogether.

‘Like what?’

‘I didn’t know at the time.’ She smiles. ‘Then I bumped into Heathcliff.’ 

I grunt and glance over my shoulder at the pale apparition still asleep in the back, his cheeks stretched by the gaping maw through which he snores.

‘And how did you two lovebirds meet?’

She frowns, a scolding look.

‘You know very well it’s not like that.’

‘Hmm, you have this connection, right?’

She brightens, her smile quivering.

‘That’s right, we do. I’d been moving about for so long, squat to squat, city to city, shelter to shelter. It felt like I had to keep moving, just keep going until I found whatever it was I was looking for. And then, one night, I found him. I turned a corner and we literally bumped into each other.’

‘How utterly terrifying.’

‘No, it was wonderful. From that moment, I knew, I…’

‘What?’

She fixes my gaze, her eyes wide.

‘I remembered. There’s always a moment, you see? A…’

‘Trigger. So you keep saying.’

‘That’s right, just like your photograph. You know, he showed me a picture too. It was almost eighty years old, of three boys in the sea.’

‘Why?’

‘He knew I would recognise it.’

‘And I suppose you think one of them was you.’

‘No, I think I was the one taking it. I know it, in fact.’

‘Can’t you hear how ridiculous that sounds?’

She frowns.

‘You can see inside people’s heads, Elliot. Isn’t that just as ridiculous?’

I look away. Funny, isn’t it? This thing, life, existence — all of it feels perfectly normal, even when, clearly, none of it is.

‘Anyway,’ she sighs, ‘it’s the truth. I know it just as surely as I know that Heathcliff needs my help, and that we’re connected, me and him, like Zoe and I. And you, Elliot.’ She leans close and places a hand on my arm. ‘You and I are connected too. Can’t you feel it? Surely you can. You must believe…’

I pull my arm away. 

‘No,’ I say. ‘I don’t believe it.’

Her face falls, and slowly she shrinks back into her seat.

‘So, what do you believe, Elliot?’

‘Nothing.’

My gaze travels the water to the grey horizon. Outside the gulls have vanished and the entrails of the murdered fish are churning somewhere in the tide. 

I turn at the sound of a shuddering breath and see Morag glaring back, angry and wounded. Her voice is a broken whisper. 

‘Elliot. What happened to you?’

A single tear spills down her cheek. It chills me to the bone.

‘Who the hell are you?’

I jump at the sudden rap at the window next to me. Zoe’s there. I wind it down and she pokes her head in.

‘The school’s closed for the holidays, but the caretaker’s there. He’s going to open the gates for us.’

‘Why?’

She shrugs.

‘I told him we were from the council.’
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Marshfields-Upon-Sea primary school: a Victorian building behind a tall wall of railings, instantly recognisable from the photograph, perhaps with a few new windows and a touch-up job on the brickwork. Zoe and I are standing in the playground, having left Morag in the van with Heathcliff. 

‘Here.’

She hands me a clipboard she grabbed from the van (yet more cunning disguise) into which she has fastened the photograph from the Cherry Tree.

I hold it up, mentally imposing the scene onto reality and trying to put myself, the boy from a century ago, in the correct position. I get flashes — the photographer prowling up and down, the heat, the teacher fanning herself, the May Fair throngs in front. 

I find the spot where the boy was standing and stare at a point in space a few feet from the ground, imagining his hand pointing. I follow an imaginary line and hit a small building standing against the railings. It is a shed of some kind with a green door, flaking paintwork and a cracked window.

‘There,’ I say. ‘That…’

‘What’s this all about, anyway’ says a voice to our left. It’s the caretaker, a tufty-haired man in a blue-braced boiler suit leaning on a brush, and the first person I’ve made contact with since the café. I bury myself in my baseball cap and glasses, but I’ve caught his eye so I get a brief flash of him. He is nothing to write home about, apart from a vague nagging that suggests ancient, unrequited love.

‘We’re sorry to bother you, Mr Edmonds,’ says Zoe.

He shrugs, takes his brush and begins to sweep at a spot near the gate.

‘Not bothering me. I’m just cleaning up some bird shit.’

‘We’re doing safety inspections,’ says Zoe. ‘External and disused structures. Nothing to worry about. What’s that building over there?’

She points at the outhouse.

‘That old thing? That’s just a store shed. Hardly use it anymore.’

‘Can we take a look please? We like to do these inspections when the school’s empty. Less disruptive, you see.’

He frowns between Zoe, me and the patch of white gull shit on the ground.

‘It’ll only take a second, Mr Edmonds, I promise.’

He shrugs.

‘All right,’ he says. ‘Wait here.’

With that he rests his brush against the railings and trudges off round the back of the school. 

‘Safety inspections?’ I say.

‘Trust me, I’ve blagged my way past security gates before. Generally all you have to do is be nice and ask.’

A few moments later he returns with a set of keys jangling on a large hoop. He files through them, muttering, and leads us across the playground.

‘Don’t you lot normally wear suits?’ he says.

‘We’re a progressive department,’ replies Zoe. 

He raises his eyebrows at this, and shakes his head.

‘Right.’

As we near the store shed, I expect to feel something — some kind of spark or giddiness perhaps. But nothing happens. The rush I first felt at seeing the photograph is waning, as if the distance from the epicentre of that moment was making it stretch and lose its substance like putty. With every step it becomes harder to ignore the fact that I am in a shitty town wearing shitty clothes and walking towards a shitty shed.

Mr Edmonds opens the door to the shitty shed and we step inside.

‘Nothing much here,’ he says. ‘Few old tools. Can’t see that there’s much to worry about. It’s all perfectly safe.’

The room is about the size of a potting shed. The stone walls are a faded, muddy whitewash. A metal bucket stands in one corner with a broken mop sticking out of it — the old-fashioned kind, with a head that looks like an English sheepdog’s face. Along the walls are gardening tools that look like they haven’t been used in some time. Cobwebs bridge the forks of a rake, long-dried mud cakes a blunt shovel, and a collection of wood-handled, rusted trowels leans in a neat huddle against the corner. Taking up one short wall are two shelves scattered with plant pots, bottles and cardboard boxes. It is all lit by one small mesh window.

I stand in the middle of the room, trying to feel something. Trying to remember something, I realise.

Zoe looks at me expectantly. I close my eyes and — I am ashamed to admit — turn my palms outwards, as if I am attempting an act of clairvoyance. 

Nothing happens; I feel nothing, remember nothing.

‘Everything all right?’ says Mr Edmonds.

I shed my ridiculous pose.

‘Yes, quite all right,’ says Zoe. ‘What’s in these boxes here?’

Mr Edmonds puffs.

‘I dunno. Like I said, I haven’t been in here for a long time.’

He reaches up and begins taking down the cardboard boxes one by one, throwing them at me. I catch them in a rapidly precarious pile.

‘Lightbulbs, fuses, candles, paintbrushes…’

He turns and faces us with his hands on his hips.

‘Now then, if you’re done with your little…inspection…then I’d like to get back to my work.’

‘Of course,’ says Zoe. ‘Thank you.’

‘And you can get back to your…council, can’t you?’

He brushes past and holds the door open for us, watching us coldly as we leave. 
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‘Has that always been a store shed?’ asks Zoe, as Mr Edmonds locks the school gates behind us.

‘Far as I know,’ he says. He spins the key loop on one finger and then clips it to his belt, like a pistol in a holster. ‘Long as it’s been there. Fifty years or so.’

‘Did you say fifty years?’ I say.

‘Yiss. Fifty years is what I said. They extended the school in the sixties to put in the mobile rooms round the back. Moved the railings about thirty feet and built the store shed in the extra space.’

‘So that building wasn’t there before the sixties?’

‘Nope.’

Mr Edmonds picks up his brush and goes back to work on the guano stain.

‘What was?’

He stops and points past the store shed and through the railings at the street that ran along the shore.

‘Nothing. Just a grass bank leading down to the pavement. Those shops weren’t there back then, course. It was just a small road and then steps down to the harbour beach.’

He gives the ground one last brisk scrub and stops.

‘Thank you for your time, Mr Edmonds,’ says Zoe. He grunts and leans on his brush. I can feel him watching us as we walk away.

















THE BENCH
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A COLD WIND BLOWS up from the seafront as I follow Zoe down the hill from the school. She marches ahead of me, hands thrust into her pockets, head down.

‘That’s it?’ I say, striding behind. ‘Is that what you expected? That?’

‘I don’t know what I expected.’

‘Well presumably more than a tour of a fucking shed!’

She spins around as we reach the corner of the main street.

‘You really felt nothing? There’s nothing more you remember?’

I search for the words.

‘It was a fucking shed!’ I yell, hands above my head. There are more people on the street now. Shop fronts are opening; a few cars drift by. Zoe looks around, her arms crossed against the biting wind and the feeling that we are being watched.

A wheezing sound approaches us from behind and Heathcliff lumbers past with Morag in pursuit. He’s already halfway across the road by the time Morag reaches us.

‘Heathcliff, come back!’

‘Where’s he going?’ says Zoe as she dashes past.

‘I don’t know and I don’t care,’ I say.

‘Maybe there was something in there you didn’t see, a hint or, I don’t know a…clue, or…’

‘A what?’

‘I meant…’

‘Did you say a clue? What are you, Agatha-shitting-Christie now?’

‘You know what I mean. Something that would show you what you were pointing at.’

‘What I was pointing at? I wasn’t pointing at anything. I weren’t even born when that picture was taken. This is —’

I shut my eyes, hands on hips, breathe a sigh.

‘I’m done.’

I turn the corner and stop by an old bench, trying to get my bearings. Zoe follows me.

‘But you remember it.’

‘It doesn’t matter, it’s over,’ I say, looking left up the street. Two uniformed officers are leaving a café, holding coffee and making for their car.

‘I’ve played along, come along on your little treasure hunt, and it’s bullshit. Whatever this is, I’m dealing with it my own way.’

‘How?’

The officers are in their car now, pulling away.

‘By going home, popping some pills and sleeping it all off, just like I should have done in the first place. I should have known never to trust a junkie.’

I point to her arms, pacing in front of her.

‘Christ, I bet you just got into all this when you were on the smack, eh?’

‘You don’t know anything about me. ‘

The police car drives towards us. They’re not far away now, but as I prepare to flag them down, something makes me glance at the ragged stretch of beach behind me.

‘Too fucking right I don’t, love, and I tell you what…’

My eye catches sight of the coastline.

‘Elliot?’

My heart trips. The view is nothing special — just a broad curve of sand and a rocky promontory beyond — but I know what it is. My legs fail and I fall to the bench to stare at the grey morning tide as the police car rolls past.
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May 8th, 1945. It’s a warm day with thundery intent and black clouds that seem strange against the sea of grinning faces filling the streets of Marshfields. Victory in Europe. The war is over. Children stream everywhere, flags flying, dogs barking, women leaning from the windows of the harbour-side houses. There is a brass band playing. And I’m smiling too. I am sitting on my bench with my stick, though I’m not yet fifty, smiling as I am supposed to smile.

A little girl runs up and skids to a halt by the bench. She hands me a flag and runs off again with the crowd. I hold it in my trembling hand, watching it flutter in the warm breeze. The colours are bright and clear, as everyone believes their future now to be, but my eyes drift to the dark clouds out at sea, like rumbling memories afraid to leave their horizon.

I have been back less than six months. The sound is still screaming in my ears, louder than any brass band, and the hue of that blood brighter than any flag. The terror in that young man’s face, more vivid than any little girl’s smile. I let the flag fall…
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I don’t know how long we sit there. Eventually we’re disturbed by the sound of Morag’s voice, scolding Heathcliff as he follows behind her, grumbling.

‘You could have been hurt, you silly old man,’ says Morag as they reach our side of the road. ‘What’s gotten into you?’

She stops in front of me, catching her breath.

‘What’s gotten into you, more like?’

She gives Zoe a hopeful look, then peers at the rusted plaque screwed to the bench and reads from it.

‘In memory of a dear father and husband…’

‘Stanley Mordant,’ I say. ‘His name was Stanley Mordant.’























PART THREE














HELP
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Cornwall, 1940



OVER THE NEXT FEW days, the four children steadily brought Schmidt food and water whenever they had the opportunity. They took it in turns to run packages down in secret — James and Billy one time, then Rupert and Lucy another. The two that stayed at the farm kept watch for the adults, with a suitable excuse in case they were quizzed on the other ones’ whereabouts. They were never gone long — just enough time to drop whatever they had, collect any empty cups or pots, stand and watch for a minute or so, and run back. 

‘What’s gotten into you four?’ said Mrs Sutton one morning, head askew as they busied themselves with the breakfast plates. ‘That’s the third time this week and I’ve never had to ask.’

Lucy carried a bowl and spoon to the sink, pausing to rest her cheek on her mother’s hand.

‘I’m helping you in the house, Mummy.’ She scowled at Rupert. ‘Like women do.’

She took the bowl to the corner, where Poppy sat waiting for leftovers. The dog whined as it watched Lucy crouch and scrape dollops of dry porridge into her pocket instead of the dog bowls.

‘Sorry, Poppy,’ she whispered. ‘None for you today.’ 

At dinner, they stifled laughs as Mrs Sutton banged cupboards and drawers, trying in vain to find whatever pot had been lost and swearing that she was going mad.

They took what they could, when they could. Although it was still cold, the weather was clear with no wind or rain. Schmidt stayed in his blankets, with the parachute still tight across his legs and torso.

One morning before school, James and Billy ran down with some crusts, with Poppy following. They stopped at the riverbank and looked up to see a thin plume of smoke rising from the trees. When they arrived at the tree, they saw that Schmidt had made a tiny, crackling fire of twigs and bark pulled from around the clearing. He was lying on his side, warming his hands and staring into the meagre flame.

‘No!’ shouted Billy. ‘They’ll see!’

He ran to the fire and stamped it out, kicking bracken over it until it was nothing but a smouldering wet mess. In the panic, Poppy barked and darted away through the bush.

‘Poppy!’ shouted James. ‘Stupid dog, wait here.’

James ran after the dog, leaving Billy jumping madly around on the dead fire. When Billy was sure it was out, he turned to Schmidt, breathing hard.

‘It is cold,’ said Schmidt. 

‘I know, but you can’t light a fire. They’ll see it.’

‘Who are they?’

‘Mr Sutton.’

Schmidt leaned back against the tree.

‘Sutton. And what will Mr Sutton do if he sees, Billy?’

Billy stood, unsure of what to say. He heard his brother’s calls outside the bush.

 ‘You’re German,’ he said at last. ‘James says you’re the enemy. You’re not like us.’

Schmidt laughed, a sound which took them both by surprise.

‘Not like you?’ he said, coughing. His face hardened, and he fixed Billy with a strange look. He put his hand inside his jacket. Billy froze. A gun, he thought. He has a gun and he’s going to shoot me. He really is the enemy.’

He opened his mouth to scream for his brother, but when Schmidt pulled out his hand it was carrying a long tin fastened with a small padlock. He held it in both hands and gazed at it, as if it held something secret and precious that he did not want to let go of. Then he held it up to Billy and shook it. It rustled with something papery inside.

Poppy’s barks were getting nearer. They heard James’ voice echoing.

‘Poppy! Come here, you silly mutt!’

‘Do you really think I am your enemy, Billy?’ said Schmidt.

Billy took a step back.

‘You’re German. You’re with Hitler.’

‘So Hitler is your enemy?’

‘He’s a bad man. He says bad things. He does bad things.’

Schmidt lay his head against the tree.

‘You might be right,’ he said. ‘But I wonder why?’

‘What do you mean?’ said Billy, frowning.

‘Why does he say these things, do these things?’

‘Because he’s evil.’

Schmidt blinked.

‘Maybe. Or maybe he’s just afraid, like everyone else. Can he help that? Does he have a choice?’

‘Poppy! Poppy, where are you?’

Billy stared back at the pale-faced man who seemed to be becoming ever more a part of the tree. It was as if, slowly, bit by bit, the forest was eating him whole. 

‘Everyone has a choice,’ said Billy. ‘Just because you’re afraid, it doesn’t give you the right to make bad choices, or have bad ideas, or do bad things.’

A smile grew on Schmidt’s face, calm as a spring pond. He took a deep breath and looked away.

‘As you grow older the world seems to change. So does how you feel about it, and how you feel about people.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean you can either feel more and more what it is like to be someone else, or you can feel it less and less. Advance out or retreat within; that is the choice life offers you. That is the only choice we make, Billy. Do you understand?’

Billy felt a sudden weightlessness in his thoughts, as if the question had stirred them like sand in water.

‘I think I do know what it is like to be someone else.’

‘Poppy!’

Billy instinctively turned to the sound of his brother’s voice, and he felt foolish and weak for doing so. James would have scolded him for saying what he had just said, and yet this stranger — this enemy — accepted it as lightly as the time of day. He turned back.

‘I know things,’ he said, finding a spirit in his voice he did not know he had. ‘I’m sure I do. Things I shouldn’t be able to know, like cards and people and places and…’

He stopped, heady with conviction.

‘What is it?’ said Schmidt.

‘You.’

Even in the low light, Billy was certain that Schmidt’s eyes flashed.

‘Do you know why I crashed?’ said Schmidt.

‘Yes. We shot you down.’

‘You?’

‘The navy then.’

‘It’s true, they did, but only because I wasn’t concentrating.’

‘What do you mean?’

Schmidt pushed himself up a little.

‘I was banking east, preparing to engage, when suddenly I caught sight of the coastline, and your farm.’

‘It’s not my farm.’ Billy frowned. ‘Wait a minute, how did you...?’

‘I recognised it instantly. And I remembered.’

‘Remembered what?’

‘What if I told you something?’

‘Told me what?’

‘What if I told you I hadn’t lived just this life, but others as well?’

Billy said nothing. Schmidt’s face darkened. The cold of the morning seemed to be gathering around him.

‘And what if I told you I could remember these lives almost as clearly as I can remember my own? Would you think I was mad?’

Billy shook his head slowly.

‘No, I wouldn’t.’

‘I did not think so, Billy.’

‘What do you remember?’

Schmidt lowered his head and locked eyes with Billy; they were talking as confidants now—Billy could feel it—not as strangers or enemies.

‘The last one I remember was a man.’

‘When did he live?’

‘He has not lived yet.’

Billy frowned.

‘That makes no sense. How can you remember being someone that has not yet lived?’

‘Because the world of life and death does not work the way we think it does.’

With those words his face suddenly blossomed orange. His eyes travelled above Billy’s head, widening as they went.

‘Look, Billy. Turn around and look.’

Billy turned and, with a gasp, looked up at the tree canopy behind. The sun had broken through the branches and scattered into streams of light that dotted the tree trunk and the ground where Billy stood. He opened his arms to them, as if to a spring shower, and felt them on his face and hands — countless needles of thin winter warmth.

‘You see how it splinters?’ said Schmidt, his voice strangled with wonder. ‘The sun is broken, but the light all comes from the same source. That is how it is with us, Billy. We are all just broken beams of light. Broken across time and space.’

The light faded as the sun passed behind a cloud, and Billy turned back.

‘The man you remember. What was he like?’

‘He was not kind. I believe he did a terrible thing.’

‘What kind of thing?’

Schmidt shook his head.

‘I am not sure.’

‘What was it like when he lived? I mean, when he will live.’

‘Not so different to how it is now, although…’

Schmidt looked down, thinking.

‘The world felt as though they had drifted apart, even though it was closer. I could see someone on the other side of the planet as clearly as if they were in the room.’

‘Like television?’

‘Yes, but I could talk to them as well. I could find out what was happening anywhere in the world, right this second. And yet everywhere was this feeling of being a million miles from everybody else.’

He turned back at Billy, who was looking at his shoes.

‘I wish I could talk to someone on the other side of the world,’ said the boy.

‘Your father.’

Still looking down, Billy nodded and heaved a deep, broken sigh.

‘I have a son,’ said Schmidt, ‘and two daughters. Sometimes I worry that they will forget me.’

‘They won’t,’ said Billy, looking up. ‘I know they won’t.’

‘How do you remember your father?’

‘He gave me a letter before he left. I read it every night.’

‘Does your brother read it too?’

Billy went to speak, but closed his mouth. Schmidt blinked in understanding.’

‘You keep it for yourself.’

‘It’s not like that. He gave it to me, not James.’

‘But your brother misses him too.’

The same surge of conviction gripped Billy once again, and anger this time.

‘And what would you know about my brother’s feelings?’

‘The same way you know about mine.’

They were quiet for a while. James’ voice still echoed in the distance.

‘Poppy? Oh, there you are, you silly thing, come here.’

‘Shall I tell you something else?’ said Schmidt. Billy didn’t answer. ‘This will be hard to believe.’

‘All right.’

‘Rupert and Lucy. They’re alive in this future too, with this man I remember, as different people.’

Billy frowned.

‘That’s nonsense. Don’t lie to me.’

Schmidt shifted his weight, wincing.

‘I’m dying, Billy. I have no reason to lie to you.’

‘But I don’t understand how that could happen.’

‘Neither do I.’

‘Then tell me what they look like.’

Schmidt smiled.

‘I can do better than that.’

He opened the battered tin in his hands and fished about inside until he pulled out three small squares of paper, which he held out to Billy.

‘Take them,’ he said. ‘Go on, look.’

With a glance behind him, Billy took three hesitant steps and took the paper from his hand. He looked at them each in turn.

‘Sketches,’ he said.

‘I drew them from memory. The third one is the man. Me.’

It was of a man with dark hair, glinting eyes and a dangerous grin, wearing a suit that looked like the ones you sometimes saw in the films — the detectives, the businessmen, the gangsters. He was sitting down with legs crossed, and a clipboard resting on his knee. Billy held the others up to the light.

‘But they don’t look anything like Rupert or Lucy.’

‘Nor I you.’

Billy felt a sudden chill grip him, quite separate from the winter air.

‘Broken light, Billy,’ said Schmidt. ‘Broken light.’

The sound of James’ footsteps in frozen bracken approached.

‘Here,’ said Schmidt, stretching out his arm. ‘This is for you.’

Billy stared at the battered and rusted tin in his hand.

‘Take it,’ said Schmidt. ‘Please.’

Billy took the tin.

‘What is it?’ he said.

‘More memories, Billy. Pictures and words. You will understand one day. The days will seem strange when you do, but you will, and you must not be afraid.’ Schmidt smiled. ‘You must never be afraid. Because we are not different. None of us. Not enemies. I am like you. Just like you.’

James reappeared with Poppy, but Billy had already pocketed the tin.

‘Found her,’ said James. ‘Now we have to go. Come on.’

Schmidt rolled closer to the crushed embers. As he did, the parachute slipped down and they saw the underside of it caked in deep red. His left leg was wrapped tightly in one of the blankets, dark with blood. Billy met his eyes. They were wet with fear.

‘Medicine,’ he whispered, looking at James. ‘Doctor. Medicine.’

James shook his head and backed away. He grabbed Billy’s arm and pulled him through the bracken, back through Potter’s Copse.
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James told Rupert about the fire and about Schmidt’s wound, and none of them went back to Potter’s Copse for the rest of the day. James kept his head down at school, eating lunch alone and waiting for Billy at the gate when it was time to go home. Rupert had already left to collect his sister from the primary school at the other end of the village, and they walked separate routes back to the farm. As James waited, he let the other boys pass. They seemed to lurch and leap and struggle together like some single entity, careless and full of stories about Germans and sinking boats. Through the pack he saw Billy, walking behind, trying to be invisible. It wasn’t hard; he was very small, with a coat that was too big for him and his hair sticking out at odd angles.

‘Do you think they saw him?’ said Billy, as he had done earlier that morning. James wondered if he had thought of anything at all since.

‘I told you, Billy, I don’t know. Let’s get home.’

They took the footpath along the coast and up the headland, braving the blasts of frigid Atlantic wind. The sea was dark and full of terrifying distances and depths. James walked ahead with his head down, thinking of the slow arc of a crashing fighter plane, the roar of the straining engines and the oily mass of water growing nearer and nearer, and of what it would feel like to burst out of the cockpit and into thin air, not knowing which way was up, or whether your parachute would open, or which way it would take you if it did.

As they reached the farm, James felt a nervous pressure, half expecting to see a crowd of men in the yard, or arguing in silhouettes inside against the yellow windows of the farmhouse. They would be surrounding a chair, with Schmidt sitting in it, bound and gagged and bleeding.

But they opened the door to see Mrs Sutton cooking eggs and a fire crackling. Rupert sat at the table, helping Lucy with her reading. 

‘Boots off,’ said Mrs Sutton, without looking round from the stove. The two boys did as they were told and slunk in beside Rupert. James noticed that one of his cheeks was swollen and red.

‘What happened?’ he said.

‘Nothing,’ mumbled Rupert. He didn’t look up.

Lucy frowned down at the book she was holding.

‘It don’t make sense,’ she said.

‘Was it…?’

‘I told you, it’s nothing. What don’t make sense, Lucy?’

‘It’s spelled all wrong,’ said Lucy.

‘Well?’ said James, under his breath.

‘What?’ said Rupert.

‘Have you heard anything? Did your father see the smoke?’

‘No. And if he did, he didn’t tell me.’ Rupert turned to his sister. ‘What’s spelled wrong?’

‘Slide. S-L-I-D-E. That spells ‘sliddee’.’

‘How do you know?’ said James. Rupert turned again.

‘’Cos Mum says he’s been in the village all day. That’s just how it’s spelled, Lucy. There’s an e on the end.’

Billy’s shoulders sagged with relief.

‘That’s stupid,’ said Lucy, slamming down the book. ‘It’s all stupid.’

‘Lucy Sutton, do your reading or you don’t get your dinner,’ said Mrs Sutton in monotone from the stove.

Lucy turned the book over again and sighed, with her chin on one hand.

‘Good,’ said Billy. ‘Then we should get some food to him tonight. It’s cold and the wind’s picking up. He needs medicine too. Do you have —’

‘No,’ said James. ‘No more. It’s too dangerous. We’ve done enough already. If Mr Sutton finds out…’

He looked between Rupert and Billy.

‘But he’s injured,’ said Billy. ‘He’s really badly injured. He needs our help.’

‘He’s had enough help,’ snapped James. ‘And if he’s sitting there in that wood making fires for himself, then he doesn’t need us anymore. We’ve done all we can. Now it’s up to him.’

‘What are you four gossiping about?’ said Mrs Sutton. She turned from the stove and wiped her hands on her apron.

‘Nothing,’ said Rupert, sitting to attention.

‘Sorry, Mrs Sutton,’ said James.

She gave them a crowish look, then turned back to her cooking. 

‘Supper’s almost ready. Wash your hands.’

















NOTHING MAN
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Marshfields, Present Day



ACCORDING TO ZOE AND Morag, I should be drowning in memories by now. Those other lives they claimed to have been swamped by should be swamping me too. But they are not. Only one is: the life of a dead man named Stanley Mordant.

Since witnessing the view from that bench of his, I have been able to remember almost all of him. The smell of his world, the sounds of his newborn daughter’s cries, the dense thud of shells hitting sand and the gargling screams of a young man, the way the light played on his young wife’s hair one afternoon in bed. What he liked, what he feared, how he felt, how he thought. All of him. Almost.

I still cannot fully remember his childhood, or the picture, or what he is pointing at. Morag believes this may be preventing me from remembering further, so here we are at Stanley Mordant’s old prefab house — which I find without trouble because I remember the fucking street — talking to his daughter, Gladys, in search of more clues.

Clues. 

I have to remind myself why I am doing this, following these clues like some deluded quixotic sleuth: I want to go home. I want to return to normality.

Only everything I do seems to lead me farther away from it.

‘Fig rolls,’ says Gladys, coming in from the kitchen with a plate.

Her front room is largely beige, with a two-bar fire, globe and television set. Cheap African tribal ornaments line the mantelpiece, and her window rattles with each volley of wind from the growing storm outside. Zoe and I sit on the lime-and-mustard sofa, trying not to be drawn together into the sagging middle. We’ve left Heathcliff in the van with Morag, double locked this time. 

Gladys is a robust woman in her seventies with fierce, bright eyes and a deep-lined brow. She wears no jewellery, her cardigan is hand-knitted, and her shoes are flat and practical. She drops the plate of fig rolls unceremoniously on the coffee table and takes her seat in a well-used armchair, eyeing me with suspicion. I don’t blame her. In my grimy getup, I wouldn’t want me sitting on my sofa either.

‘Help yourself,’ she says, gesturing to the plate of sagging, pillow-shaped biscuits. ‘I have some posher ones in a tin, but I’m afraid they’re for the bridge ladies. They’re coming round quite soon, so…’

She eyes her watch.

‘Thank you,’ says Zoe.

‘You wanted to know about my father?’

‘Yes, if you don’t mind.’

‘No. No, I suppose I don’t.’ Gladys reaches for a fig roll. ‘Only you’ll excuse me if I find it a little odd. Nobody’s asked about him since he died, and that was over twenty years ago. Which paper did you say you were from?’

‘The Herald,’ lies Zoe. ‘I’m writing a piece on bench plaques in the area.’

‘Right,’ says Gladys. ‘And…’

Her eyes travel towards me and I drop my gaze.

‘My assistant,’ says Zoe. ‘Why did you choose that bench for the plaque?’

‘It was a favourite spot of his. He liked the view of the harbour and the coastline. He liked boats.’

Gladys munches her fig roll and brushes the crumbs from her lap.

‘I never liked my father.’

She releases a breath and her shoulders fall, as if the words were a knotted rope she has finally freed. The action has a strange effect on me and I look up.

Why?

‘I was supposed to. Everyone called him a nice man, a quiet man, a thoughtful man. And he was. He never hurt anyone. He never hurt me. He worked hard, same job all his life. Kept his shoes clean, kept his hair a respectable length. He was twenty years older than my mother. He bought her flowers on her birthday, gave me a shilling on mine. He always smiled when he saw me, never told me off. He left that to my mother. He didn’t drink, didn’t gamble. Other men did, especially the ones who came back from the fighting.’

‘What did he do in the war?’

‘Buggered if I know. He never spoke of it.’

I feel a nauseous chill. I know exactly what he did. 

‘He never stayed out, never strayed, never disappointed us. On Saturdays he took his Jack Russell out for a walk up the coast and over the hills. He’d be gone by the time I was awake and then I wouldn’t see him until the afternoon, when he returned with his paper under his arm. He’d kiss my mother on the cheek, then sit in his chair until teatime. Sunday was church. That was my favourite time because we’d all walk back together: him, mother and me. 

‘Whenever we got to that bench, my mother would say here we are, your father’s favourite spot. And sometimes we’d sit and watch the sea. He liked calm water, mill pond weather, but I couldn’t stand it. It didn’t seem natural for an ocean to stand still. I wanted to see it churning, all moving about and making a noise. There was a storm once, and I remember wanting to stay and watch it. The water was black, fierce, frightening.’

Gladys’ eyes sparkle. I can almost see the memories flitting through them.

‘But he led us back. Come on, it’s terrible, he said. He looked scared. Scared of water. I was never more ashamed of him.’

I find myself shaking, wanting to speak. Zoe senses this and grabs my hand to stop me. Gladys doesn’t notice. She’s looking up at her net curtains.

‘Sunday afternoons he’d write whilst my mother made tea; then he’d go for another walk and be asleep by evening. He was like clockwork.’

‘He sounds like a gentle man,’ says Zoe. ‘You were lucky.’

Gladys snorts bitterly.

‘That’s what I was always told, love. How lucky I was to have such a nice father. He’s such a kind soul, they’d say. But I never saw kindness. He’d never hurt a fly, they’d say. And it’s true, he never would. But he’d never make a child laugh either, or make her feel like she was special, or even sit her on his knee.’

‘At least he didn’t hurt you,’ says Zoe.

‘A girl needs more than that from her father. More than just safety.’

Gladys stares out of the window at the dim afternoon. Her lips tremble as she considers the words.

‘I hated him.’

She looks at us, shocked or elated at her own words—it’s hard to tell.

‘And I don’t like that word, hate, I really don’t. But it’s the truth. All I wanted was to see something of him—some kind of feeling or emotion, anything that told me he was human. Sometimes I’d be deliberately naughty around him, try to make him cross. I broke an ornament once when he was sitting in his chair. I knocked it off the dresser, a china doll my mother liked. I liked it too. But I just tipped it off like this.’

She taps two fingers in the air.

‘It shattered into hundreds of pieces at my feet, and my heart began to pound. I was sure he’d tan me, sure I’d see him in a rage, and I wanted it; I wanted him to grab me, wanted to feel his anger.’

She looks shamefully at Zoe, who is looking at her feet.

‘But he just lowered his paper, then mumbled for my mother, who had already heard the crash. It was her who tanned me. Real proper one and all. He never got up from his chair.’

She picks up her cup and stirs her tea in slow circles.

‘He was adrift. He was adrift from the world like a boat cut loose from the harbour. He had no connections to people, nothing real, nothing at all. If you want to know about my father, I’ll tell you — he was a nothing man, a clockwork nothing man.’

‘It wasn’t his fault,’ I snap. 

Gladys looks at me, startled. Zoe too. With every word Gladys speaks, I remember more about her dead father — and yes, it feels absurd, and yes, every new memory brings with it a swell of doubt and fear, but they come nonetheless. I remember his sadness, I remember the loneliness, the feelings of impotence as he struggled with life. Gladys was right — Stanley Mordant was adrift, but he wasn’t a nothing man. He would have given anything to find a way back to reality, back to his daughter.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, staring into the carpet’s brown spirals.

We sit in silence for a moment. Then Gladys frowns.

‘There was one time,’ she says. ‘I woke up in the middle of the night and heard something from the front room. I walked through and found him there in his chair. He had his head in his hands. I thought he’d died at first. Dad, I said. Then he looked up. His eyes were red. He cleared his throat and stood up, sorted himself out. Never spoke of it again.’

I remember it. 

I remember what he was hiding, and what it cost him to do so. I can feel his weakness. I can feel the well of his own making into which he fell time and time again.

‘If you hated him so much,’ I say, trying to hide the bitterness in my voice, ‘then why did you put the plaque on the bench?’ 

‘It’s what my mother wanted. She liked to think of him looking out at the boats. I sat there once, about a year after he died. I thought, I’ll just try. I’ll just try to pretend being him, try to imagine what it was like to be him. It was another mill pond day. The water was like grey glass, with all the boats wedged in it. I couldn’t stand it; I felt like screaming. No movement, no energy, no life. The thought of staring at that scene for eternity…well, it felt like hell to me. Absolute hell. But I suppose it was heaven for him.’

She takes another fig roll from the plate and eats it in two bites, munching furiously and staring through the window.

‘You can’t imagine what it’s like to be other people,’ she says. ‘You just can’t. We’re too different. Only our surfaces are the same. Underneath it’s different water.’ 

Gladys licks her fingers and brushes the crumbs from her lap. 

‘But that shouldn’t stop you from being nice. I don’t hold with hiding away under rocks. You have to make friends, as many as possible, in my book. And real ones too, none of these imaginary computer ones people are always going on about. Real people. Real connections, talking and listening.’ She gets to her feet. ‘Speaking of friends, my bridge ladies are going to be here soon, so if you’ll excuse me…’

We stand up too. My heart is pounding.

‘Do you mind if I use your toilet?’ says Zoe.

‘Of course not. It’s through the hall.’

Zoe walks out, leaving Gladys and I alone. I keep my face hidden, counting the seconds.

‘Don’t think I don’t know who you are,’ she says at last.

‘Pardon?’

‘Herald. There is no Herald. You’re him off the telly. I’d recognise you a mile off.’

‘I, I don’t…’

‘Nasty piece of work, you are, if you ask me. It’s not right to treat people the way you treat them. It’s not entertainment, it’s brutality. And all for money.’

She’s moving in on me. I can feel her breath, and the smell of recently minced fig roll.

‘What are you doing here? What do you really want?’

I can’t keep my eyes away any longer. I look at her and I’m in, sliding down the years of her life, feeling everything she told us and a whole lot more. Right now I’m fierce. Elliot Childs — a man she despises — is in her house, and she wants to know why.

I grab my lifeline, and back to the shallows I float, mumbling as I go.

‘Your father loved you, Mrs Mordant.’

‘What did you say? Now listen here, I —’ 

I take the photograph from my inside pocket.

‘Do you recognise this, Mrs Mordant?’

She peers at it. In a second her face has lost its grimace and most of its blood. She takes a shuddering breath and staggers backwards, into the corner of the room. There’s the sound of a flush and Zoe returns from the bathroom.

‘Mrs Mordant, what’s wrong?’ 

‘Don’t touch me!’

Gladys gathers herself, straightening her cardigan and wincing at the photograph still in my hand, as if it is an unwanted thing. 

‘Wait here,’ she says.

She scurries from the room, and there is the sound of drawers and cupboards banging. When she returns, she’s holding an old shoe box. 

‘I have never opened this and I never will.’ 

‘What is it?’ asks Zoe.

‘My mother gave it to me before she died last year. She told me he gave it to her before he died. She said he had had it for a long time.’

She looks up. Her face is drawn and haunted.

‘He had only two instructions. The first was to keep this safe. The second was to give it to anybody who came enquiring about a photograph.’

She nods at the one in my hand.

‘That photograph.’

Her hands are shaking as she holds out the box.

‘Take it.’

I do as she asks. It is old and full of dents. The surface is rusted, but a picture is still just visible on the lid — a colourful sketch of a merry-go-round, one horse ridden by a little girl in pigtails with her head thrown back in delight.

‘What do you think this is?’ says Zoe.

‘I don’t know and I don’t care. I only have a bit of future left, and I’d rather not spend it dwelling on the past. Now, please…’

She sighs, and I can feel a sudden lightness about her. 

‘Take it and leave.’

We are shown to the door and greeted by a wall of rain. We turn to leave, but as Zoe bolts through the rain to the car, Gladys Mordant grabs my arm.

‘I honestly don’t care what you’re doing here, but don’t come back. You’re not welcome.’

And with that, she closes the door.

We drive out of town through the storm, with the grey headland rising up through streaks of water falling from ranks of black cloud. I hold the box in my hands, recognising its shape, feeling every bump and dent like a long-forgotten but well-known landscape. We stop at a carpark overlooking the deserted bay, the car still moving as the wind pummels it. Only then do I open the lid.

















THE OTHER LIVES
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MY NAME IS STANLEY Mordant and I have lived before. 

As I write this, I am sixty years of age. The war is ten years done, but it’s still being fought. It’s being fought inside me, and inside every other man who others thought lucky to return from it.

Our man Churchill has just resigned. The country is poor, but I doubt any would care to complain. Just like me and those other bastards — those six years are to be pushed down and forgotten about. Not to be spoken of, unless it is with pride or joy.

Never with complaint.

My father always said that complaint was the baby inside of you still crying for its mother. You had to stop that when you were young or you’d never grow up. And don’t say anything out of place, or that might confuse people or make you appear strange or anything else but a strong man in control of his own destiny. Be strong. Don’t let life eat at you. Beat it back with a rod of your own making. Be stern and stoic and all the rest. 

Don’t be weak. Don’t be different. Don’t say strange things.

This was extremely difficult advice for the young boy that I was.

I had my first other dream — and my first real memory — when I was four. We lived in a council tenement in Edinburgh. My mother was a Scot, my father a soldier from Manchester who met her while training north of the border. We were seven to a room — my mother and father in one bed with my sister, me and my two brothers in a second, although I, being the youngest, usually found myself on the floor. My grandmother slept behind a curtain and kept us awake with her groans and whinnies like a knackered horse. It was cold, so whenever I felt that kick that sent me out of bed and onto the wood floor, I would slide towards the stove and curl up beside it, hoping for warmth.

One of these nights I awoke with a terrible fright, believing myself to be in the wrong body. For a second, I thought that this was the dream — this reality, not what I had just experienced. But the feeling soon wore off and I was left in the darkness, struggling to understand with nothing but the clouds of my breath and the sounds of my grandmother’s agonies for company.

I had dreamed of being Emily Havers. She was my first dream and my most common ever since. I think she is the closest to me. I think she is the one I was directly before I was me. It would certainly make sense, given the date of her birth and death: 1849–1868. It took me until the age of 21 to look her up. Funny, that. I was so convinced of the reality of her existence that it never occurred to me to prove she had in fact lived.

Or it may only have been that she was my first. I know I have lived lives that come after this one in the flow of time. I can remember walking through cities of light in air so clear I hardly seemed to be breathing. I can remember a world of water, an entire life without knowing the feeling of dry land beneath my feet. I can remember fighting in week-long wars with hideous weaponry strapped to my side. I can remember lying with a woman on sheets drenched with the light of two suns.

And I can remember an old wooden warship. The smell of it. A pile of green matter and bone landing next to my canon — the brains of the boy who manned the one next to me. I can remember riding bareback across a wide plain, my fingers stroking the spear in my hand. I can remember a cave, and dull, wordless thought. 

Stanley Mordant has lived before and after himself.

How can this be? 

I have long since stopped struggling to answer this. I have only ever met one other person like me and my time with him was short, so you could say my guidance was lacking. 

But Emily Havers was my first. She was so vivid, so real. She never let me go. She coloured my life — everything I thought, believed and did from that moment on.

I told my brothers, who beat me for it. Then I told my mother, who kissed my head and cut me breakfast from the porridge drawer. When I told my father later that evening — sat on his lap by the stove — he gave me a strange look. I watched his face struggle between comfort and reprisal — part of him wanted to pat my head, the other part wanted to strike it.

In the end, the second part won and he chided me, dropping me to the floor, pulling on his boots and leaving for the alehouse. I think at that moment, I ceased to be his youngest baby boy. From then on I was to be a man, and only to be given manly advice.

Don’t be weak. Don’t be different. Don’t say strange things.

I told my grandmother by candlelight. She watched me speaking with awful, haunted eyes. Then she rolled over in her bed, leaving a sliver of drool on her pillow.

One Sunday soon after, we received a visit from a minister enquiring about my father’s absence from church. My father, still drunk from his payday evening, flew into a roaring rage. He gripped the minister’s collar and dragged him yelping down the three stone flights of the tenement stair, in full view of the neighbours, and hurled him out onto the street. My mother called it ‘the day your father threw God from the family’.

We left Scotland and my father was posted to India, where we spent three years in the mountains. My dreams continued, fuelled by the heat, the humid nights, the pungent air and the monstrous insects that crawled our walls. They became more numerous and more vivid, and as I got older I began to remember things when I was awake too. It was as if my dreams had run out of space for the memories, so they began to leak out. A conversation at breakfast would trigger a recollection of something thought or done hundreds of years in the past or future. The sight of a particular face might send me into paroxysms of grief for some ancient tragedy. 

My mind became full of these things, and with nobody to talk to about them, I thought I might explode. Still they came, piling on top of each other with no sign of respite. I felt like I had no more room to be Stanley Mordant. I felt like he was just as much a ghost as the others.

Then I met Mr Galesh.

To get to school in India, I had to walk three miles across the jungle hills near where we lived. I dreaded this daily journey. There were bandits in these hills — as well as tigers, snakes and a hundred other things that wished you dead — but it was not because of bandits or tigers that I was afraid. I was afraid because of the local legend about an evil, blue-faced wizard who lived in the hills and would boil your head for his magic if he caught you. Nobody knew where he lived or dared to find out. But if he saw you — chop, plop: Your head was for his pot.

One day I walked to school in torrential rain. It was monsoon season, and once those clouds opened, you could expect them to remain open for a long time. This was a different breed of rain to back home — not the wet squall of Edinburgh. This stuff was thick and warm and endless. The air became a swarm of giant, hot drops, each one a puddle in itself. The ground flooded instantly. And it didn’t stop. It just would not stop.

Halfway along a ridge, my feet became stuck in the new mud. I felt myself moving. I felt the mountain slide, and I slid with it.

I fell a long way and I thought I was dead. I remember thinking: I wonder who I’ll be next? But I didn’t die. About a hundred feet down I hit the crook of a jujube tree and was pinned there as the road upon which I had been walking fell past me. When it stopped, I found myself stuck, waist-deep in mud. Water streamed down in newborn rivers, and the mud rose to my chest. I felt as if I was tied to a mast in a sinking ship.

I thought: I still might die.

But I did not die. Something much worse was about to happen. As I struggled in vain to pull myself from the mud, I heard a sound, a human sound. I looked to my right, and through the hot mist I saw the vague outline of a man. He was small and skinny and held a tall stick of some kind. I could not make out his face, but I could see that he was wearing little in the way of clothing and his hair spread out in thick, wild tendrils from his head. He was standing on a rock, with the brown water flowing around him. And he was looking at me.

At first I thought he might be one of the locals from the village. Some of them kept goats, and the staff might make him a herd. I tried to get a closer look. Then the mist cleared momentarily and my heart lost its footing. I saw his face. It was painted blue.

I panicked and renewed my struggle. Falling or drowning — these had seemed easy deaths. But death by having your head boiled was something I might fight to avoid. I kicked my legs, clawed at the mud with my hands. But everything I did sent me deeper within it.

I looked over at the rock. To my horror, he had hopped down and was wading through the water towards me. I cried no. I cried for my mother, my father, my brothers, for God, Jesus, Vishnu, Shiva, Allah and even the devil himself to save me. But my cries were lost in the rain and nobody came to help me. I was trapped. The wizard was near.

Then, from above, I saw a log dancing on the water. I reached out and grabbed it as it passed. It yanked me left, then stopped, straining between my weight and the current. Slowly I felt myself being pulled out. The slow battle of suction played out beneath the mud, and I gripped with all my strength, hoping beyond hope that gravity would favour me. I heard movement in the branches above, a shuffling and snapping of twigs. I shut my eyes tight. I could tell he was there. Just hold on, I thought. Just keep holding on.

Then I felt my right leg come free. I gasped with hope as the log renewed its pull, and I felt my left leg shifting too. Not long, and I would be away down the hillside, free of the wizard.

But before this could happen, I felt a sharp blow to my fingers. I looked and saw the end of the wizard’s staff banging against them, knocking them off. Before I knew it, one hand was free. Then, with two more blows, he had done the same to the other. I felt the log slide from my grip and slip down the hillside, with all my hopes for escape.

I looked up, suddenly cold and resigned to my fate, and there he was, crouching in a branch, looking pleased with himself. I blinked away tears of hatred and fear.

He nodded down in the direction of the log.

‘That would have been very dangerous,’ he said, in perfect English. ‘A long, long way to fall.’

I frowned and turned to look down the hillside where, not far beyond the tree, the ground had fallen away. I craned my neck and saw a huge drop, now a natural waterfall that would have sent me crashing against the rocks below. The blue-faced wizard had saved my life. 

The blue-faced wizard, as it turned out, was not a wizard at all. He was a recluse who lived in a hut deep in the jungle, where he took me to recover from my experience. He fed me soup, sat me by his fire and showed me how to burn away the leeches that had begun to feast upon my thighs. 

As I waited for my clothes to dry out, I could sense him watching me.

‘What is it?’ I said at last.

‘You can see things,’ he said. ‘Feel things.’

He leaned closer.

‘Remember things.’

In my sudden terror, I thought that perhaps he was a wizard after all, and feared for my head again. But he sensed my unease and smiled as kindly as a blue-faced, naked old man possibly could.

‘It is all right,’ he said. ‘It shows in your eyes. Old souls are heavy burdens.’ 

Then he showed me a path that led back to my house, clear of the mudslide. I thanked him and he nodded.

‘Come visit me if you want to share your burden.’

Then he turned and scampered back the way we had come.

That summer my sister died from a mosquito bite. My mother’s grief was too much for a young boy to bear, so I kept away as much as I could. I visited the old man, whose name was Mr Ganesh. I wrote every memory down and shared with him everything I could remember. He sat, cross-legged and rapt as we drank tea and I talked. Even the dullest things he found intensely interesting. I felt a weight lifting as I spoke.

He told me that everyone had lived before — reincarnation was part of the Hindu belief system after all — but that not many really understood what this meant, and that fewer still could genuinely remember. He said that he himself had been a Christian soldier in the Crusades, an ice dweller in the north — the smell of seal pelt had haunted his dreams since he was a baby — and a woman in a huge house on an endlessly flat land and in a time he could not place. Everyone, he said, had lived before.

I asked him — how could this be? Surely some had not, or else where had this all begun?

This made him laugh for what seemed like hours.

‘Now that is an excellent question,’ he said at last. ‘Try not to stop asking yourself it.’

I wrote everything down. He said that reincarnation was a fundamental truth of life, and that my life would be lonely because very few people would accept this truth. Despite this, I had a duty to try and find others like me, because they would need to share their burden as well. To do this was an almost impossible task.

‘You cannot shout this truth,’ he said. ‘Or people will think you mad. You can only suggest it in the hope that those others like you will see it. Keep what you have written safe and hide it in plain sight for others like you to find.’

‘How?’ I asked.

‘Point to them,’ he said.

I told him that I didn’t understand. He said that one day I would.

And that was the last thing he said to me.

We moved back to Britain the following month and set up home here in Marshfields. I went to see Mr Ganesh before we left, but I found only an empty hut and a long-dead fire.

It was three years later that I had the first inkling of what he had meant. My memories and dreams were taking new shapes. Sometimes I would have memories of other memories — images of other lives seen through other lives. It was like looking in two opposing mirrors. The years stretched endlessly in both directions.

One in particular kept coming back to me. I could see me and I could see Emily Havers, side by side, but motionless. I was neither, but I could see us both looking back at us. It gave me an idea, one of many that I have had throughout my life. 

I told somebody once. It was on a dark and fearful day in Normandy, with death ringing everywhere, and all its blood, mud and screams. I didn’t know the chap very well. He was from another unit, but we’d both found cover behind a burned-out tractor. We thought we were dead men. He was more frightened than me, only twenty or so, and I told him, right then and there. I think I was trying to comfort him in some way. ‘I’ve lived before,’ I said. ‘So don’t be afraid. There’s another life after this.’

He looked at me, horrified.

‘You’ll live again,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry.’

Then he turned and ran out into fire. His head and one shoulder span off in the blast from a shell.

I’ve never told anybody since.

I am, no doubt, dead and gone to wherever I am to go next. I might be living in your time, you might even know me. 

I might be you.

Either way, the chances are you have some questions, and perhaps the contents of this box will help you answer them.

Emily Havers is still my brightest memory, and I have written her story often. Each time it becomes brighter, as if the writing itself oils the memories out, and each time it feels more like it is her speaking and not me. 

The first time I wrote it like this:

It was cold and I died.

Then:

The big house was cold and I died, but I shouldn’t have.

I sometimes read the final version — at the top of this pile, where it should remain — and marvel at how different it sounds. They’re not my words at all, they’re hers.

Please read it. Please look after this box. And please, if you can, find somewhere safe for it where others like you can find it. Because Mr Ganesh was right — old souls make heavy burdens.

















EMILY HAVERS
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THE HOUSE WAS ALWAYS so terribly cold and dark. As a child, I remember being punished for being late one afternoon before tea. It was blazing hot outside and I was made to sit in the Empty Room — Aunt Magda’s old room, which we called empty because that’s what it was. Aunt Magda had passed two years ago, and it had remained as she had left it, false teeth and bed pan aside. Even her smell remained, warm and sickly, a dying old lady. 

She had not the need for things. She was blind as a bat and completely doolally, so apart from a few dusty pieces of furniture and some stiff dresses hanging together by threads in the closet, there had been nothing in there. No ornaments to inspect, no books to occupy a child’s mind, not even a Bible, and certainly no toys. Nanny had closed the door and locked it, and I had been left in the window seat with nothing to do but gaze out of the tiny window down onto the lawn, where my cousins frolicked with ribbons in the summer sun.

And it was terribly cold and terribly dark. I do believe that house had wishes, and that one of those wishes was to be nothing more than a tomb.

On such a hot day, you would be forgiven for making the assumption that at least the cold air provided relief from the heat, and the darkness from the glare of the sun. But you would be wrong. The temperature was not like a cool flannel to your wet brow, but like a cloak of icicles digging into your spine. The dark was not the calming shade of a willow’s branches, but a dank, stifling blanket thrown over your head like a dog catcher’s sack. I couldn’t stand it inside, not one bit.

And that was summer. In winter, the howling winds, sea fogs, blizzards and frosts that assaulted the coast beyond Sheerton Estate’s borders were positively balmy compared to the freezing hell inside the walls. Even with the furnaces on full blast, which Father rarely allowed — special times he called them, which usually only meant Christmas Day — I shivered and shuddered in the candlelit halls, searching for some nook or cupboard which was not utterly devoid of heat. There was a place I favoured beneath the servants’ staircase that had a wall behind a stove. It was just a space, it had no door, so every Saturday morning, when I would wake to find my sheets hard with ice from the wall against which my bed stood, I would gather my blankets and books and bears, take a candle, and creep to it. Sometimes a maid would be up, scrubbing the kitchen, and she might give me milk and cake from Friday supper. Then I would huddle into the space, seeking comfort in the warm wall, sugary crumbs and the words of a story.

I wanted to leave that house as soon as possible. I did not want to be some lonely young waif, alone and unmarried, drifting restlessly through its bitter halls and having turns. I was not the eldest, so therefore not the priority when it came to marriage partners. At dances — which were welcome events because they were some of my father’s aforementioned ‘special times’ and therefore less freezing than usual — suitors were guided directly to my sister, Camilla, who was, whilst only one year older, a far taller, far prettier and far less clever girl than I, and therefore had far more chance of success. My younger sister, Molly, was the prettiest of the three, of course, and therefore very easily drew the attention of almost every gentlemen she passed, and got up to things with them in pantries.

I spied her one spring morning through a crack in the gardener’s shed, one leg up against a rake and the other quivering whilst the Earl of Burnshott’s youngest son moved his face between them. I froze, telling myself I could not move for the shock, but really knowing that this was not the case at all. I watched them for some time, witnessing my sister’s breathless squirm and feeling myself dampen with the thrill. My hand was already near to that hot place when, very slowly, the little harlot turned her head towards me and opened her eyes. She smiled and held a finger to her lips, and I bolted through the apple trees, up the steps and into the library, where I pulled the first book I could find from the shelves and buried my head in it. It was about pastry.

Such effortless joy, my sister. I wish I had been more like her.

Anyway, with Camilla at the front with the richer, eldest sons, and Molly banging shelves and gardening tools with the younger bucks, I was left in the middle, hands clasped, alone. It is the common curse of the middle daughter, and I knew that my only way out would be to find love, or some approximation of it, on my own.

And I did find it. I did, with all my heart.

My father’s brewery was extremely profitable, and he employed many men from Lasswick and the surrounding villages. At weekends, wherever we went, whether it be a stroll by the sea or a carriage into town, men would doff their caps to him and women would curtsy.

‘Tidings, Mr Havers, sir’ or ‘Morning, Mr Havers, sir’ or just ‘Sir’.

It was as much a chore for him as it must have been for them. A buggering pain he called it, muttering it through his stretched grin as each sycophant ducked by.

But, of course, woe betide the man who ignored my father, whatever buggering pain he might have spared him.

I first saw John Maine by the harbour one Sunday afternoon. He was twenty years old, with black hair as slick as the sea, a tight chest, skinny arms and legs bandy like a sailor. We were walking home from church, and he was helping a group of fishermen free a net that had tangled on a fender. As we passed, Molly, who was walking next to me, nudged my arm.

‘Gosh,’ she whispered. ‘Will you look at that?’

I turned and followed her shameless gawp as John bent over his side of the net, laughing at the panicked orders of the fishermen as they struggled in the widening gap between the boat and the harbour wall. The objects of my sister’s attention were his buttocks, which were straining against their trousers like two apples in a picnic cloth.

‘Molly,’ I said, nudging her back. ‘Behave yourself or I’ll tell Mother.’

‘But really,’ said Molly. Her face was flushed and I knew mine was too. ‘I mean, Emily, really, look at them.’

There was a roar from the boat as the net was finally freed. John stood up and stretched his back, taking off his cap and cheering with the rest. Then he turned. And he saw me, and he looked away, and then he looked back again. His face was, I believe, not what you would call handsome. The proportions of his brow, cheeks and jaw were all askew, and his hair was an unruly mess full of God knows what. But his smile was the freest, happiest, most wonderful thing I had ever seen, and his eyes were pools of warm, brown chocolate into which I wanted to dive and never return.

His grin from the success of the recent venture weakened and re-formed itself into something else. He replaced his cap, then tipped it in my direction.

Molly gasped. 

‘Really,’ said Camilla.

John’s eyes were on me for far too long a time, a thrilling and frightening gaze. The temperature of my own blood and of my father’s rose in tandem under very different flames.

‘John Maine!’

My father’s voice boomed across the harbour-side. John jumped and looked back. 

‘Mr Havers, sir,’ he said. He glanced at me, gulped, then removed his cap. ‘A lovely afternoon.’

My father stepped forwards, eyeing me as he did. He was an imposing man, tall with a cane and a thick moustache. He ate and drank well. There was much of him to fear.

‘Ely,’ warned my mother. ‘Be kind.’

‘I’ll be what I am, woman!’ snapped my father.

He turned back to John, who was now running his cap between his hands like a rope.

‘And what business do you have down at the harbour on a Sunday afternoon? You have no family to attend to? Eh?’

John stammered.

‘Mr Havers, sir, I…’

‘Speak up, man!’

‘None sir. Only my father and mother. They are at my uncle’s. And my brother is out of town.’

My father swept his gaze around the harbour, swinging his cane with it. A rabble of men murmured and swayed outside the Ship Inn, tankards rocking.

‘Are you drunk, then? I’ll have no drunks working at my brewery, John Maine.’

The irony of this order found a light in John’s eyes, as it did in mine. But he controlled himself.

‘No, sir. I am just enjoying the afternoon. I like to walk the coast.’

My father looked him up and down. Then he walked up to him and leaned down to his face, taking a long breath through his nose.

With a grunt, he stood back again.

‘Very well,’ he said. He lowered his voice to a growl and glared at him. ‘But you will not eye any of my daughters like that ever again, understand?’

John looked back at his master, trying to nod.

‘Do you hear me, John Maine?’ my father barked.

‘Yes,’ said John. ‘Yes, sir, I understand. I promise. Begging your pardon, sir.’

My father straightened up and stared down his nose.

‘I want you at the gates at five a.m. tomorrow. Not a minute later.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said John.

My father led us away. The harbour, which had quietened to a near silence to witness the scene, renewed its hubbub. I glanced over my shoulder, and caught John already breaking his promise.




We found each other again through a rush of looks and scribbled notes — a glance in church, nods, letters passed through friends and finally a quiet early evening where we met in secret by the wide bay north of the harbour. From then on, we met when and where we could. In the woods, by the rocks near Castle Point, in the caves near Dermouth Sands, where we would allow ourselves to be trapped by the tide and spend afternoons by the rock pools, roaring and surging with the waves. 

This was not a love of slow walks or coy glances; I learned in one week all that Molly knew — of a man’s body, and of what my own could do with it. I learned the dull mistake of chastity, the sea of pleasure waiting beneath my skin that so many allowed to run dry for fear of disgrace, or of a mother’s shame, or of disgusted looks in churchyards, or unearthly fire, or of the words that had been read to them from the pages of a thick, dusty book.

The first time we kissed I felt a flood of light in my belly and breast. Every far point of my body ignited in fiery tips, and I wrapped my hands around his back, feeling at once the sweet duality of both protecting and of being protected. I curled my fingers around his face with a deep wish to keep him from harm and knowing that between our lips was a promise for us both to do just that for each other. The first time he tore his mouth from mine and drove it down to my neck in a gasp of abandon, the first time he pushed his hand against my breast, I felt stars shoot from my spine and explode in a fanfare of joy around my head. And the first time he touched me between my legs, the afternoon air stood still and there was just that point in space, his fingers gently moving against me as our brows touched and I breathed away the rest of the world and replaced it with him.

And always, when our love was made, we would lie and talk, looking up at whatever canopy protected us — be it rock, wood or sky — and talk of ourselves and what we would do. And what we would always do was to be together, away from Lasswick, on our own.

I learned that there was only one truth, and that it was a sad truth — that human existence is a box of joy and sorrow that will one day disappear. I learned that there is only one thing to do — to open it, and to empty it, but not to let it drain away.

I learned to love.




I made the mistake of telling Molly, who became jealous. She would have had no interest him, were it not for the fact that she could not have him, a situation which of course she used everything in her arsenal to change. 

‘Does he make you wet, Em?’ she whispered to me, eyes flashing, grabbing my hands beneath the apple trees. ‘Properly wet?’

‘Molly,’ I said, pushing her hands away. I gave her my coldest look, the same one I had done when she was two and had tried to take my dolly. ‘This is love. And true love, not just the love that leaves you hot and sticky in a dirty shed, but one that gives meaning to your life. I honestly wouldn’t expect you to understand.’

It was unkind, I know. And Molly was quite the very worst person to be unkind to. She drew herself up, and gave me a nasty smile.

‘Dear Emily, men only want one thing’ she said. She put her thumb in her mouth, sucked it, and drew it in a wet trail down her neck to her cleavage. ‘Didn’t you know?’

Then she laughed and pushed past me, leaving me worried in the orchard.

From then on, she made it her life’s purpose to prove to me, tacitly, that there was no such thing as this love of mine. That all men were objects to twist to your favour with eyes, corsets and a well-placed hip. She flirted with him whenever she crossed his path, in town or at church. She would wink at him, or touch her face or breast, or squirm in her seat, trying to draw away his eyes to her. But they never strayed. Whenever he was sure my father wasn’t looking, they only found me.

One afternoon in autumn, my mother sent Molly and me to the brewery with a message for father. 

‘We have a message for Mr Havers,’ I said to one of the boys at the gates, who scampered off to get him. We waited behind the wrought iron bars and saw John rolling barrels across the yard. I sensed my sister’s resolve and went to stop her before she could execute it. But I was too late.

‘John Maine,’ she called. 

‘Molly, no!’ I said. ‘You’ll get him into terrible trouble.’

‘Quiet, you bore,’ she said.

John stopped and looked across. A few of the other men in the yard did the same.

‘What are you doing?’ I said.

‘Having fun,’ she said. ‘I honestly wouldn’t expect you to understand.’

She blew a filthy kiss at him. Then she raised the hem of her skirt and turned her bare thigh in his direction. Some of the men cheered. John frowned and looked around him, uncertain of what to do. He looked back, shaking his head. Molly continued to flaunt her naked leg. John held out his hands to stop her. At that moment, my father strode out of the tall doors into the brewery. Molly let her dress drop and resumed a proper position. My father stopped in his tracks and surveyed the scene. John was still facing us with his arms outstretched. The jeers of the men behind had stopped.

‘What’s this?’ shouted my father. His voice was the only sound in the yard but the far-off call of gulls in the bay. John turned to face him. His boots scraped the gravel.

‘Mr Havers, sir,’ he said. ‘I believe your daughters have a message for you. I was just…’

‘Father,’ piped Molly. She had assumed the look of a frightened little girl. She sniffed and pointed at John. Her lip wobbled. I stared at her in disbelief.

‘That man, he…he was looking at me very queerly indeed. I do so wish he would stop it. Please make him stop, Father, please.’

My father looked at John, then back at us.

‘Sir, I must insist, I was doing no such thing,’ said John.

‘You calling my daughter a liar, John Maine?’

‘No sir. I am sure she is no such thing. A simple mistake is all, I am sure of it.’

John hung his head. My father watched him quietly. Then he walked over to the gates. He looked between us.

‘You have a message?’ he said.

I passed my mother’s note through the bars. He turned to Molly, who was looking forlornly at her feet. He put his big hand through the bars and stroked her cheek.

‘Sweet Molly,’ he said. ‘Sweet little Molly.’

He put the note in his jacket pocket.

‘Go home now, girls,’ he said.

‘Father,’ I began.

‘Go home,’ he said. 

‘Father, please…’

‘Emily.’

He stayed at the gates until we turned for home.

‘You have to tell him,’ I said, following Molly as she marched home grinning. ‘You have to tell him you were joking.’

‘I shall do no such thing.’

‘But you must! Father will hurt him!’

‘Oh, Emily, stop being so dramatic!’

She stopped and turned on the hill to Sheerton Estate.

‘Anyway,’ she said. ‘You can do much better than John Maine.’

‘I don’t want to do much better than John Maine. Emily, please!’

‘Dear sister, you’re much prettier than you give yourself credit for.’

Then she smiled and skipped up the steps to the house.




Two days later, on Saturday, I ran to our meeting place by the sands. I stood alone all afternoon and watched a tide advancing and receding like long breaths until the autumn sun finally fell and the dunes became coated in blue shadows. He never came and I walked home alone, forgoing dinner. I took my blanket from my room and sat, like the child I no longer was, in my place beneath the servants’ stairs, weeping quietly.

Later, after dinner, my mother informed me that there had been a death at the brewery, and that one of the barrel rollers had been crushed beneath a hook. She did not say his name, because she did not have to. She watched me as I absorbed the news, her face firm and stoic but ready to break. She knew I had loved him. She knew what I had lost.

I felt as if all the blood had emptied from my heart, leaving nothing but a dry husk flapping in my breast. My mind swam with sick rage. I ran from the room and found Molly in the corridor. We both stopped and she met me with a look of horror. But then her mouth twitched with a smile. Her eyes widened at this, as if she herself could not believe her own reaction.

I drew back my hand and I slapped her hard across the face.

‘Emily!’ screamed my mother, who had followed me. ‘Leave your baby sister alone!’

Molly looked up at me with hollow eyes and a hand to her pale cheek.

‘Rot in hell,’ I said to her and ran past my mother, down to the sitting room.

My father was there with his paper. Camilla was sewing.

I stood in the doorway, panting furious breaths. Outside, a cold wind blew in the trees that rattled their branches against the windows. Inside, as always, it was colder. And inside my heart, it was colder still.

‘Emily,’ said Camilla. ‘Whatever is wrong?’

My father, sensing what had happened, put down his paper and stood up.

‘You’ve heard about the Maine lad?’ he said. 

‘You killed him,’ I said.

Camilla stood up.

‘Emily,’ she said. ‘Please don’t.’

My father’s eyes narrowed. He spoke slowly.

‘Now then, now then,’ he said. ‘It was a tragic accident, but these things happen from time to time. The industrial workplace can be dangerous.’

‘You murdered him,’ I hissed. ‘And I’m going to tell them. I’m going to tell them what you did. I’m going to tell everyone.’

‘Emily,’ he said, and turned away.

I could not stand a second more in that dreadful house. The dark and cold pushed down on me like they never had before, and I felt I would be crushed beneath them. I heard my mother and Molly running down the stairs. I took one last look at Camilla, turned and ran.

I ran down the steps and out onto the lawn. The wind was hurling the trees about in a wild, giant dance. Dead leaves flew all around me in the dark, clattering against my face and sticking to my cheeks. I ran down to the track and through the gate, out on the coastal track, where the cliffs met the churning sea. I ran and ran and did not stop, heading for the cave — our cave — at Dermouth Sands. There was a small wooden bridge that joined the headland to the promissory that overlooked the bay. I stepped onto it, feeling it sway in the gusts. Halfway I turned and looked out at the dark ocean rolling for countless miles away from the land. I wanted nothing more than to be beneath it. To curl up in its depths and let the bubbles of air escape my lungs and become cold and dark and not this light thing that felt love and grief.

But then something made me turn. I caught sight of our house, a lonely black shape against the violent sky, and I realised at once that for all its terrible lack of warmth, it was the lack of love within its walls that made it truly cold. And I felt pity. Pity for my mother who had not known true love, and for my father who did not know how to give it to her, and for my awkward elder sister, so unsure of herself, and for Molly, who, for all her exploits, had never looked into a man’s eyes and felt what I had felt when I looked in John’s. 

And I felt pity for the house, too, that cold and loveless building up there on the hill. I thought: I have loved, and maybe I can love again and bring it the warmth it needs. So I turned to go back. 

But there was a figure on the bridge behind me, tall and silent. I gasped and staggered backwards.

‘Who are you?’ I said.

‘Emily,’ said Camilla. My sister took a step towards me. ‘Do you know what would happen if you tried to tell anyone about John Maine?’

I shook at the sound of her voice. It was clear and precise, unaffected by the gale shrieking around us.

‘Father will be ruined. Even if they don’t believe you, which they won’t, his name will be stained. Father has a reputation.’

‘Camilla, it was murder. Murder. You know he did it.’

‘I know no such thing. And neither do you.’

I took another step back along the bridge. A board wobbled beneath my heel and I nearly stumbled. Camilla grabbed me and pulled me up.

‘We’ll lose everything, Sister.’

Her face was inches from mine, terrible and cold. 

‘I’m not going to tell,’ I said. The words shook. ‘Now let me pass.’

I went to walk past her, but her grip was firm.

‘Camilla. I said I won’t tell.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘You won’t.’

And in a single wrench, she threw me from the bridge.

No life flashed before my eyes, no pictures of memories to remind me of the years before they vanished forever. I uttered no scream and made no prayer for escape or redemption. As I sank beneath the black icy gloop and watched the white fabric of my dress swirl and darken, I wondered why people were born into such a terribly cold, terribly dark place as this world.

I wondered whether we ever came here to live, or merely to die.




















THE BEACH
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Cornwall, 1940



‘STOP POINTING THAT THING at me, Lucy,’ growled Rupert. ‘You’re supposed to be searching.’

‘Say cheese!’ said Lucy, balanced on a rock. The camera covered her face completely. It was heavy, but she held it firm as she lined up her picture. She paused, feeling the thrill, then clicked the button.

‘There,’ she said. ‘Got you.’

Rupert shook his head looked back at the rock pool. It was a bright and windy day, and the church had organised a trip to the beach for the children. They had been given pencils and a sheet of paper, on which to draw pictures of all the creatures they found.

‘Roam far and wide, children!’ Mrs Haughton, the Sunday School teacher, had hooted into the bracing wind as they stepped off the bus. ‘God’s work is found in every nook and cranny! Go forth and praise it!’

They had run off across the whirling sands as the waves crashed against the cold shore.

‘It doesn’t work anyway,’ said Rupert. ‘That’s why Da lets you play with it.’

‘It does too,’ shouted Lucy. ‘It’s proper. It’s not a toy.’

She turned, facing landward, and pointed.

‘I can see our house from here,’ she said.

With that, she hopped down from the rock and marched away, nose in the air, to shout at some seagulls.

‘I say,’ said Billy. ‘I found a crab, I think. James, look, see?’

James peered into a dark crevice at the side of the pool.

‘That’s not a crab, it’s just a shell. There’s nothing in this pool, just weed and stones.’

‘Iss,’ said Rupert. ‘You’re right, James. Come on, let’s try further up.’

They walked along the wet sand towards a strip of high boulders. Lucy joined them once the gulls had been sufficiently dispersed.

‘It’s windy,’ she said, cuddling into her brother’s side. ‘And cold.’

They climbed the boulders and stopped on the highest one, looking out to sea. They were the farthest group down the beach, the rest having kept to the puddles and pools nearest the car park. They could hear the calls of the other children, along with Mrs Haughton’s hoots being swept up and lost on the wind. 

‘We went to the seaside once,’ said James. ‘Before. It wasn’t like this though.’

‘I didn’t know there were beaches in London,’ said Rupert.

‘There aren’t. This was in Brighton. There were stones instead of sand and the whole beach was covered with people. I had an ice cream, and Daddy…’

He paused and looked up at Rupert, correcting himself.

‘Dad fell asleep on a bench. It was hot too.’

‘I remember,’ said Billy, smiling. ‘We went in the water.’

Lucy gasped and jumped up. She pointed the camera at Billy.

‘Did you swim in the sea?’ she said. ‘Did you see sharks and whales? Weren’t you afraid, Billy?’

He squinted up at her, laughing.

‘I don’t think there are sharks in England, Lucy,’ he said.

‘You don’t know, there might have been. Sharks is sneaky…click. Got you!’

Billy turned and looked out at a long wave breaking far from shore. His smile faded.

‘Do you think his plane is in there somewhere?’ he said.

Rupert climbed down the other side of the boulders.

‘Expect so,’ he said.

‘Good thing he jumped,’ said James. ‘He wouldn’t have lasted long in that water.’

‘Why not?’ asked Billy.

‘It’s far too cold and deep, that’s why. Nobody could last in there.’

Rupert sniffed from the sand below. He made a strange sound, almost a laugh. James looked down and saw his mouth cocked in a half smile.

‘What?’ said James. ‘What is it?’

Rupert shrugged.

‘I could.’

‘Could what? Last in there?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Not a chance,’ scoffed James. ‘You’re a fool.’

‘All right,’ said Rupert.

He removed his duffel coat. Then he pulled of his sweater and shoes.

‘What are you doing?’ said James, standing. ‘Rupert, you can’t be serious! You’ll freeze!’

Lucy started jumping on the boulder, laughing.

‘What’s wrong?’ said Rupert, stripping to his underpants. ‘Scared?’

‘No, I’m not. But I’m also not a fool. What…?’

Billy hopped past him and began to strip as well.

‘Billy!’ shouted James. ‘Come back here at once. If you—’

‘Come on, James,’ he said, giggling. 

‘Why, you…’

Lucy danced around him, singing.

‘James is scared, James is scared, James is scared…’

‘I am not, I’m…well, I…right.’

James sprang down the side of the boulders and pulled off his clothes. The wind bit his skinny arms and torso. The three of them jumped around in the shadow of the rocks, holding their arms around their chests. Rupert’s eyes flashed.

‘Last one in’s got a fat head.’

He turned and ran for the shore, diving headlong into the meringue froth of a breaking wave. Billy ran after him, laughing. James watched them, dancing on the spot and, with a groan of resignation, followed them in.

Lucy shouted with delight from the shore.

‘You’re all silly stupid boys!’ she yelled above the wind. She pointed her camera, trembling with excitement, and watched them for a while, boxed in her sights as if she had captured them forever, these three boys jumping and splashing and screaming in the freezing water. And then she pushed her button, and she knew that she had.














A DEAD MAN'S MEMORIES
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Marshfields, Present Day



‘I THINK WE’RE ALL just worried about him now. At times like these, it becomes very clear what’s important, and what’s important is that he knows that we’re thinking about him, and that we want him to come home and tell us that he’s all right. And that regardless of whatever arguments we have on-screen or off-screen I want him to know that I consider him a friend and that if he needs to talk to someone, he can talk to me.’

‘And if he’s listening right now, what would you like to say to him?’

‘I would say, “Elliot, if you’re listening, let me know that you’re OK, OK? We may have our differences, but there’s nothing so bad that we can’t talk about it together. Whatever you’re going through, I would love to be able to help.”’

‘Mary O’Brien, thank you. The time is 3:15 p.m. this Friday 22nd…’

Mary O’Brien’s Belfast whine echoes in my ears, and all I can see is her smug face, screaming with glee beneath that concerned veneer. I turn off the van’s radio with a crackle of static.

‘You should call someone,’ says Zoe. ‘Tell them you’re safe.’

We’re still at the harbour with Stanley’s box. The sea is churning and Morag has taken Heathcliff to find tea. Emily Havers’ life — along with all the others — is still ringing in my mind.

‘No. I already told Morag — I don’t want to talk to anyone right now.’

I push the lid down over the papers.

‘Is it happening?’ says Zoe.

‘Is what happening?’

‘Are other lives coming back to you?’

There’s an excitement to her voice that rattles me. It’s as if she finds some pleasure in all of this. 

‘No. Only Stanley’s, and some of these.’

‘It won’t be long, I’m certain of it.’

‘Certain? How? There’s nothing remotely certain about any of this.’ I shake the box. ‘A dead man’s memories; that’s all these are.’

She frowns.

‘Memories that you share. Surely that means something to you? Surely you believe now; surely you care…’

‘No. That’s just it. I don’t care.’ I toss the box on the dashboard. ‘This just makes everything worse.’

She sits back, watching me. I’m getting tired of all this being watched.

‘What is it?’

She finds a cigarette in her pocket and lights it, eyes still upon me.

‘You seemed angry in Gladys’ house,’ she says.

‘Really, I don’t remember. Open a window, will you?’

She winds down the passenger window and blows smoke out into the cold air.

‘Tell me something about Stanley.’

‘What? Why?’

‘Just do it.’

‘No.’

‘I want to know about him. Why was he so indifferent to his daughter.’

I turn on her

‘He wasn’t.’ The snap of my voice surprises me. I look out at the swollen sea, trying to temper it. ‘He wasn’t. He loved his daughter. Despite what Gladys thought, he loved her more than anything. His favourite thing was to watch her playing when she didn’t know. For hours on end he would stand at that doorway, enjoying her games, wanting to join in. But he couldn’t. He didn’t want to get too close to her, he didn’t want to… infect her with what he had. His memories. Not just of his other lives, but of his too. The war knocked things from him, that shell, that face of his friend half-blown away in the mud.’

We are both quiet for a moment.

‘See?’ says Zoe at last. ‘You do care.’

Just then there’s a knock on Zoe’s window. Morag is there, face urgent, hair streaming in the wind. Zoe rolls down the window.

‘What’s wrong? Where’s Heathcliff.’

‘There’s a problem,’ says Morag. ‘You need to come.’
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Morag leads us, running, to a bookshop on the main street. I can hear the commotion from halfway down the street: shouts, growls and yells of alarm from inside.

‘He won’t stop,’ says Morag. ‘I tried to make him, but he won’t listen.’

We fall through the door, and the little bell jingles uselessly above. Inside is a rustic clutter of wall hangings, dark velvet drapes, and tables scattered with books. 

The shopkeeper is a tall Scandinavian woman in her fifties. Her hair is cropped and grey and she wears an elaborate coloured shawl.

She turns to us and I catch her for a moment.

…beeswax candles, lilies, chamomile, the sound of flutes calms me, I don’t like what the world is becoming, I want to detach from it, all those things I never did, at least I went to India, that image of an old yogic woman I imagine myself becoming, but I avoid mirrors because it’s not what I’m becoming at all, I’m becoming old, old and alone on a nervous sea, a storm that seems to darken with every passing…

Above the rumble of her latent thoughts is a single scream of alarm, the reason for which is at the far end of the shop. Heathcliff, lit by streams of light from a high window, is ransacking the place, pulling book after book from the shelves. His hands work furiously, tearing at them, flicking through them and tossing them over his shoulder. He mutters and grumbles as he moves.

‘Heathcliff!’ shouts Zoe.

The shopkeeper’s eyes widen.

‘He is with you?’ she says.

‘I’m so sorry,’ says Zoe.

Morag grips her arm.

‘He stopped when we passed. He saw something in the window I think; then he just went in and started doing…this.’

Zoe walks towards him.

‘Heathcliff, it’s all right…’

He turns and roars, fists clenched and his eyes bulging. The shopkeeper yelps and scurries to her counter.

‘I am calling the police,’ she says, scrabbling for her phone.

Zoe and Morag try to reason with the terrified woman, leaving Heathcliff to his shelves. I edge towards him, and as I do, the world seems to slip away, until all that is left is this dark mess of a man scrabbling about before me, trying to find something, trying to finish a riddle. For a moment he is the only thing I see and hear and the only thing that makes any sense, and as every other part of the world becomes distant and irrelevant, I know that this mess of a man and I are deeply entwined, and that I would die for him.

I lay my hand on his shoulder, and it feels as if I have tripped an explosive charge. A jolt of energy runs up my fingertips and surges through my arm. I jump back, and as I do, he turns with another white-knuckled, wide-eyed roar. There are no words, just noise, but the message is clear.

Get off me, get off me, get off me, let me be!

I cower against a display table, the world back in focus and the argument between Zoe, Morag and the shopkeeper still in full flow. Heathcliff looks at me — looks in me — and for a moment his eyes flicker and soften. Then he turns and continues.

‘Enough,’ says the shopkeeper. ‘I am calling the police now.’

‘Please, don’t, he’s confused, he’s…’

But Heathcliff has stopped and is hunched over a book I cannot see. I watch him from behind, turning page after page until he stops again. A long, rattling breath leaves him and he turns, carrying it back to me through the mess of discarded books on the floor.

He lays it on the table next to me, grunts and walks from the shop.

I pick up the book.




Early Photography on England’s South Coast




On the left of the open page is a photograph. It is the same one from the Cherry Tree. Stanley Mordant stands, clear as day, pointing. His finger is directed to the page opposite, which is taken over by a portrait of a young woman. It is just her face in black and white, looking away from the camera, her eyes downturned. She wears a white dress, and her hair is tied in two bunches, with black ribbons streaming from them.

Underneath is a note.

Emily Havers, 1922, the daughter of a factory owner in Lasswick, Devon, who drowned in the Atlantic at age 19. Despite rumours of suicide, her family maintained that her death was a tragic accident due to storm winds on one of her evening walks.

The past tears open like a hole. Emily Havers was Stanley’s first other life, and I have seen this photograph before. 

‘Elliot, we need to go.’

Zoe is at the door with Morag.

‘Thank you,’ says the shopkeeper into her telephone. She replaces the handset and turns to me, arms crossed, face brutal and resolute.

‘They are on their way.’

Zoe, Morag and Heathcliff are already through the door. I follow them out onto the street and freeze. On the opposite corner of the square, parked in a row of squat, dull hatchbacks and delivery trucks, is a car that had no earthly business being in Marshfields — a black Bentley with mirrored windows. And outside, leaning on the door and smoking his brown cigarette, is its driver — the tall man in a black suit and Ray-Bans. He surveys the square in a slow sweep, allowing his eyes to travel beyond to the main street, where we stand. He sees me and performs a slow double-take.

I am already marching in the direction of the harbour as the Bentley’s door clunks shut and its engine starts. Zoe follows.

‘Who is that, Elliot?’

‘No time. We need to go.’














WE ARE NOT STRANGERS

[image: Image]






WE REACH THE HARBOUR car park as the Bentley pulls away and follows the road on the opposite side of the square. When we get to the van, Heathcliff is already inside. 

‘Why are we running?’ says Zoe. ‘Who is in that car?’

‘No time, get in.’

Morag falls in beside Heathcliff, and I take the passenger seat. Zoe starts the engine, and as she pulls out, the reflection of the Bentley crawls past in the side mirror.

‘Shit. Go.’

‘Elliot, what the — ‘

‘Just go!’

She floors the accelerator and we speed away, the bottom of the van scraping over speed bumps. The Bentley picks up speed behind us. 

‘Looks like somebody has been missing you after all, right, Elliot? A friend?’

‘No.’

‘I didn’t think so.’

‘Get down,’ says Zoe. ‘Heathcliff, you too!’

Heathcliff is sitting up. His face blocks Zoe’s mirror view.

‘Heathcliff…’

He grips the back of the seat, opens his mouth and begins to wail. 

‘It’s all right,’ says Morag. ‘It’s all right, calm down!’

But Morag’s peaceful voice does nothing to settle him. We hurtle down the road to the main street by the square as the pedestrian traffic lights change to red. I feel the engine revs momentarily rise, and Zoe considers pushing through, but just ahead we see a police car outside the bookshop and Zoe slows to a halt. 

‘Just go through,’ I say under my breath.

But it’s too late. An old couple pulling a wheeled shopping bag have stepped onto the road in front of us. The black shape of the Bentley looms behind us.

‘Fuck it.’

Zoe turns to me. ‘Elliot, what the hell is going on? Who is he and what does he want with you?’

From those stories about Hunt, I can guess.

Trust, Elliot. No flaking out on me. That never ends well.

I tap the rearview mirror towards me until the Bentley’s windscreen, and its driver’s pointed face, fill my view. For a second he looks back, perfectly still. Then, with his thin lips quivering in a smile, he dips his sunglasses once again. And this time I’m in, back within that uncluttered, reptilian mind of his. I search for something, confirmation of what I already believe, the glimmering urge I could not identify when I saw him outside Patti’s office. It feels like I am falling into a deep cavern, that I’ll be lost forever in that thoughtless space. There is nothing: just the image of my face in the mirror looking back, and the leather steering wheel beneath my glove, the pressure of the pedal beneath my boot, the residual sense of my long, deep breaths and slow pulse. 

But then in the darkness, like a glint, appears a thought.

Clean and short. That’s what he said. No body, no mess.

And there behind it I feel that single glimmering urge: Kill.

I fall again and I think that this might be it — the end. I will be gone soon, hopelessly lost inside this place, but as I surrender myself and this murderer’s urge folds back into his furious, hate-filled darkness, I catch sight of something else. A paper plane soaring past. I reach out, grab its tail and let it drag me back. Back to the mind of Elliot Childs, which is, I realise, perhaps not such a bad place after all. 

‘Elliot?’ says Zoe.

I gasp for breath.

‘Go.’

‘I can’t, look.’

The old couple are halfway across the road. The Bentley’s door shuts behind and I catch the flap of jacket tail in the side mirror.

‘Go, Zoe, please.’

She honks the horn. The couple jump, stop and stare. Across the road, the keeper of the bookshop is explaining something to a police officer. The side mirror is filling with black.

‘Zoe!’ 

‘Fuck it.’

She floors the accelerator and swerves around the old couple, who throw up their arms in alarm. Heathcliff’s wail whirs up like an air-raid siren, and as we turn onto the main street our pursuer dashes back to the Bentley. We turn the corner and he speeds through the lights, tailing us, leaving the old couple twirling in fright.

‘This is a car chase now, isn’t it?’ says Morag.

‘Yes,’ says Zoe. ‘Yes it is.’

‘Right.’ Morag buckles in and reaches over to do the same for Heathcliff. ‘It’s all right, just going for a little ride, that’s all.’

Heathcliff sits back, both arms still holding our headrests, his wail now having risen to a constant howl.

The street is empty and we pick up speed.

‘Where are we going?’ says Zoe.

‘I don’t know! Away from him!’

‘Who is he?’

Zoe swerves to avoid the back end of a delivery truck, slamming me into the window.

‘You can’t go up here.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s a dead end. The main street leads to a car park at a lookout point.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because I fucking remember, that’s why.’ I turn to her. ‘From Stanley.’

She hesitates. Perhaps this is still just as difficult for her to believe as it is for me. 

‘Then where do I go?’

‘Left, into the suburbs.’

‘How are we going to get away from him?’

‘I don’t know, just keep turning left and right, maybe we’ll lose him. Left, now!’

She swings the van left and powers up a hill lined with semi-detached houses. The Bentley follows. It seems to crawl effortlessly behind, while the van’s engine spins like a washing machine. At the top of the hill we take a right, then a left.

‘That’s it,’ I say to Zoe. ‘He’ll never keep up if you keep doing…fuck.’

Zoe slams on the brakes as the Bentley’s front end swings right in front of us. It stops and we face each other for a few seconds. I look at Zoe.

‘What are you going to do?’

Zoe yanks the stick, pulling the van into reverse and zipping backwards up the street. Heathcliff’s wailing has stopped. His face has appeared between mine and Zoe’s, mouth agape and wheezing. The Bentley crawls towards us. There’s a turn on the right and Zoe stops, pushes into first and heaves forwards. Heathcliff falls back into his seat as we rush the short distance to a T-junction.

‘Left,’ I shout. ‘No. Right!’

‘Where are you taking us?’ says Zoe.

‘Out of town, I think.’

‘Think? Are you sure?’

‘Pretty sure. Right here, then straight on, then right again and…yes, left.’

Zoe follows my directions. The Bentley is still far behind, but with every turn it matches our route, one step behind.

‘Right, left, left, straight on, no, left again…hold on, this can’t be right. We’re going downhill.’

‘This is a main road. Elliot, we’re back where we started!’

‘Fuck!’

We stop at the junction and Zoe turns to me, teeth gritted.

‘Is there any chance that Stanley was shit at reading maps?’

Heathcliff’s howl winds up again. I hold my head, thinking.

‘Turn left.’ 

‘That’s what we did last time.’

‘I have an idea.’

‘What kind of idea?’

‘I remember something else, I promise. Now go as fast as you can. Go!’

Zoe pulls out in front of a slow-moving Fiat that skids to a halt with its horn blaring.

‘Floor it. Don’t let him see you.’

We pass the turning to the left that we took before.

‘I thought you said this was a dead end?’ 

‘It is, but just wait, wait…there!’ As I thought, there is a rise in the track to the right of the road. ‘It’s a tunnel to the beach. We might be able to fit down it.’

I point at a circular opening to a concrete drainage tunnel leading down from the road. Zoe spots it too. On the road behind us, The Bentley has screeched to halt with the Fiat blocking its path. Its engine growls as it negotiates around the little car.

We arrive at the tunnel.

‘Hold on,’ says Zoe, spinning the steering wheel. The tyres squeal as we swerve off the road, flying for a second before hitting dirt and then hurtling into the tunnel. The front wheel arch catches the concrete, sending glass and stone splintering through the air. Heathcliff’s cries, now joined by our own, become dense in the new acoustics. The beach is beyond. We hit sand and jerk to the right. The wheels spin, but the van powers through, back end snaking before we hit a boulder-fronted sand dune and stop.

‘Quiet!’ says Zoe. ‘Everybody be quiet!’

Heathcliff’s wail continues in the silence of the stopped car, and Morag claps a hand over his mouth. He grabs it, eyes wide, letting out muffled gasps.

I open the door and get out, then scamper back along the sand to the tunnel. I can hear the Bentley’s engine approaching as I peer through to the road. The pitch begins to fall as it gets closer. I jump back and flatten myself against the rock. 

The Bentley drops to a deep thrum and there is a light whistle of brakes as it stops. I freeze, holding my breath. I can see Morag in the van still holding her hand over Heathcliff’s face. His muffled cries are still audible over the hiss of the waves. Time stretches. I close my eyes, expecting a door to open, but then the car pulls away and speeds down the road. I crouch by the wall and watch it disappear. In a minute it returns and tears past, back into Marshfields. As the sound of the engine disappears, I fall back against the wall and down to the cold, hard sand.

I pick up a stone and brush it clean. It is a black oval, cool and hard like a fossilised egg and traced with grey threads marking the contours of its history. Beyond, long waves roll in and collapse on scattering shells. 

What am I doing here?

The van door opens and Zoe jumps out. Heathcliff’s cries are now splutters in the back. He spills out onto the beach like a black sack of snakes, coughing. Morag helps him up, but he shakes her off and staggers away down the beach still waving her away, hacking.

Zoe and Morag walk over, Morag smiling.

‘Phew!’ she says. ‘Good driving, Zoe. Think we got rid of him, eh?’

I look up at Morag, feeling the weight of the stone in my palm. She pulls her cardigan around her chest.

‘What’s wrong?’

I splutter something, look at the sea, then back at her.

‘Elliot?’

I struggle to my feet.

‘What’s wrong? What’s wrong is that I was perfectly all right before you came along and showed me that photograph. Now I’ve got the whole fucking world in my head, and I’m in a shitty little town wearing’ — I pluck at my hellish attire — ‘even shittier clothes, chasing other people’s shitty memories with a tramp and two strangers in a shitty van, and now I’m being chased by a hitman sent by the man who was supposed to be taking me to the next level of my career but who now wants me fucking dead. And probably the police, too. That’s what’s wrong, you fucking lunatic!’

Morag offers me her hand.

‘Elliot,’ she begins.

‘Get off me,’ I say, brushing her away and marching for the tide. The sky is darkening. She follows me and stands by my side.

‘You can’t escape life, Elliot, and you can’t escape the truth. We’re not strangers, and you were not fine before we came along.’

She takes a step towards me.

‘Things happen to us. Sometimes they’re unusual. And I think you wanted something like this to happen for a long time. You’re famous for hate. That’s who you think you are. But all that hate inside you, all that rage, all that indifference — where does it come from?’

I look down at the stone, now warm from my clenched fist.

‘I need you to leave me alone now,’ I say, and hurl the stone into the surf.

Morag hesitates by my side. She opens her mouth to speak, but is silenced a sudden whoop from the road. Zoe shoots me a look, but before we can do anything, there’s the sound of a door slamming and footsteps in water. Out from the tunnel come two police officers.

They stop, surveying the scene. 

‘Mr Elliot Childs?’

I step forward and cast off my baseball cap, enjoying the bliss of cold air on my forehead and scalp.

‘Yes.’

















ENEMY
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Cornwall, 1940



THEY GOT IN TROUBLE for their dip at beach, but the three boys agreed it was worth it. Even Mr Sutton heard the news of their misdemeanour with something approaching amusement, which made Rupert glow with happiness.

‘What will we do, James?’ whispered Billy from his bed that night.

James didn’t answer. He went to sleep thinking of deep water and high trees.

Sometime before dawn, he woke with a start. Billy was at the window again with the curtains pulled back. Outside, the sky was a cloudless black lit up by a bright moon and stars that stretched across it like a net. The farm and its fields and the copse beyond it seemed trapped — unmoving and stunned into silence by the white winter light. Snow was falling and settling over everything — each flake a fingertip that touched the next, silently amassing until the whole land was smothered and frozen by its weight.

‘Billy,’ whispered James. ‘What is it?’

Billy held his hands together, clicking his fingernails. James could see that he was holding something.

‘It’s wrong,’ he said. ‘It’s wrong, all wrong. I don’t know what happens. I can’t remember. He’s cold. He’ll freeze. He’ll starve. He’ll die. I can’t remember. I don’t know what happens.’

James looked down at his brother. His face seemed to belong somewhere else.

‘Billy,’ said James. He crouched down and held his brother’s arms, turning him towards him. He held him gently and stroked his brow, the way he remembered his mother doing. He thought this might help him. He thought this might break whatever it was that was troubling him, that was making him think things that weren’t true and that couldn’t possibly be true. He thought this would bring him back from his loneliness. Perhaps all he needed was a kind touch from his brother.

‘Tell me. Tell me now and tell me the truth and I promise I’ll believe you. How did you know about Schmidt? How did you know there would be a man in the forest.’

He would tell him. He would say that he had run off one day when he wasn’t looking. Perhaps he had forgotten all about it. It would have only taken ten minutes, fifteen at most, when James had been sweeping the steps or carrying tools for Mr Sutton. He wouldn’t have noticed him gone for such a short time.

Billy looked down at his brother, then down at his fingers.

‘Because I remember,’ he said. ‘I remember being him. Just like I remember the people in my stories, and the cards when Lucy picks one. Every time, I know. I remember.’

James’ shoulders sagged and he took his hands from his brother’s arms. He was about to stand up when a sudden fury overtook him. He grabbed Billy and shook him.

‘Billy you need to stop this!’

Billy jumped and the thing he had been holding dropped from his grip.

‘What’s this?’ said James.

‘No, James, please…’

The tin had opened and a stack of papers had spilled out. On some were words, on others, photographs and drawings. James picked them up and began looking through them.

‘Billy, where did you get these? Did you steal them?’

‘I meant to tell you, honestly, I did. It was Schmidt, he gave them to me. He said…’

‘Who are these people in the pictures?’

‘People he remembers, James. Don’t you see? He remembers things like me.’

‘He’s trying to trick you, can’t you see? He’s telling you silly stories to get you on his side because he knows you’ll believe him. He’s the enemy, Billy! The enemy! Daddy would be furious with you if he knew.’

‘And what would you know about what Daddy thinks?’ 

His words were like sharpened stones. 

‘Billy, how dare —’

Billy narrowed his eyes. ‘You’re already forgetting him.’

James froze in his brother’s terrible glare, unable to speak, but Billy’s resolve could only hold for so long. His brow flickered, and James found his voice. 

‘He’s the enemy,’ he repeated, shaking the pictures.

Billy’s shoulders slumped. All the cruelty and reckless desire to hurt his brother drained from him, leaving a stain of remorse.

‘But he’s not, James, he’s not, and what’s more he said —’

‘I don’t care what he said. You’re getting rid of these. You’re getting rid of them right—’

The words caught as if his mouth had been suddenly plugged with cotton. His jaw hung open. He was looking down at one of Schmidt’s sketches.

‘What’s wrong?’ said Billy. ‘What is it? Tell me.’

James staggered back a step. His eyes were wide, his skin as pale as the moon outside.

‘James, you’re frightening me. What’s wrong?’

James thrust the papers back at his brother.

‘Get rid of these. Get rid of them now or so help me God I’ll—’

The last air left his lungs, wordless. Then he turned and fell into his bed, rolling up against the wall. 

‘James?’ said Billy. ‘Heads?’

When there was no reply from his brother’s bed, Billy put the papers back into the tin, pausing only to look at the photograph his brother had stopped on. 

It was a school photograph. Rows of children sitting outside in the sun.

Feeling terribly alone, he got into bed and reached beneath his pillow for the one thing that gave him comfort. Then he closed his eyes.

Neither he nor James saw Lucy stirring, or sitting up and looking out at the snow-covered night.

















MERCER
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Marshfields, Present Day



MARSHFIELD’S POLICE STATION IS a small unit run by a cheerful soul named Sergeant Mercer. He is a big, bald man with thick eyebrows and a permanent lopsided grin that looks like it belongs more behind a helm than a desk. 

We’re placed in holding cells and interviewed one by one. It’s midnight when my door opens and I’m led out by one of the officers who found us. He’s beaming, and I don’t blame him — this is quite a coup for a small town cop shop, and for him, personally, this has to be good news. He’ll be recognised at last, offered a transfer, perhaps even a promotion. He’ll be in the papers, that’s for sure. His name, his photograph, something to show his mum. It could be the start of something big. 

For me, however, it is the end. I am done with this goose chase. Everything I do seems to lead to more questions, and now I’m in danger. I shall explain to Sergeant Mercer what has happened — I have done nothing wrong, after all, not yet — and try to regain the trust of Callum Hunt upon my return home. I can live with this, this…whatever it is. I have to. 

I sit down, avoiding his eyes, calm in my resignation. I have a new resolve. 

But it will not last long.

‘Forgive me if I’m a little starstruck, Mr Childs,’ says Mercer, sitting down, eyebrows waggling as he arranges some papers on the desk before me. ‘Bit of a fan! Watch your show all the time, so does the missus, never miss it. Wish there were more like you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Oh, you know. People who aren’t afraid to speak the truth. Rare these days, that is, rare, I don’t know what’s become of this country sometimes, I really don’t. Makes you wonder how much longer we can keep going like this, doesn’t it?’

He glances behind and leans towards me, clearing his throat and dropping his tone to a conspiratorial murmur.

‘I, er, wouldn’t say this if I didn’t know you’d understand, but in my opinion it’s all down to the gays. In my day, boys were raised properly. We were taught how to behave. You know, to be men. Not to be weak, or wear strange clothes or be different. Right, Mr Childs?’

He gives me a nod of encouragement, as if he’s hit upon the correct answer to some question I’ve been posing him. I think of Stanley Mordant and of the fearful things he hid from his father. And I think of Lasswick, and a boy with a terrible gift of which he never spoke.

‘Right,’ I say. I think that, already, some process has begun inside me; some unravelling over which I have no control. I drop my eyes to the table, and the papers arranged upon it. 

‘What are these?’ I ask Mercer, gripped by a sudden velocity. 

‘Oh, these are some of the items the old gentleman, er…’

He trails off, scratching his head. 

‘Heathcliff,’ I offer. 

‘That’s right, Heathcliff, ha ha. These are some of his things, and he’s, er, not the most communicative fellow if you see what I’m saying. Doesn’t say much. So I was wondering if, er, you might be able to identify them? Course I understand if you can’t, seeing as how, well, I’m sure you’ve got nothing to do with all…’

I look over the papers, letting Mercer babble. The first is Stanley’s photograph, still fizzing with memory.

‘…’Spect you want to get home. Sure this has all been quite an ordeal…’’

Next to that are some worn papers covered with faded writing, and notebooks filled with the same. The thing over which I have no control continues to unravel within me, and I give it all the freedom it needs. It is a wondrous feeling, like aching muscle finally soothed in cool water. I realise that this thing has been wound up too tight for too long, and it is I who have been keeping it so. I need to let it go.

I need to let go.

‘…Get some rest and what have you. We’ve called that lady o’ yours, Miss Burns, Patti. She was very glad to hear from us, on her way here now to collect you, assuming we get this all sorted, course then there’s Scotland Yard, they’ll want to have a word…’

Next to the notebooks are some other photos. There is one of a house on a hill, over-exposed with colours running, another of a family standing by a Land Rover, and ten or eleven more arranged in a grid beneath. 

I do it. I let go.

‘…And Mr Hunt, of course. He’s on his way. He’s been ever so helpful, obviously values you very highly. Are you, er, friends? None of my business, of course, and he’s another one who tells it like it is, like you, Mr Childs. You all right, Mr Childs?’

I sit bolt upright in my chair.

‘Mr Childs?’

I have seen these pictures before, and I know exactly where. At that moment whatever doubts I still might harbour — whatever shreds of cynicism I still feel about reincarnation — disintegrate like burned paper. It is the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, and for a second this truth fills my being like light. I sit there, staring at Mercer in blissful silence with nothing in my head but this beautiful, pure, nebulous light.

And then they arrive.

One by one, the other lives arrive.

Through Emily Havers, Stanley Mordant and all the others in his box already known to me, I arrive upon a man in a field, holding a plough. The sky is orange, the earth is wet and my head is bleeding, but before I can grasp anything else I am whisked away through centuries. I find myself before a stone wall, tracing my finger over a line I have found, with absolute wonder but no words with which to express it. Then away again, I am a woman upon horseback, my left ribcage shattered and my sabre held high as monstrous machines soar overhead and I scream victory to the fiery heavens, my chest burning and crackling; then a boy in a prison, flaking dirt from a crust; a man at a desk in fluorescent light, sweating away a hangover thinking hell, this is hell; on stage, a woman, a rockstar leaping from an amplifier into a crowd of teenagers, guitar swinging, ears full of noise, brain full of chemicals, unable to imagine what it feels like to be anything but awesome; away again…a boy in a Texan underpass, 1973, hitching up his jeans as he walks away, not looking back, the money in his hand, away, away, a woman staring over a steering wheel in a stopped car, steam rushing from the radiator, horns all around, staring, just staring and waiting, praying, but he hasn’t stood up yet, he hasn’t stood up, away, away, away, again, again, again…

The years surge back and forth like a riptide, and I’m dragged wherever they take me until…

One life. 

One particular life. 

And that’s where it stops, upon this shimmering image of a quiet young boy in a place he would rather not be. 

‘His name is not Heathcliff,’ I say, staring at nothing.

‘Pardon, Mr Childs?’

I cannot be here any longer. I cannot be here, talking to this man, waiting for my fate to arrive and carry me away. I have to go; we have to go — these people with whom I now know for sure I am connected — and I know where. So I focus on Mercer’s eyes and speak to him, and when I am done, all the mirth has drained from his face.

‘What did you say?’ he says.

















WATSON'S
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MY FATHER OWNED A secondhand bookshop called Watson’s, which was run by a friendly widower called Henry, and in which I was given a Saturday job to occupy me at the weekend.

‘Elliot,’ said Henry on my first morning. ‘My books are free range — they are allowed to roam the shop as they please. Your job will be to gently coax them back to their shelves. And also to serve customers when I’m next door at The Ship. And to make me tea, which I like with milk and two sugars. Kettle’s over there. Good lad.’

Spending my Saturdays in a dark room full of books suited me. It was as much practice ground as sanctuary. As well as locals, Watson’s attracted day-trippers — Lasswick was something of a tourist town due to its long beach. Old couples, spinsters in flowery dresses, or the occasional beer-sozzled father on his way back from a family-escaping trip to the Ship — once within the cool walls of Watson’s they let their feelings fall. A stranger’s leaf through a book could provide a banquet of ticks on which I would feast as I shepherded Henry’s books back to their pens.

After a few weeks, I took my talent to the street, diving into Lasswick’s residents on my walks home. 

There were some who I avoided — the lady who drove the ice cream van; the little boy who walked behind his mother with his collar buttoned tight in midday heat, staring at the pavement; the vicar, whose face seemed to leap from his head in strange, wide-eyed shock as he strode from the church.

I got stung a few times. I made the mistake of idly diving the local baker one afternoon, and my mother began to wonder why I refused to eat sandwiches.

There was somebody else in Watson’s — a tenant in the attic room. I would sometimes hear him talking with my mother upstairs — hushed, animated voices punctuated by the occasional laugh or barked word. I only saw the man once, on a Saturday lunchtime when Henry had left me in charge and toddled next door to the Ship.

I was sitting in the empty shop, reading, when I heard a thump and a cry of alarm from upstairs, followed by silence. I went to investigate, creaking on the thin, steep staircase that led to the attic. The hatch was open, and through it I saw a tall figure bending over some papers. The room was dark, lit only by candles despite the sunny day outside.

‘Hello?’ I enquired.

The figure straightened, and a shadowy face appeared, gaunt and hollow in the flickering light. He caught my eye, straightened his glasses and slammed the hatch door. That was the last I saw of him, and I became used to the sound of his footsteps and shuffling.
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Soon, the lives of my schoolmates were filling my head. The classroom provided the perfect environment for my sport: four walls, a closed door, and everyone either in deep concentration or deep boredom.

I wasn’t spying. The details of the lives of those around me were of very little interest to me, at least not for long. I will admit that the journeys my classmates were making through puberty provided a few eye-openers, especially amongst the girls, but the thrill was short-lived. And really, once you’ve humped one hairbrush you’ve humped them all.

No, the real thrill was in the flip; to see the world through a different set of filters. Memory, experience, intelligence, genetics, physiology — every dial turned to a new setting whenever I dived in. Memories of events, what they liked and disliked, who they liked, what they wanted to be or do, the places they had seen — none of these things formed the basis of my acquaintance with them. It was the colour and shape of their awareness that I used to build my understanding.

For example, Gregory Pike thought in blocks, ideas arriving with him like trains in a station — discrete, well-defined and flat. The world of his mind was clearly bordered, with a compass planted firmly in its centre. There was no grain or fuzz. He saw time streaming gently forwards, ahead of him, like a tunnel. Occasionally, if he thought of something that caused emotion, the feeling would arrive like a bright, sharp thing that he immediately dulled by halting, categorising and labelling it.

Kate Wellham, on the other hand, thought in streams that spun and twirled. She saw the shape of the year as a rising set of hills, drawing out into a yellow downward slope in summer and a deep, grainy plateau in winter. The only geometry was a hard, black line at the new year, which felt as if it had been drawn by somebody else. 

Terry Gallagher’s mind was like running fast downhill with your hands above your head. Thoughts or memories didn’t stay long. Only sexual ideas were entertained for any longer than a few seconds, and with glee, exploding like fireworks. He tapped his feet to keep up with himself.

I dived into them all. All except Becky Fisher, with whom I had — excruciatingly — fallen in love.

She was in the year above me, with an easy smile, hips, boobs, makeup — more than enough artillery to break down my fourteen-year-old defences. I endured countless hours of fantasies, between half-glimpses through classroom windows, then face-to-face encounters like atomic bombs. If I saw her walking towards me, arms folded beneath those torturous breasts of hers, smiling that easy smile, the rest of the day was — boom — a wasteland, apart from that single moment of perfection, gleaming in the dust.

 I set Becky Fisher off-limits. I would not dive into her, no matter how badly I wanted to see inside that glowing sexual temple of her mind to see what went on in there. I would treat her with respect — a decision which elated me primarily because it felt noble, but also because it proved how well I could already control my gift.

Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be long until I was proven wrong.

















PASTIES & MILKSHAKE
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IT IS MORNING AND I have been driving all night. Marshfields, and the sight of Sergeant Mercer’s terrified face as he locked himself and his two baffled officers (one of whom is now waving goodbye to his promotion) in a cell, is hundreds of miles behind us. He had no idea how I knew those things about him. How could he? He had told nobody in his entire life; barely even himself.

But I had had no more time to dwell on Sergeant Mercer. I’d had three prisoners to break out.

‘What did you tell him?’ Zoe had asked as I unlocked her and the others from their cells with Mercer’s keys.

‘The same thing I would tell anyone,’ was my reply.

And with that we had taken our van and fled Marshfields, into the night.
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I have stopped the van. Zoe is in the passenger seat, and at some point during sleep her head has lolled against my shoulder. Her face is peaceful, and her eyelids ripple with dreams. Outside is a sun-filled, cloudless sky over a windswept beach and a dense blue ocean that heaves as if some giant machine churned beneath it. A seagull is perched on the bonnet of the car, feathers ruffling. It opens its mouth to caw, but then it freezes, ducks its head and departs. 

I sense a shadow nearing, and two hands slam against the car. Heathcliff’s hideous face fills the window, fixing me with that same look of strain and horror as his fingertips nibble the black rubber of the seal. His head slowly tips to one side, and mucus begins to stream from his nose in a long thread stretching out into the wind. He says nothing, but the words are loud and clear.

You…you, you, you, YOU!

But I neither shriek nor reel. He no longer terrifies me, because I am starting to understand what he is saying, how hard he has been trying to say it and for how long. Everything is opening up to me, second by second, like a sun rising over a darkened page of writing.

Heathcliff looks back in the direction of the road. Morag arrives at his side and hands him a parcel. He looks down at it, takes it, and then shuffles off towards the beach, unwrapping it. Then Morag taps her knuckles on the window. I open it 

‘Breakfast,’ she says, passing me two similar packages. They are warm and smell good. She leans in, looking at me long and hard.

‘Where are we, Elliot?’

‘I think you know very well where we are,’ I reply. ‘But I don’t know why.’

With that, she smiles and dances off after Heathcliff.

Zoe stirs and I watch the gentle process of her waking up, stretching with her eyes crossed and chin squashed into her chest. As she focusses, I turn away and examine what Morag has brought us: two soft, hot pasties and two fat bottles of banana milkshake.

‘What time is it?’ says Zoe.

‘Just after nine.’

I hand her a pasty. She looks it over for a while, then back at me. Her eyes narrow.

‘Were you watching me sleep?’ she says.

‘Yes,’ I say, getting out.

Zoe follows me and we stand there, leaning on the bonnet, chewing silently and looking out at the roiling sea. Heathcliff and Morag are on the beach, the sound of them lost beneath the roar of surf. He trudges along, dragging his dirt-caked cloak in the sand and nibbling his pasty as he goes. Crumbs flutter behind him on the salty air. His back is horizontal, matching the shoreline, as if he is an ancient black tree blown to one side by an endless westward wind. Morag follows him a few steps behind, marking his progress. Occasionally she stops to examine a shell or stop him from stepping too close to a puddle. 

A wave washes onto the shore, and a shower of gulls dive-bomb the rolling tide. Heathcliff raises his arms, as if in applause, then lowers them as the surf retreats.

‘She looks after him,’ I say.

‘I hope someone does the same for me when I’m that age, don’t you?’

‘I hope I’m dead by that age.’

She rolls her eyes at this, and takes a bite of her pasty.

‘How old do you think he is, anyway?’ she says. ‘Seventy? Maybe only sixty if he’s been living rough for as long as that cloak has.’

I shake my head. ‘He’s older than that.’

‘How do you know?’ She turns to me. Her eyes are soft and intent, and I’m glad they are no longer closed. I can smell her skin through the salt air. ‘You’re remembering something, aren’t you?’

‘I think I am. I know I am.’

Suddenly a car speeds by behind us, rocking the van with its tailwind and disappearing along the coastal road. 

‘They’ll be looking for us,’ I say. ‘The police and…you know, that other guy. We should get going.’

I turn to leave, but she stops me.

‘Elliot, I’m sorry.’

‘What for?’

‘I got you into all of this. It’s true; none of this would be happening if we hadn’t shown you that picture. You would have been perfectly OK if we hadn’t come along.’

‘I doubt it. Morag was right; things hadn’t been anything near OK for a long time.’ I turn to her. ‘I’m glad you came along.’

I look at the detail in her eyes, the retinal fractals colliding around the central black pools, entire worlds inside her that only she knows, barely, how to navigate, and I know that my own eyes are telling the same story to her. And for a few moments, we stand like that; a man and a woman beside the sea.

 ‘Either way,’ I say, ‘we’re here now and I want answers.’

‘So where are we going?’

‘To the place where we shall find them.’ 
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Half an hour later, we pull up outside a towering, dilapidated old wreck of a house. The walls are ridden with vines, and the garden is a mess of weed and scrub.

I knock on the door and the old man opens it, unsurprised, wearing a ragged cardigan and Wellington boots. An old border collie appears at his side, wagging its tail.

‘Hi, Dad,’ I say, rain spattering my face

He takes a long breath through his nose, nods firmly and looks between the three figures beside me. He sees Zoe first, then Morag, at whom he seems to flinch. Morag looks back, expression caught somewhere between defiance and amusement. My father looks away, and his eyes twinkle when they land on Heathcliff.

‘Hello, old friend,’ he says. ‘You’ve been gone a long time.’

Heathcliff walks past me and into the house, laying a hand on my father’s shoulder as he passes. My father smiles and squeezes it, before looking back at me.

‘You’d better come inside,’ he says.




















PART FOUR














WILLIAM
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Lasswick, Present Day



I STAND IN MY father’s front room as Zoe parks the van outside. It is as I remember it—all books, blankets, cushions and dust. The light from outside is muted by the tarnished glass of the tall bay windows, their frames stripped and curtained by ancient red drapes. In the corner is my mother’s chair, unmoved since her death twenty years ago. Morag is sitting in it, hands folded over her stomach, eyes raised to the walls and the vast array of pictures that still hang upon them. Her face is still set with the same secretive expression she used to greet my father at the door.

Heathcliff stands before the giant oak bookshelves that take up one wall. He hangs his head askew as he shuffles between the spines. The dog looks up at him, unsure of the protocol, attempting the occasional tail wag.

‘Go to your place, Arthur,’ says my father.

Relieved of duty, the dog pads happily over to the mess of cushions and blankets in the corner, where he flops and watches us, chin on his paws.

My father shuts the front door on the gathering Atlantic squall outside. He is a tall man, remarkably straight-backed despite his years and the fact that a good portion of them have been spent over his desk. He doesn’t dodder, but his age shows in stiff steps. He stops next to me, giving me the same look he has always given me — impassive, cold, free of anything so useless as emotion. I have not seen this man for half a decade.

‘Why are you here?’ he says.

I tear myself from his empty gaze and glance around the walls. Swarms of pictures, hundreds and thousands of them, fill every space of whatever ancient wallpaper lies beneath them.

‘I see nothing’s changed.’

‘Why are you here?’

I turn back to him.

‘Do I need an excuse to visit?’

‘No, but it’s been five years since you last did.’

‘It wouldn’t have killed you to visit me as well.’

‘You’re a busy boy, Elliot. With your show.’ That word again, spoken like an unwanted taste. ‘I felt like my presence was unwanted.’

It was all I ever wanted, I think, you stupid old…

He looks away, distracted momentarily by Morag, who is now on her feet and drifting between the walls of pictures.

‘Curious child,’ says my father, watching her the way he watches everything — distantly and amused, as if all life was merely a curious, temporary distraction from his own more important thoughts. But as he glances again I see something else: a nervous, haunted suspicion in his eyes.

His smile flickers. I cannot see my father’s thoughts — never have done — but I don’t need to now. For the first time in my life, I get a sense that this manner of his, this distance, is not something that has been easy for him.

He hardens his face, picks up a folded newspaper from the coffee table and thrusts it at me. 

‘You’re in the papers, it seems.’ 

The front page shows two images of my face — a rare, old portrait from my twenties and a blurred shot from somebody’s phone, no doubt another one of the crowd who pursued me in London. Beneath it is a freeze-frame inset of Hunt from his television interview that captures his fierce eyes as they meet the camera.

‘You’re missing. Why are you missing?’

‘You tell me.’

He hesitates.

‘Why are you here?’ he repeats.

‘All these pictures, all these people…’

‘Why are you here?’

‘They weren’t just a hobby for a madwoman. They were for me.’

He closes his eyes.

‘Why are you here, Elliot?’

I stand bolt upright, banging the table and sending a teacup clattering across it.

‘Because I remember.’

For a long time we balance upon the silence, saying nothing more. Hardly anything changes in my father’s posture. Perhaps there is a subtle incline in his chin, or a settling of his shoulders. Perhaps the sun has squeezed a little more through the windows to illuminate his face. But at that moment he looks like a prisoner released.

The door opens and Zoe enters.

‘I parked on the other side of the garage. You can’t see it from the road.’

My father frowns at this, but he doesn’t ask the obvious question. He stands and points between Zoe and Morag.

‘You two, what are your names?’

‘Zoe. And that’s Morag.’

‘And you, you’re like Elliot? You can remember too.’

‘Yes.’

My father nods and removes his spectacles, which he sets about cleaning with a handkerchief.

‘Gleaners do tend to find each other. Especially when they have help.’

My father turns to Heathcliff.

‘You got lost again, didn’t you, old friend?’

The old man turns from the shelf and allows my father to study his haunted face. His eyes dart about the books and pictures. 

‘How do you know him?’ I ask.

‘He came to us when you were a boy. Do you remember?’

I see the dark image of a thin man in the attic above Watson’s, poking his head through the door. I recognise now the same line to his jaw, the same high hairline and pointed chin, both now worn by age.

‘The lodger at the bookshop. That was him?’

‘Yes, he was with us for three months. He wasn’t altogether there when he found us, but when he left, well…he couldn’t talk properly, he couldn’t sleep or eat, he was restless, pacing all the time, searching for things endlessly. He disappeared in the middle of the night, left everything, upped and went with nothing but the clothes on his back and some copies of our pictures.’

I pull the photographs I took from the police station from my inside pocket.

‘He kept them,’ I say, passing them to my father. ‘That’s how I knew to come here. I recognised them from your walls.’

My father examines them, nodding, and looks up.

‘Do you know his name?’

‘We call him Heathcliff,’ says Zoe.

My father looks at me, eyes narrowing in the manner of one who is half expecting a result. 

‘His name is William,’ he says.

And there is a result. The name is like fresh page turning, revealing an entirely forgotten chapter of a book. I see a face, a door, an outline in a bed, the sound of a little boy’s voice…

‘Are you all right, Elliot?’

The images fade, but the impressions remain.

‘Why did he come to you in the first place?’ I say.

‘To find your mother. And to help us with our research.’

‘Research into what?’ says Zoe.

‘Into Gleaners, and their memories.’

‘What,’ I say, a little awkwardly, ‘are Gleaners?’

My father shrugs.

‘You have to come up with names for things, don’t you? It was your mother’s term for people like you; ones who are connected, who can see as others.’

‘So you knew? My episodes at school; you knew I wasn’t imagining things?’

‘Quite correct, and we were sure that one day you would remember past lives, as all Gleaners do.’  He stops short. ‘That is what you meant when you said you can remember, correct?’

‘Yes.’

With some relief, he finishes cleaning his spectacles and replaces them.

‘Good.’

‘But I don’t understand how the two are related.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean how does my condition, this ability to perform telepathy, relate to having memories of other lives?’

My father releases a loud laugh, a guffaw that makes Arthur’s ears prick up.

‘Telepathic? Good grief, it’s nothing like that.’ He looks me up and down. ‘Elliot, you weren’t imagining being those people at school. And this condition of yours — it’s not telepathy. You’re not reading people’s minds.’

‘Then what am I doing?’

‘You’re remembering them.’

















JUST A THEORY
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WE FIND A CHAIR for William, into which he curls and — after a few minutes of twitching, muttering and whimpering — finally sleeps.

In diagonal shards of afternoon light, Zoe, Morag and I sit in the kitchen with my father. He shoots me nervous glances as he leans over the table to pour my tea. I can see the aged reflection of myself in him; the hairline, the carriage, the set of his jaw. 

‘What made my mother think I was special?’ I say.

‘Don’t you remember?’

‘My episodes.’

‘Yes, but it started way before them. Even as a toddler you told us things you could not possibly know, people and places that we’d never heard of but which we found to exist when we checked. It was nothing concrete, but she knew there was something there. Then, when you started having your “episodes”, as you call them, she became hopeful; very hopeful indeed.’

‘Hopeful?’

‘Yes, that’s when your mother started putting up her photographs.’

‘Why?’

‘To help you remember, of course.’

‘Why couldn’t you just tell me?’

He sighs.

‘I wanted to, God knows I did, but your mother made me promise. You had to find out for yourself, you see? In order to protect your gift.’ He frowns. ‘But you never did. Something happened, didn’t it? You never told us what.’

‘I don’t understand.’

My father’s brow performs a series of awkward undulations.

‘Your mother was not like most people, Elliot. She saw the world differently.’

‘You told me she was ill.’

‘No, no, I didn’t. That’s what everybody else said. That’s what they all said in the town, what my family said. What her family said.’

He fidgets and sniffs.

‘It’s what I thought in my darker moments, if you want to know the truth of it. But I was wrong.’ 

He shoots Morag a look. Her face remains set in the same expression it has been in since we arrived — a quiet regard directed at my father in a way I can tell disturbs him immensely. Finally he looks back me.

‘Everyone was wrong. She had a theory, Elliot.’

‘What theory?’

‘You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to tell you. But she made me promise, do you understand? She knew you were special, but she was adamant that you must discover the truth for yourself.’

‘What truth?’

He blinks at me, startled.

‘The truth that you now know. That you’ve lived before. Do you doubt it?’

‘No,’ I reply. ‘Not anymore.’

He looks back at Morag.

‘So, tell me, why are you here?’

Morag smiles, tilting her head.

‘We’re trying to help William,’ she replies. ‘He’s looking for something.’

‘What?’

‘We don’t know. Something he left behind.’

‘It’s not just that,’ I say. 

My father’s eyes linger suspiciously on Morag before turning to me. ‘Then what else?’

‘Zoe and Morag showed me a picture, one of Heathcliff’s…I mean, William’s.’

‘A trigger.’

I pause.

‘Yes.’

‘Quite common. Visual stimulus is the most effective means of triggering a memory. That’s what your mother was trying to achieve with you. And you lost control, correct?’

‘Yes, how…?’

‘Again, happens a lot, typical Glean. And you two’ — he gestures to Morag and Zoe — ‘you lost control as well? Same picture?’

‘No,’ says Zoe, ‘because of William.’

‘Hmm.’ My father rubs his chin, enjoying the puzzle. ‘So, William himself was the trigger. Again, not uncommon, actually a perfectly good example of a Knot.’

‘What’s a knot?’ Zoe and I say, in unison.

My father stops.

‘I’m getting ahead of myself. Like I say, there is much to explain.’

He takes a deep breath and stands.

‘Make no mistake, Elliot: We have all lived before, some of us more than others. I’ve seen far too much to doubt it any longer.’

‘Then you remember other lives too?’ says Zoe. ‘You believe in reincarnation?’

‘No, unfortunately I don’t remember any other lives, but that doesn’t mean I don’t believe they happened. And please, don’t use words like reincarnation. They are misleading. They have connotations.’

‘Like what?’

‘That we have a soul, for a start — some amorphous thing that flits between lives in the moments of birth and death. This idea that we exist as some kind of anti-physical wisp that somehow acts as both a moral compass and a vessel of memory and personality, that twists our minds like dough, driving us to behave in certain ways, making us good or evil…that’s not how it is at all.’ He glances at Morag. ‘Your mother taught me that.’

He taps his fingertips on the table, turning back to me.

‘May I see it?’ he says.

‘See what?’

‘Your trigger.’

I pull Stanley Mordant’s school photograph from my pocket and hand it to him. He turns it to the light and studies it, mimicking Stanley’s finger point.

‘Your mother would have liked this. Look.’

He walks to a patch of wall above the range and lifts a picture from its hook.

‘This was another of her favourites.’

He hands it to me. It’s colour, over-exposed, with the garish sheen of a 1960s instant. Three bare-chested soldiers, US Marines by the looks of them, are sitting by a tent. Two are playing cards, wearing easy smiles and smoking around a wooden box. The third is sat behind them. His face is turned down to the game, but the whites of his eyes show him looking away at something else. His arms are folded, and one finger is stretched a little too far in one direction to be comfortable.

‘This man wanted us to see something. Or rather, he wanted others like him to see it, in the hope that they might remember too. Really, all a trigger does is open up a chain of lives, usually leading to just one.’

‘For what purpose?’ says Zoe.

‘That’s not always clear. Sometimes it’s merely to provide enlightenment. I’m sure you’re aware, this gift you all share can be difficult to manage.’

Stanley Mordant’s words repeat in my head.

‘Old souls make heavy burdens.’ 

‘Yes,’ says my father. ‘That’s as good a way of putting it as anything else. But there are other reasons too.’ 

‘Like what?’

He ignores my question and nods at Stanley’s picture.

‘Do you have any idea what this young man was trying to show you?’

‘Yes, another photograph.’

‘Where?’ 

He peers closer.

‘They were in a photography book together, side by side.’

He looks up, mouth agape.

‘Really? Good grief! Well, that’s a first. You mean a collection? From after this was taken?’

‘William found it in a bookshop.’

‘Then he would have remembered far ahead of himself, no doubt. And behind, poor chap.’

‘What do you mean? How could he remember ahead of himself? How do you know all of this?’

My father looks up, hesitating in the manner of one who has just realised they are walking too far ahead of a child. He stands and walks to the wall behind Morag, stopping in front of a picture of my mother as a young woman, bright-eyed, head turned up to the lens. He takes several trembling breaths through his nose and turns, so that he stands directly behind Morag’s chair, looking down.

‘This idea of reincarnation; of souls weaving in and out of meat like thread through fabric — it’s not how it works. But if we must use such words, then think of it like this: reincarnation is a soul’s memory, and a soul is something that is not bound by time. It can exist in many places at once or far across the years. A soul can exist first in the future, and then in the past, an entire chain of lives spread throughout history with no respect for temporal affairs.’

‘How?’ says Morag, looking dead ahead. 

‘I don’t know. It was just her theory. I am not a scientist, nor am I a philosopher. I’m a curator, and I don’t pretend to understand the mechanics of it any more than I understand relativity or quantum entanglement or….’

‘For crying out loud, Harris,’ says Morag, standing and turning to face him. ‘Why did you always have to make things so complicated?’

He stammers, jaw wobbling, looking back, before finally slamming his fist upon the table.

‘Damnit, woman, I knew it was you! I fucking well knew it from the moment I fucking laid eyes on you, you, you infernal…’ His face burns puce, his cheeks trembling with rage as he searches for the words. ‘Wife! You infernal wife! How did you find me? How? And why…’ He falls back against the wall, tears appearing as Morag reaches for him and gathers him in her arms. ‘Why did you have to leave me in the first place? Why did you leave me?’ 

She strokes his head, shushing him as he sobs into her shoulder.

‘I told you I’d come back one day, didn’t I?’

I’m on my feet now too. Zoe steadies me.

‘What’s going on?’

My father lifts his head from Morag’s shoulder. There’s a weary, worn-out look on his face.

‘So it is all true?’ he says. 

Morag nods, and turns to me.

‘What do you remember, Elliot?’

Her voice is different, older somehow.

‘Who are you?’

But I know the answer even as I ask the question, and I know now what that feeling is when I’m around her: that need to be noticed. 

‘You know who. Now just tell me.’

So I take a breath and tell her. I tell her of the boy named James, and his brother William, and the brother and sister named Rupert and Lucy, and a strange man named Schmidt, injured in the forest. When I am finished, she takes her seat, relieved.

‘You remember being Lucy?’ I say.

She smiles, all the way to those cool, round eyes of hers.

‘That’s right, and Lucy was your mother. Now tell me the last thing you remember.’

I look up at the window, through which shards of orange afternoon light break and scatter upon the walls and table.

‘I remember the beach, the Lasswick Crags, swimming with Rupert and William. Then Lucy. She was lost.’

Zoe and Morag share a look.

‘That’s about where we got to as well,’ says Zoe.

















GONE
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Cornwall, 1940



LUCY WATCHED HER BREATH freeze in clouds before her. Like dust she thought, smoke from Daddy’s pipe. The thought thrilled her, of being like her daddy, smoking — thrilled as she was already to be up before everyone else, even Poppy, and the first one to be walking through this wonderland that the night had left her. She took careful steps through the snow, watching each Wellington boot make perfect shapes in the crust and sink to the grass, feeling the crunch and the fall. The bag was heavy, but it would be all right. 

She felt light, electric, brand-new.

There was no sound apart from her own frozen footsteps, the distant roar of the sea and, even farther than that, another roar — lower and quieter and somehow more powerful. The roar of the world.

She knew the world was roaring. Somewhere beyond that sea there were things happening that she did not understand. She knew that it involved things called Germans, which she thought might mean something to do with coughs and sneezes and not washing your hands, and that these particular Germans were angry about something and were shouting, and had things called guns, which were like her daddy’s gun, only more so and in greater number. They were baddies, these Germans. That’s what Rupert had said. But she and Rupert — and her daddy, her mummy and Poppy, and everyone else around her — were on the good side, and had to stop them.

And so it seemed strange to her that this man in the forest, Schmidt — which she thought sounded like one of Poppy’s sneezes when she got fluff up her nose — did not seem to be remotely bad at all. In fact he seemed quite nice and friendly, and wanted just the same things as everyone else. Something to keep him warm, and something to drink and something nice to eat. She wished she had something nice to eat in her bag, but unfortunately all she had been able to find was the tops of some carrots, some old cabbage and a mouldy turnip that was going out to the pigs. She felt bad about this, but she knew she could not help it. They weren’t allowed as many nice things anymore — this was to do with the roar of the world too, and something called rationing that made everyone more hungry than they would like.

Still, carrot tops and cabbages tasted all right in soup. Maybe the man could use them for that.

She knew that Rupert did not want to help Schmidt anymore because of her daddy. She knew Daddy would be angry if he found out, and she knew that what she was doing was, for some reason, wrong. She knew that women should not be concerned with things outside of the house, like Germans. But she was not yet a woman. And she would be back before anybody woke up. Even Poppy, for whom she might save a carrot top to make up for all the leftovers she had stolen from her.

She walked on, happy with this plan and the way her day was going. At the bank she stopped, hardly believing her eyes. She felt foolish not to have realised before that, below the crunch of her feet and the roar of the sea and the world beyond — there had been no sound of rushing water. The river was frozen solid, with snow heaping at the banks.

She watched it for a while, enjoying the patterns made by the different depths of ice whilst simultaneously trying to decide how she was going to get across. She picked up a stone from the bank and threw it. It bounced on the ice, making a rubbery, springy sound that shot up and down the stretch of water, before spinning off into a clump of weed. She threw another just for fun — a bigger one this time that made a white, crumbly dent in the ice. Satisfied, she edged down the bank and placed a foot upon the ice.

















THE GRAND UNIFYING MYTH
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Lasswick, Present Day



NOBODY SPEAKS WHILE MY father makes fresh tea. By mid afternoon the sun rolls into descent, its slow crash against the horizon casting fresh hues around the kitchen with every passing minute. The silence seems to amplify the sense of time moving—that great, iron clock of the world ticking one second off after the next.

‘If you already knew all this before you found me in London,’ I say at last, ‘then why didn’t you just tell me?’

‘Because you wouldn’t have believed us. Just telling you wouldn’t have triggered the memories; that’s not how it works. You have to reach the truth through your own memories.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Because I remember being your mother, and your mother knew all about this.’

‘Wait, how old are you?’

‘Twenty-two.’

‘My mother died twenty years ago, when you were already alive. How can you be her reincarnation? And if you are, then isn’t that just a tiny bit of a coincidence? I mean, a woman gives birth to a boy who just happens to be the reincarnation of somebody she knew as a child?’

My father sets a fresh pot of tea upon the table.

‘If what I suspect is true, then no, it’s not a coincidence. And as for your mother and Morag being alive at the same time, well, if what your mother suspected was true, then neither is that impossible.’

‘What do you mean?’

He reaches over and pours tea for Morag.

 ‘Your mother had some ideas about human existence,’ he says, smiling.

‘She did,’ says Morag. 

‘Tell us,’ says Zoe.

Morag stirs her tea.

‘Lucy’s idea was that we’re more than just as a tree of bloodlines. We’re each a member of a different family too — families that share the same soul, if you want to use that word — not just the ones of our birth, but the ones of our incarnation. Time is irrelevant. We exist across lifetimes, across centuries and millennia, not just within the physical process bordered by birth and death. We all churn together in tides.’

‘So, a soul can exist in two bodies at the same time?’ says Zoe. ‘It can meet itself?’

‘That’s about the size of it,’ says my father, taking his seat. ‘It’s a crude way of putting it, but it can, and it almost certainly will. Two different bodies, two separate identities moulded by the genetics and social experiences of its host. You see, personality, morality, temper — those are not the domain of the soul. In fact, if a soul is anything at all then it is anything but the idiosyncrasies of human character. There is no such thing as a good or bad soul. It is merely the awareness — the life behind the life — and two individuals that share this awareness are just as likely to hate each other as to love each other, to be kindred spirits or exact opposites. Their meeting might result in marriage or murder; it all depends on the background and chemical makeup of the individuals in question.’

My father takes a loud slurp of tea and blusters on, clearly enjoying himself.

‘Of course, most of the time, nobody is aware of all this. Nobody remembers. But occasionally’ —he prods his spectacles at us — ‘ they do.’

Zoe turns to Morag.

‘Where did Lucy get all these ideas?’

‘Because of what happened on the farm,’ says Morag. ‘Schmidt.’

My father nods gravely.

‘There were always rumours of a German airman found in the forest, but nobody ever knew for sure. He was never found or turned in, at any rate. That’s why William came back to us.’ He laughs. ‘Lucy recognised him instantly when he arrived at our door. “Billy!” she said. “You’re back!” Just like that. They worked together, Lucy and William, sorting through all the pictures and words we had found, linking them up.’ Befuddled, my father rubs his brow. ‘But I’m getting ahead of myself again.’

‘Lucy could never remember what had happened with Schmidt,’ says Morag, ‘but she could remember the man himself. He had planted a seed of truth in her — a truth that grew as she grew.’

‘What kind of truth?’

‘A simple one,’ says my father. ‘So simple that humanity was forever forgetting it. Something that binds us together. That was why she studied anthropology. Stories, myths, legends, religions, tribal ceremonies, even the modern-day rituals of Western capitalism — she studied them all. She believed there were patterns in them — reminders and memories — and she wanted to find these artefacts and curate them. She said that if she did, she might be able to untangle them, solve their riddle, and maybe the answer could save humanity.’

‘From what?’ I say.

‘From itself. She believed we would never truly succeed as a species until we had found the thing that bound us together.’ My father’s eyes glisten as his gaze drifts. ‘The “grand unifying myth”, she called it.’

‘Tell them about the trip, Harris,’ says Morag.

He turns and smiles at her, their eyes locked. 

‘“Let’s start by walking out of the door,” she said. So that’s what we did. We just left.’

‘No direction,’ says Morag. 

‘None at all.’ 

My father stands and walks to a collection of pictures on the wall by the back door. I get up from the table and join him. I sense a fierce closeness between us now, like two magnets that cannot decide whether to attract or repel. I want to pull him close, yet shove him away as hard as I can. Everything in this house — the density of the light, the smell of the wood and carpet, the sound of the wind outside, and these endless pictures mapped out around the walls — it all stirs up painful memories I had long ago let settle. They’re not of neglect or abuse or fear, just of loneliness — a feeling I now realise I grew so used to it became a totem I have carried through my entire life.

Here is the simple truth of it. When I was boy I realised I could see as other people, and it frightened me. I needed my parents. That’s all any child needs. But they were not there.

I study the photographs that have caught my father’s attention. ‘I always liked looking at these ones. I liked your beard in them.’

‘Yes, well, it was the 1970s. Those were taken in South America, about a year after we left. We had made our way clockwise around Europe, and by the time we hit Spain, we had fallen into a rhythm. We met people, she asked them questions, and I wrote down what they said.’

‘What kind of questions?’ 

‘Anything. About what they liked to do, go, eat, their interests, hopes, regrets. She took photographs of everyone she talked to, and I wrote everything down. Not just what they said, but how they said it; how their faces moved, what they did with their fingers when they spoke, where their eyes moved.’

‘Why? What were you hoping to achieve?’

He looks at me as if the question is not one he has ever considered.

‘I was spending time with the woman I loved in interesting places. What more was there to achieve? Every day was a new adventure. We met other backpackers on the hippie trail, youngsters looking for kicks and thrills — drugs and free love and what have you — but the only thrill your mother and I chased was the next person. It didn’t matter who it was — shopkeeper, vagabond, train driver, thief — we spent time with anyone who would let us, which was, to our delight, almost every single soul we came across.

‘We took a freight hauler across the Atlantic. It was cheap travel, and we had the entire crew to ourselves. They hated us at first, thought we were just another couple of hippies trying to save the world, but by the time we docked in New York they were our friends for life, and we had a stack of books and five rolls of film dedicated just to them.’

His face seems to cloud for a moment as his thoughts regroup.

‘New York. There isn’t an inch of that city that isn’t teeming with human experience. We got lost one day, hopelessly. We didn’t have a map, so we asked people. They were rude, at first, you know that way everyone expects in the Big Apple. But we kept going, and before long we had a crowd of New Yorkers gathered around us trying to give us advice. Hobos, businessmen, kids and road-workers, all arguing about the best way for us to go, all those voices shouting over one another, arms flying.’

He starts gesticulating.

‘Getoutahere, Ninth’ll take ya east, y’wanna take Seventh! Yer wrong, buddy, yer wrong!’

He laughs, then catches my eye.

‘Yes, well, wasn’t ever much good at accents.’

He clears his throat and continues.

‘It was a beautiful thing. Your mother snatched her camera and started snapping. By the second roll she was crying for joy. We left New York even more convinced that we were doing something worthwhile. We took Greyhounds across the country. We travelled and slept beneath huge skies, dreaming even bigger possibilities. We met people with big hearts living hard lives in wide-open spaces. Her questions changed. She no longer asked just what people thought about life. She asked them about the things they could not explain, and what they thought about them. Ask people questions like that and they open up, you know? Almost everyone had experiences they could not give adequate explanations for. Feelings they couldn’t put into words, connections they couldn’t quite describe. So many told us they could remember other lives, and so many of them said that they could also somehow get a sense of others, their thoughts and memories, just by being near them. Your mother became convinced that the two things were one and the same.’

‘Memory,’ I say. ‘Gleaners.’

‘Exactly.’














EXTREMELY PLEASANT PEOPLE
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‘THE MORE PEOPLE WE met, the more Lucy became convinced of the idea that human experiences were intertwined, ungoverned by temporal rules, and that consciousness, awareness, being was spread throughout time like one gigantic, rolling ocean.

‘Then somewhere in Arizona we met a woman who lived in a shack made of baked bean tins. She told us about a tribe in Peru that lived in perfect harmony. They had no government, no leaders, no laws, no crime. They lived by a profound mutual respect and acted only for the benefit of each other.’

My father stops and turns to face me. I sense a shift in his mood, and there’s a curious, baited look in his eye.

‘What?’ I say, unnerved.

‘Nothing. I just wonder what Elliot Childs would make of that. A tribe living in harmony, people looking after each other.’

He raises an eyebrow, challenging me, and I’m about to rise to it when Zoe interrupts.

‘Tell us what happened next.’

My father frowns and walks back to the table, leaving me standing, vexed, by the pictures. 

‘We made it to Peru,’ he says, ‘just. It was not an easy journey. We were robbed by bandits on a bus, and your mother got dysentery in Ecuador. She was in hospital for two weeks, and I holed up in some grotty hotel around the corner. I admit I was getting cold feet by this point. After all, we’d been gone for almost a year, we had no money, we were spending time in dangerous, hot places and now she was sick. I thought we should about tail and head home.

‘But when I suggested this to her, she went mad at me. She told me I could go home if I wanted, but that she was going on, and she checked herself out of that roach-infested hospital there and then and made her way straight to the bus station. I followed her, trying to stop her — she still wasn’t well and she barely had her passport or a change of clothes, let alone any money. But she wouldn’t be deterred. In the end I had to get on the bus with her. Somehow, we made it through Peru to the hills where this tribe were supposed to live.

He shakes his head, holding his brow.

‘I mean, Christ, the word of a madwoman in a house made of baked bean cans. What reason was that to go hiking into the fucking jungle?’

He looks up at Morag, still standing by her chair, and heaves a deep sigh. His hands are shaking.

‘Things had changed between us,’ she says. ‘They do when you travel with someone for long enough. You might share the same roads, but your thoughts travel separately. They take different turns, and before you know it you’re two strangers trying to hack through rainforest in silence.’

‘You went into the jungle alone?’ I say.

‘No, we had a guide.’

‘It was about ten miles uphill,’ says my father, ‘and it took us a week. I got eaten alive by mosquitoes, picked up some virulent rash on my back and vomited every time I drank the water. One night I woke up with a spider the size of Bristol on my face, and that was it, I’d had enough. ‘I’m going back!’ I said. ‘You’re on your own, I can’t take it anymore.’

‘You would never have left,’ says Morag. 

‘Of course I wouldn’t, but it was enough to melt her, just a little. She took my hand and said, “Just till we get there, then we’ll go home. We’ve come this far, let’s not stop now.”

‘It never took much for your mother to sway me. I plodded on. And the next day we were welcomed at the village.’

‘They were expecting you?’ says Zoe.

‘Nobody had told them of our intent to visit, not even our guide. But there they were, ready and waiting with a small feast prepared and two little beds in a hut.’

‘Then how did they know?’

My father frowns and gives a little shake of his head, as if my question is redundant.

‘They were extremely pleasant people, and not as you imagine these tribes to be — no headdresses, no tattoos or piercings, no face paint. They just wore simple cloth and let their hair grow out. They were clean and quiet and sang soft songs to their children around the fire in the evening. The women were treated well — in fact there didn’t seem to be any evidence of any sexual dominance whatsoever, be it patriarchy or matriarchy. All the dwellings were the same, oddly sophisticated and comfortable, not like the brittle mud huts in the other villages we had passed. In the mornings they fetched water and collected food. And they spent their days teaching, telling stories, playing a ball game which they taught us, and maintaining their camp.’

‘What about other tribes? Weren’t they ever threatened?’

‘They had found a place where no other tribes wanted to be. They hardly saw anyone else. We were the first people they’d seen in a year.’

I glance at the walls.

‘I don’t see any pictures of them.’

‘We took some, and I wrote my notes, but your mother stopped after the first week. She became detached.’

‘She’d lost interest?’

‘Quite the opposite. She became deeply entrenched in the tribe’s day-to-day activity. She would spend hours just watching them coming and going. At times I couldn’t even talk to her. I could say her name again and again, but she wouldn’t hear me. It was infuriating, losing her attention like that. We had been through an incredible experience together, and I genuinely believed, despite all the ups and downs, that it had strengthened us, created a bond that would be difficult to break. But now the meanderings of a small group of strangers had distracted her from me. Suddenly I felt like nothing more than support staff; a crew member for her mission. Eventually I snapped. One has one’s limits.’

‘You left,’ says Morag, finally taking her seat.

He nods sadly.

‘I found my way back to London and got a job in a publishing house. She promised me she would only be another month or so, and then she would be home. It was two years before she returned, by which time I had built a promising career.’

‘What was it like when you saw her?’ says Zoe.

‘Different. She was not quite as bright — not depressed, either, but touched somehow. Slowly we allowed ourselves to grow close again. We moved into a flat in Camden, and she talked of nothing but her tribe. I listened, of course. She took to spending periods alone, walking long distances with seemingly no direction. Once, when I was at work, I got a call from the police. She’d been found in Regent’s Park in the middle of December wearing nothing but a summer dress. She talked of things that had happened way, way in the past, to different people, things she couldn’t have known, things that made no sense. That’s when everyone started to say she was mad, of course, but she wasn’t. I knew she wasn’t. Call it love, but I believed her, and I think everyone deserves that, don’t they? Somebody who believes them?’

He gives Morag a look, centuries wide.

‘Well, I was her believer. And I believed that she had experienced something real and profound up in those mountains. We married in the spring and I asked her what she wanted. She said she wanted to come here, back to Cornwall, where she was born. So I packed in my publishing job, took the money I had saved and found this old place. It was cheap and falling down, so we spent the first summer of our marriage getting to know each other again and working on our home whilst I set up my bookshop in town. And that’s when we continued our search.’

‘You gave up your career for her dream,’ says Zoe. 

My father shrugs and reaches for Morag’s hands.

‘Careers, mountains, planets. Anything for my Lucy.’

Morag’s shoulders loosen as if a cool breeze has woken her from a dream. It’s all too much for me. 

‘She’s dead.’ The room is silent, all eyes on me. ‘Lucy, my mother, is dead, and yet you’re talking to her as if she’s alive.’

‘But don’t you see, Elliot,’ says my father, ‘she’s not, not really. Before she died, Lucy promised that if what we had discovered was true then she would come back and find me. And she did, she’s here, now, in front of me.’

‘That’s not Lucy’ — I stab a finger in Morag’s direction  — ‘that’s Morag.’

Morag, regaining something of herself, gently removes her hand from my father’s grip.

‘Elliot’s right, Harris,’ she says, with a kind of flat pity. ‘I’m not your Lucy, I’m Morag.’

‘But you remember.’

I stand. I’m losing it again. I don’t know whether it’s the sickening looks my father is giving Morag, the latent rage left by his recent provocation, or this spurned child that keeps bawling somewhere deep inside of me, that’s always been bawling, if you want to know the truth of it — there, I’ve said it. But whatever it is, I’m losing my grip. On all of this.

‘Exactly, she remembers. They’re just memories. You said it yourself: Whatever it is that moves between bodies, the soul or —’

‘It doesn’t move, it’s shared, it churns, it —’

‘Whatever the fuck it does, it’s not the person. It’s not the thing you knew, the woman you fell in love with.’

My father looks back at me, wide-eyed and slack-mouthed.

‘You’re treating her more like your wife than you treat me like your son. And I’m still alive.’

‘Elliot…’

‘I’m still alive.’

I look around the table. A few days ago I was beaming into a crowd of strangers, bathing in their appreciative roar and the rush of another successful takedown. Now I am staring at three faces — two of whom I had never seen before last week and one of whom I have not seen for five years, and each of them has, in its own way, turned my life upside down in ways that I despise. The gravity of it all appals me. I lock eyes with my father.

‘And you want to know what I think? You want to know what Elliot Childs thinks about his mother’s “big ideas”, about your little tribe in Peru living in perfect harmony, kissing and cuddling and sucking each other off in the rainforest? Eh?’

A stormy look takes hold of my father.

‘Elliot, do not…’

‘I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you what I think. It’s a fucking fantasy, that’s what it is. Impractical. Unrealistic. People just aren’t like that with each other, not for long anyway. Whatever you and my lunatic mother were chasing, it was a waste of time.’

‘Elliot, please,’ says Morag.

‘A fucking hippie holiday with nothing to show for at the end of it. And this’ — I slap my head on each side with both hands — ‘this thing we can do, this ability to remember things that happened to someone else, it doesn’t mean anything. It’s just another absurd by-product of being human, like the appendix or the coccyx — a useless, dangling relic that serves no purpose. That is, assuming we’re all not just as mad as my mother.’

At this my father gets to his feet and slams his hands on the table.

‘She would have hated what you have become.’

‘Really?’ I say with a sneer. ‘And what is that, exactly?’

‘I watch your show, my boy, oh yes, I watch it. Every bloody episode. I don’t want to, but I have to, because it’s the only way I get to see my son, damn it.’

He stamps his foot and the floorboards shudder. We face each other for a moment. I’m stunned by this new experience — my father exhibiting emotion.

‘You could have seen me any time you wanted, you ignorant old prick.’

He takes several deep, fuming breaths.

‘It’s terrible, what you say on that show. It’s just not the truth.’

‘The truth? And what is that exactly?’ I grit my teeth. ‘I don’t know, you see, because I never had any fucking parents to —’

A chair leg scrapes briskly on the stone floor.

‘Sit down, both of you,’ orders Morag, standing. We both jump in fright. ‘Harris, you have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about. Lucy would never have hated Elliot, and I know what he’s gone through because I’ve been through it myself. All those minds he’s fallen into over the years, all those memories. It wears you down, Harris, understanding what it’s like to be other people, those other lives with all their flaws and failures and selfish tics. You should be glad you never had to endure them, because they wear you down, just like they wore poor William down, and Lucy too. It gets so hard to see the good in people, when every time you look at someone, you’re swamped with all the rest too.’

She turns to me now, and she is shaking, supporting her weight on the chair. Zoe stands and lays a hand on her shoulder.

‘But the good is still there, Elliot,’ she says, ‘it’s always there. I’m sorry you chose to turn away from it like you did, but you do not get to spend your whole life blaming the way you are upon your parents. You just don’t. I’ve met people with scars, Elliot — not emotional ones, but real ones, burns from their drunken mother’s cigarette when they were six — and they’ve grown up to be carers, doctors, social workers. People who spend their days looking after other people.

‘Your show is awful, Elliot,’ says Morag, regaining control. ‘What you say on it is deplorable, and what’s more you fucking know it, Son, you fucking know it. So take your seat and stop whining like a little boy who’s been given the wrong coloured racing car.’

Silence hangs in the air. Morag looks between us.

‘Both of you, sit down, now!’

I sit down heavily and fold my arms. My father follows suit, his glare having lost some of its bluster.

‘None of this matters,’ I say. ‘Because they’re all dead. Lucy, Rupert, James — they’re gone and all we have are half-complete memories we don’t understand. We have no idea how to regain control of our minds, and we don’t know what William is searching for.’

I nod at the door and laugh. ‘He’s the only one who might have been able to tell us, the only one who’s still alive, and he’s nothing but a mad, mute — ‘

As if on cue, there’s a tremendous shriek from the living room and we all jump to our feet. 

‘William,’ cries Morag.

We run through and find him gawping before a picture, one bony finger touching the glass. Morag reaches him first. Her breath stutters with a chill.

‘It’s him,’ she says, as she takes the picture from the wall.

The picture is of a man in uniform lying against a tree. He looks worn out, almost dead. Something stirs inside of me, an old machine made of leathery things and cogs that have not moved for many years.

‘The tree,’ says Morag. 

She drops the picture and flees to the back of the house, pressing both hands to the window. We run after her, crunching through the broken glass of the frame. I feel us moving, Zoe and I, shifting by the same will, gripped by the same incredulous rush. I feel William too, and a well of protection filling, as once more memories perform their drip, drip, drip. We stumble to the window and look out onto a short coastal path leading down to the crags. Perched high on the hill above is a farmhouse, separated from us by a copse.

‘There!’ cries Morag. ‘That’s where Lucy lived.’

She speaks as if she is clutching a locket thought lost.

‘That’s right,’ says my father, joining us at the window.

‘And that…’

She taps her hand on the window, towards the wood.

‘That…that, that, that…’

She turns and runs for the back door, pushing her way out and running off down the path.

‘Morag!’ calls Zoe, and we follow her down to the crags. 

The winter sun dips, casting long shadows on the grass through which we run. I move, drift, float, feeling the dirt beneath my feet, the same dirt I ran through as a boy, alone chasing imaginary airplanes, and the same dirt I ran through as another child, in a different life, in a different time.

















NO TIME
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Cornwall, 1940



‘YOU TOLD HIM?’ SAID James, pulling on his jumper as he ran alongside Rupert. They were out in the yard, following Mr Sutton.

‘Of course I told him!’ said Rupert. ‘Lucy’s lost. She’s out there on her own. I should have been looking after her. I should have —’

Mr Sutton emerged from the shed, carrying a cocked gun. He pushed two cartridges into its barrels and snapped the barrel. Two men were behind him — Uncle Davey and the same man James had seen in the front room the week before. Both were befuddled with sleep and trying to piece together what was happening. 

Mr Sutton walked over to Rupert. His face was red, his eyes were blue and blaring. His whole body shook with muted rage.

‘Where?’ he said.

‘Potter’s Copse,’ said Rupert, ‘south of the bridge.’

Mr Sutton looked between the two boys, turned and stormed across the yard, with the two men following.

‘I’ll get Billy,’ said James.

Rupert followed his father.

‘There’s no time!’

Alone in the yard, James looked up at the window to their bedroom, where he had left Billy sleeping. Then he ran after Rupert.

















THE TREE
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Lasswick, Present Day



I DON’T KNOW EXACTLY how long we stand staring at the tree, letting those other lives wash over us, but it is as long as it takes for two old men to hobble down a hill and through a forest. We hear bracken snap and William arrives, with my father close behind.

‘What is this place?’ he says.

‘This is it,’ says Morag. ‘This is where they found him.’

She has led us through Potter’s Copse to a gnarled oak tree surrounded by brambles. Now she holds her hands together, sleeves in her fingers, as if in prayer. Sun dances in her hair. William walks past us, and places a hand against the trunk as if examining it for signs of life.

‘He was wounded,’ I say. ‘They tried to help him. James…’ Saying the name gives me a rush of dizziness. ‘James was afraid.’

‘So was Rupert,’ says Zoe, edging closer to the tree. Heathcliff’s head falls a little, his hand still planted firmly on the bark. ‘Lucy was lost. It was freezing cold.’

‘She was excited,’ says Morag. ‘At first, anyway.’

Zoe stirs as if a chill has passed through her.

‘Something happened here,’ she says, ‘something that shouldn’t have.’

‘What was it? What do you remember?’ asks my father.

‘Not enough,’ I reply.
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‘Why couldn’t you tell me about all of this when I was a boy? I was scared. I didn’t understand what was happening to me.’

We walk back through Potter’s Copse and across the field to the house. Zoe and Morag support William between them.

‘Because of what would have happened if I did. Those people we met on our travels — the ones like you who could see as others — your mother’s instinct was to help them, to share what she believed was the truth about their gift. She wanted to explain that it was memory they were experiencing, not telepathy or clairvoyance. But whenever she did this, something strange always happened. They would close up, go quiet, and gradually start to doubt their own abilities. After an hour or so, or sometimes just a few minutes, they would deny that they could ever do anything in the first place. It was as if being told the truth obliterated their ability. That’s why your mother didn’t want to tell you. She wanted you to find out for yourself, so you wouldn’t lose the gift.’

I stop, and he turns to face me.

‘It’s not a gift,’ I say. ‘It’s a curse. And I wish you’d told me.’

He nods and looks to the ground.

‘It was supposed to set you free. Your mother thought that if it was handled correctly it could enlighten you, teach you empathy. But’ — he gives me an awkward glance — ‘well, I suppose things don’t always work out as one would hope.’

Before I can protest there’s a noise from the house: tyres on gravel. I turn instinctively to Zoe, who’s heard it too. We watch my father’s dog, Arthur, heave himself up from his sun spot and labour to the drive, barking dutifully.

‘Friends of yours?’ says my father. 

‘Get down.’

I pull him down to the grass with me. Zoe and Morag have dropped behind a rock, William following without question. We lie there, waiting.

‘Elliot? What is this? Who are you expecting?’

‘Quiet,’ I say.

The unmistakable thrum of an idling Bentley engine stops. There are boots on gravel, and Arthur renews his barking as a tall, familiar figure walks to the back of the house. He ignores Arthur and tries the doors, peering in through windows. Arthur lumbers behind, repeating his monotone demand to state his business or leave.

‘Is this something to do with your disappearing act?’ hisses my father.

‘Just a complication,’ I reply. 

Morag lowers her brow. A fierce look has appeared on her face.

‘I’ll take care of him.’

She scrabbles to get up, but Zoe pounces on her, pinning her to the ground.

‘Get off me!’

I turn and cover Morag’s mouth, and we keep her there, waiting, listening for any more sound at the house.

‘This is ridiculous,’ says my father. ‘I’m going to see what’s what.’

I barely have time to shout at him before there’s a loud yelp from the house, followed by a car door shutting and the Bentley growling into life. It roars out of the driveway and away up the road, and we’re all on our feet, running for the house.

‘Arthur!’ cries my father as we reach the old dog. ‘What have they done to you?’

Arthur is lying on his side, panting. His tail gives a weak wag as we reach him, but he flinches when my father touches his side, reaching his nose round to nudge him away.

‘He kicked him. Who was that brute?’

‘People shouldn’t hurt dogs,’ says Morag. ‘I’ll kill him.’

My father shoots me a look.

‘He was here for you, wasn’t he?’

I don’t answer.

‘Well, should we call the police?’ he splutters, fuming.

‘No,’ Morag, Zoe and I chorus.

My father looks between us.

‘I see.’

‘We should go,’ says Zoe. 

‘No,’ says my father, foot tapping. ‘No, it’s too dangerous. Besides, I have something to show you.’

There’s a deep rumble from the coast, where heavy clouds are gathering.

‘But I think it will have to wait until morning. Come on,’ he says, reaching down to stroke Arthur. ‘Let’s get inside before that storm hits.’

















EGGS
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IT’S ALMOST DARK BY the time we’re inside, night descending with the storm. We see to Arthur — nothing broken, just bruises and a single blot on his otherwise perfect view of humankind — and leave him slumbering in his bed. My father makes us eggs, which we eat with a bottle of extraordinarily cheap wine. 

We talk, filling my father in on the details of Stanley Mordant, the photograph and Marshfields. I show him the box and he inspects its contents with the cool appraisal of an antiquarian. 

A fatigue seems to descend as we eat, and rain pelts the loose windows of the house. William — eggs inhaled — takes himself to his chair. Morag’s eyelids droop.

‘I’ll take her to bed,’ says Zoe as we clear the table.

‘There’s a room at the top of the stairs,’ says my father. ‘Clean sheets, more blankets and clothes in the cupboard. Only one bed, I’m afraid.’

‘Thank you,’ she says, with a smile for my father. ‘Good night.’ She glances at me as she leads Morag, traipsing to the stairs.

As my father and I wash the dishes, there’s a loud bang from the back porch that makes me jump.

‘Relax,’ says my father. ‘It’s the gate; it always does that in weather like this.’

He watches me as he polishes a plate.

‘Should I ask what you’ve done?’ he says at last.

‘I haven’t done anything,’ I say. ‘I didn’t ask for any of this, remember?’

My father considers this, placing the cracked plate on its stack.

‘No. No, I suppose you didn’t.’

He folds the tea towel neatly over the stove’s handle and sits down, leaning on his elbows. I remain standing at the sink.

‘How does it feel?’ he says.

‘What?’

‘When you see someone? Tell me, what is it like?’ 

‘Wretched. It feels like I’m losing myself.’

He nods gravely.

‘We found a lot of people who didn’t enjoy the experience. Those memories are deep and ancient. They pull you down. They become so immersive that you forget, momentarily, what it is like to be you.’

‘That doesn’t explain how I could do this at will.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Before I saw that photograph, I had complete control.’

 ‘Yes, the picture triggered an effect in you. It’s the effect that your mother had been hoping for, the reaction that would unlock those deeper memories, not just ones you were occasionally reminded of in the —’

‘Occasionally? But I could do it with almost everyone I saw.’

‘Really?’ He taps the table. ‘How strange.’

The wind whips up outside, hammering the gate in its post.

‘Damn thing,’ he says, getting up. He finds a hat and an old work coat and goes outside where the sky is a black, wild mess. My father sees to the gate, bolting it twice before returning inside and hanging up his coat.

‘I need to go to my office and think,’ he says. ‘I suggest you get some rest. Good night, Elliot.’

He shuffles out, giving me a nervous glance as he goes, and closing the door behind him.
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I stand alone in the kitchen for a while, listening to the storm and debating sleep. But my mind is overrun. I have a sense of what my father was talking about with William — the oblivion into which he slowly fell through the years. I open another one of my father’s bottles of cheap wine. I want to get out of myself. I want to escape my skin and lose myself in something else. Anything. Anyone.

I’m halfway down the bottle when the door creaks. I look up and see Zoe in a T-shirt and a pair of jogging bottoms from the closet upstairs.

‘Can’t sleep?’ I say.

She taps her head.

‘Too much going on.’

‘Me too.’ I offer her the bottle. ‘This helps.’

‘No thanks. I don’t do well with that stuff.’

She finds a glass and fills it from the sink, then sits down next to me. Our legs brush, and her face flushes. My cheeks inflame too and I feel my heart move on apace — the raw feeling of a base, physical response is a welcome break from all the intangible psychic mess of the last few days.

We spend a few moments avoiding the no-man’s-land that has opened up between us, eyes flitting at the space around each other’s heads. Zoe breaks the silence.

‘Gleaners, then.’

I give her a sage nod, lips pursed, turning my glass.

‘So what do you think?’ she says.

‘Of what?’

‘What your mum thought. Her theory about, you know, soul families and all that.’

I shrug, shake my head.

‘It’s just a theory based on nothing but stories. And it doesn’t change anything.’

‘But doesn’t it interest you? I mean, if it’s true, and we’re part of something bigger and more connected, doesn’t that —’

‘No, it doesn’t interest me. Quite honestly, it terrifies me.’

‘Why?’

I press the base of my glass against the wood and turn it slowly.

‘I have a hard time with other people, all right? I always have done.’

She leans forward.

‘Why? What happened? Was there a moment when you —’

‘Don’t.’ I hold up a hand. ‘Don’t do that.’

‘Do what?’

‘Try and understand, try and get me.’

She pulls back her head, incredulous.

‘I’m not trying to get you; I’m trying to get myself. I’m going through this too, you know.’ She taps her head. ‘It’s not all about Elliot Childs. The same thing is happening to me, and I want to get back to normal life just as much as you.’

She sits back, shakes her head, and scoops half her water. I fill my glass with more vinegary plonk.

‘No, there wasn’t a moment,’ I say. ‘You turned out one way, and I turned out another. Maybe you’re just the better person, Zoe.’

She tuts.

‘That’s not what I meant.’

‘Yes it is.’ I take a huge drink. ‘How often did you do it? Before you met William and lost control, how often did you see inside people’s heads?’

‘Never, if I could help it.’

‘Because it’s deeply unpleasant.’

‘No, I just always felt like I was trespassing, somehow, going into rooms I shouldn’t. But I never found it unpleasant.’

She tugs self-consciously on her sleeves, pulling them over the scars on her forearms. I don’t know why, but I want to punish her. So I do.

‘Took its toll, though, didn’t it?’

‘What do you mean?’

I nod at her arms.

‘Those. Your addiction. Or was that just the product of your unhappy childhood?’

I take a drink and sit back, waiting for the reaction I am sure will come. I want to see her slam the table, gnash her teeth, sweep the glasses off the table, scream at me. But instead, she looks back at me, eyes flitting between mine, then sits back and folds her arms. Her face is untroubled, and I feel my cruelty return, whimpering like a defeated wolf.

‘What makes you think I had an unhappy childhood?’

I pick up my glass and shield my mouth with it.

‘I just…because of the people you work with, I suppose I assumed…’

‘I had a very happy childhood,’ she says. ‘We were poor, we didn’t live in a huge house, but I was cared for. I was shown love and protection. These’ — she tugs up her sleeves and bares her forearm — ‘were just the bad decisions of a teenager. But I got over them, with the help of my parents, and when I did I decided I wanted to help people. Is that so unusual?’

Finished, she pulls down her sleeve and drinks her water, looking away. I get a sense that she’s made up her mind about me, and the sting is terrible.

‘I’m sorry,’ I blurt out.

‘Pardon?’

‘I said I’m sorry.’

The power of that word, when it’s spoken in truth. She turns, reevaluates, and finds me again.

‘Who was your first?’ she asks.

‘A teacher. She died in a car crash in the school car park outside my maths lesson, and I saw it happen before it happened. I was her. I died. I flew through the windscreen and broke my neck and then found myself standing up, babbling, and pointing outside. I’d wet myself, apparently, too. Then it actually happened.’ I smile. ‘Not such a popular boy at school after that. How about you?’

She fondles the glass, lost in the water’s ripples.

‘I got lost in a little girl on a train. I was eleven. Couldn’t help it — she looked so happy. I was there for an hour, and all she thought about was jungles.’

‘Well then, that’s that riddle solved.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Happy little jungles for you, violent death for me. It’s no wonder we’ve turned out differently. You see the good; I see the bad.’

‘I see the bad things too, which means you must see the good. In fact, fuck it, no, I don’t see “good” or “bad”. One big struggle, that’s what I see; that’s what I see when I look at a person’s face, even before I remember them.’ 

She leans forward, fixing me with a look of resolve.

‘You see in other people what you see in yourself. You don’t need to be able to do what we can do to know that.’

‘Perhaps you just haven’t seen as much as I have.’

She sits back and seems to considers this.

‘Perhaps. Like in the café, you could see everyone but Morag and I could only see some. Perhaps it really is stronger in you than in me.’

From the corner of my eye I can see her looking at me as if I’m a puzzle she cannot piece together.

‘But what is it about the rest of us you hate, Elliot?’

‘Why? You told me in London you didn’t care. You told me you thought I was everything that was wrong with the world.’

‘Things change.’

Something strains inside of me, like a dog on a leash. 

‘So what do you want me to say? Do you want me to give you a list? Some simple words? Fine. All you can eat.’

Zoe stares back at me.

‘More? OK. Two-for-one. Ladies’ night. You go girl. Amazeballs. Just big-boned, BMI, five-a-day, safe space, don’t feed the trolls, hashtag, retweet, like, share, you OK hun?, swipe left, swipe right. Izzit? Innit? OMG, LOL, WTF, ROTFL. Pay-as-you-go, payday loans, pay it forward, scream if you want to go faster, share if you agree, just do it, because I’m loving it and you’re worth it. May contain dairy, may contain nuts, may contain traces of nutrition, may cause offence, may cause headaches, nausea and in all cases death. You’re fired. I’m out.’

I finish what’s left of my wine and slam down the glass. Zoe stares back, deadpan.

‘I don’t buy it. Those are just annoyances. They’re not anything to judge humanity by.’

A dizziness overcomes me and I lean forward, holding my brow.

‘Oh, Christ.’

‘Elliot? What is it?’

I can’t stop the words now. My voice sounds suddenly small and shaky.

‘I can remember things, OK. Things I don’t want to. I always have done. But I kept them buried, and now I can’t. They’re everywhere, all over me, and I want them gone.’

‘What things?’

I hesitate, staring at the shallow red pool at the bottom of my wine glass. 

‘An oven with a hatch at the top. The heat from it burning a man’s eyes. A gun at his neck, the pain of the fire not enough to deaden the sound of the tiny screams beneath him. A hand shaking, sweating, struggling to tighten the Velcro on a vest swarming with wires. A woman at a drawing board lost in the design of a bullet, her brain idly calculating velocities, trajectories and the densities of human organs, suddenly drawn by a shaft of light that makes her remember herself as a girl on a winter’s morning, stuffing her hands into mittens to feed ducks. Drowned toddlers, orange suits and barbed wire, shaven heads and tracksuits, a numb paramedic at two am looking out at a vomit-filled gutter and a pale whale-like figure in stilettos and a shiny dress beached beside it, pill-stretched knuckles flying next to piss-drenched cash machines, politicians with bare chests, politicians with silk suits. Drones. Targets in dark circles. A young, blank face reflected in a laptop screen of smoke and rubble. Trained eyes drawn to the corner, and a tiny figure crawling from the ruin of a school. Homeopathy. Black Friday. Clogged doors, trampled hands, a fat man brawling over a television set wearing the same expression his grandfather did as the whistle blew and he trembled his way up the trench ladder.’

She is silent for a moment, blinking.

‘So you do care.’

‘I don’t care. It’s useless to care. Why care about that mother trapped beneath a beam in a nuclear firestorm, trying to reach her burning child? Why care about that monstrous mushroom billowing in the heat haze, or the man in a suit and dark goggles, smiling in celebration? Why care about another update, another upgrade, another little box for us to claw at? Why care about the label on your shirt? Why care about the Chinese father crying at the factory gates, or the sweat shops and misery that still rages despite the fact that everyone knows about them now?’

‘Elliot, how many times have you — ?’

‘It doesn’t matter if I remember them or not. It’s just as you said — you can see them with your own eyes every day, but even then, they’re just ripples on the surface. Beneath it all, that’s where the real horror lies. The things we don’t see, the desires, the stowaways we each keep to ourselves. The thoughts we take for granted but would never say out loud, the yearnings, the lies, the words unspoken, the affairs, the cleared histories, the pictures kept in hidden folders, the just curious, the blank-faced child, the shattered constable trawling through disc drives, losing his shock by the second. And to be connected to all that? That’s what terrifies me.’

‘But —’

‘And even if all of that went away, if we levelled the world and made it pure, if we found ourselves in some utopia when all of these things were just sad stories from our past — we still wouldn’t be free. There would still be that little thing inside us all, waiting to shout, the little child that screams me. Me, me, me, me, me.’

She watches me as I refill my glass, rubbing her fingers. When at last she opens her mouth, she speaks slowly and measured — it’s the girl cornered with her hands out, steadying the boy with the knife.

‘You are right about the world. Mostly it’s terrible and there’s not much to believe in. But that’s why we need people like you.’

‘What? What do you mean, people like me?’

‘You’re a television presenter. You have a voice, and the ear of millions. If you wanted to, you could say anything. You could show everyone that there is a way out of all this shit, that life is worth living. You could show us the good parts of ourselves, instead of just the bad.’

‘Nobody wants to watch preachers anymore, Zoe. They want the circus.’

She watches me for a while, then sits back, defeated.

‘Then you’re right,’ she says. ‘Maybe we really did just turn out differently.’

She takes her glass and stands, making to leave, but before she does I grab her arm. The glass drops, shattering on the kitchen floor. I stand. We’re face-to-face; the same height. Eyes, nose and mouth in perfect lines. I can feel the fierce warmth of her body up against mine, and the short, trembling breaths passing between our lips. I can feel her anger, her fear, her hope.

This other person, this other being, this other life — this is the closest I have been to anything but myself for as long as I can remember. None of the dressing room fucks or escorts, none of the drunk nights at Patti’s — none of it made me forget myself this way. And right now I know that’s what I’m trying to do — forget myself.

My right hand holds her arm. My left finds its way beneath her T-shirt and moves over the soft, burning flesh of her hip and lower back.

She pulls me to her and we kiss, and there’s no question of how much or how deeply it should go. We fall into each other completely. And if you’ve been asking yourself the question: Will they or won’t they? The answer is that they will, they do, and they did, right there on my father’s kitchen table.
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I wake some time later on the sofa, where we moved to afterwards. It is still dark and the storm is in full force outside. Zoe is awake and dressing.

‘It didn’t mean anything,’ she says, pulling on her jogging bottoms. ‘Good night.’

I watch her walk upstairs. She’s wrong — it always means something; it just doesn’t always mean something good.
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I LIED TO ZOE. There was a moment. 

The school’s end-of-year show was Cats, an ambitious production led by our breathless drama teacher, Mrs Daniels. Lacking any talent for performance or music (my ability to hold a crowd was yet to bloom), I found myself, along with a French foreign exchange student named Luc, helping Rob Potter run the sound. Potter was a nervous sixth-former who had been held back a couple of years and, it was rumoured, drank with some of the younger teachers. He ran a mobile disco on the side, so the equipment was his. He was territorial and particular about how things should be done, and our only real input was during the final scene, a two-man job involving one bank of faders being swept down whilst another set was raised to play the final music. 

Luc — a small and skinny boy with dark, thick hair and a half-cocked grin of white teeth — and I took it in turns to execute the fade-up whilst Potter took care of the fade-down. The only other time we got to touch the equipment was when he took a cigarette break.

‘Crafty fag time, boys,’ he’d say, grabbing his jacket. ‘Don’t touch the board.’ 

We would, of course, sweeping faders up and down and pretending we were mixing The Police. Luc even did a passable impression of Sting’s vocals on ‘Every Little Thing She Does Is Magic’, his ‘theengs’ and ‘mageecs’ drawn out in his Gallic drawl.

We took care to reset the faders to their original positions when we heard the fire exit door squeak and Potter returned, reeking of Regals.

We spent most of rehearsals sitting at the back of the hall, happy and safe behind our mixing desk, watching our gaffer scurry about with cables and enjoying the unusual pornography of female pupils leaping in tight leotards.

Becky Fisher was in the chorus. Her route on and off the stage took her directly past the desk, which gave me exquisite pleasure. I never missed a chance to look at her. The shape of her mouth was a scar on my retina. During ‘Memory’, I watched her silhouette until my chest hurt.

The show was staged three times, the last one on the final day of term. The excitement of the proximity to the summer holidays — fuelled by backstage camaraderie, cold weather, costumes and makeup — created an electric sense of possibility. Mrs Daniels gathered us together in the dressing room. Her bangles clicked as she spread out her arms to beckon us closer.

‘I am so proud of you, my kittens,’ she gushed. ‘So proud. All of you. You’re a credit to the school.’

As a joke, the chorus decided they would put lipstick kiss marks on the cheeks of the band and stage hands, which included Luc and I. We loitered around the makeup desk, waiting to see who would do ours. Luc was grabbed by Jennifer Eggton, a large and powerful girl known as Egg, which upset him no end. She pinned him against the wall, and I watched him struggling against the plasterboard like a cornered puppy. I laughed, which drew looks from the rest of the room, then further laughs, until we were all laughing together at nothing more than a French boy being kissed by an overweight girl. Egg finally released him and walked away grinning, leaving him sprawled on the floor and wiping his face.

‘Elliot?’

I turned, still laughing, to see Becky Fisher looking up at me. My heart floundered, seeming to grab for my jugular in a bid to steady itself. 

‘Kiss?’ she said, holding the lipstick in her hand and cocking her head.

I must have made some kind of noise, because she smiled. Then she stood on her tiptoes and placed her lips gently on my cheek. They lingered there for a few seconds, warm and wet, for longer than was necessary. Her hand was on my chest, and I felt her glorious breath in my ear. I felt dizzy, ten feet tall, no longer an awkward boy. 

‘Break a leg,’ she said, giving me a playful whip with her tail. And then she was gone.

Hope and possibility flooded me like the blood in my loins, so it was hard to notice, as I followed the rest of the stagehands out to our stations, that other feeling creeping in. My head was beginning to loosen its shackles on the world. I concentrated on the afterglow of the kiss, but the more I tried, the more even that wonderful memory seemed to be flitting and jerking, ready to crumple at any second. The yellow-lit corridors, daubed with school notices and art projects, seemed to puff like dust in a boot stamp with every step, threatening to disappear completely if I stepped too hard. Something else was behind it all, something more important and relevant. Luc called me back.

‘Elliot?’ he said. ‘You OK?’

‘It’s OK,’ I replied. ‘Just nerves, I think.’

Luc, his face, his words, all losing their meaning, smearing into blobs and drones. He looked around, then reached into his pullover and pulled out a hip flask.

‘For the party after. I stole it from my father. Here.’

He opened the flask and held it to my lips.

‘Take some. It’s brandy, good.’

I felt the liquor hit me — the first time I had tasted anything stronger than cider — and started to cough. Luc chuckled and slapped my back.

‘Better, right?’ he said.

I nodded.

‘Good, let’s go.’

We found our places at the desk, but Potter wasn’t there. Through the crowd of parents shuffling into the hall, we spotted him near the front office talking on a pay phone. He was talking animatedly into the handset, which he suddenly slammed down. He seemed distracted when he finally came to the desk, wreathed in his now familiar stench of cold air and Regals.

‘All right, boys,’ he muttered. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

We let him do his stuff, occasionally responding to his curt commands to hold this or press that. Mostly I spent the performance seeking out Becky, whose movements around the stage I had now memorised.

At the interval, Potter darted off and didn’t return until seconds before the second half. More Regals, gritted teeth, shaking hands.

During the final act, the light-headed feeling returned. The room was dark already, but the stage began to break apart before me. The heads of parents tried to drift away like balloons. I shook my head to regain control. I was barely aware of Potter pacing up and down behind the desk, rubbing his brow.

 Eventually he turned to us, just before the final scene:

‘Right, boys,’ he whispered in as relaxed and hip a way as his nervous, West Country accent would allow. ‘I’ve just got to shoot off for a bit.’

‘What?’ I heard Luc say. ‘But it is the final scene.’

‘You’ll be all right. You take the fade-out; Elliot can handle the fade-ins. Right, Elliot?’

I tried to disagree but was transfixed by the stage’s slow explosion before me. Whatever was behind was winning the fight and oozing through the cracks in my reality.

‘Good lad,’ said Potter. He gripped Luc’s tiny shoulders and bolted out the back door.

 At which point reality finally disappeared. At least, my own version of it did.

Music thumped from another room. It was dark and close and dangerous. I felt the presence of somebody else close to me, somebody who was taller, older, stronger.

I was being kissed.

It was not an enjoyable kiss. I don’t say that because I was being kissed by a man — I was female, I knew that by now. I felt the same physical shift I had felt with Miss Craven — the lighter arch to my back and shoulders, the faint gravity around my belly, precise and streamlined between my legs (surely, if anything proved the existence of the evolutionary machine in which homo sapiens was a work in progress, it was the lumbering cock and its two dumb balls) — except less so, as if I was not quite the woman Miss Craven had been. Not yet.

Sharp whiskers grazed my mouth and chin. I was trying to close my lips a little to prevent the darting, wet tongue of whoever this was from reaching the target of my tonsils. I think I wanted this in some way, perhaps some way which was rapidly agreeing with all the other ways in which I did not.

Sound came first, then sight, then touch, then finally the double shot of smell and taste together. This is how it had been before.

Muffled music, hot darkness, and the shadow of a face pressing against mine. I felt the whiskers and a rough hand moving down my young body. I smelled and tasted old cigarettes. 

Regal cigarettes, to be precise.

‘Come on, Becky,’ he said, his voice a lukewarm whisper, trying its best to find the intonation he had absorbed through Miami Vice or Magnum PI. ‘It’s all right, baby. It’s all right, you’re all right. Huungh.’

Potter’s hand slithered clumsily down my side. A finger caught in the knicker elastic beneath my leotard. I was trying to feel something, a spark of desire that I was sure I once had, but for the life of me could not rekindle. This is not how I imagined it would be. I tried a gasp, a twitch of my hips, tried to remember the moments I had caught Potter’s eye in the corridor, tried to remember what I had been feeling when I lay awake at night thinking about him, tried to remember what had made me wink at him, my tongue pushing strands of Juicy Fruit through my lips.

But it had all gone. I did not want this. I really did not want this.

Potter, however: very much in the other camp.

Panic flushed all counterfeit passion from my limbs, and I went rigid. My mouth clamped shut and I squealed.

‘What?’ said Potter. His hand tightened around my hip. ‘What’s up wi’ ya?’

‘I don’t want this,’ I said, clearly. ‘Stop.’

It wasn’t mumbled or half-said, as if I wasn’t sure. I delivered the fact straight into Potter’s face. I was proud of Becky when I remembered that later. 

Of course, it made Potter — whose loins had been preparing themselves for the joys of a sixteen-year-old girl for some time — mad. 

‘Please stop,’ I said again.

His face drew into an angry sneer.

‘Yyeeeewww feeeerkin’ prick tease.’

‘I just want to go back to the party, Rob.’

His hand travelled back up my side and squashed painfully against my left breast, kneading it like dough. I cried out.

‘Ow, Rob! No!’

His other hand forced my mouth shut.

Stop!

I tried to say the word. But he didn’t. Robert Potter did not stop until he was done.

I came to my senses as Becky Fisher closed her eyes against the pain of Potter’s first dry and shuddering thrust.

I left her with him.

There was silence in the gymnasium, apart from the gurgling noise from my throat like a drain emptying. The lights were down. Shadows were still on the stage, then moving one by one, craning their necks. The heads of parents, now firmly attached to their bodies, were turning in my direction. 

‘Elliot,’ whispered Luc. ‘What are you doing?’

I swallowed and choked on the saliva in my throat, then looked at Luc. He had pulled down his faders and was waiting for me to push mine up. I tried to move, but I felt tense and sluggish. Luc jumped across and shoved me out of the way, pushing the faders up. Music burst in, already midway through its introduction. The lights came up and I saw a hundred faces arranged in a palette of amusement, concern, disgust and everything in between. Some of the cast looked annoyed, but kept their smiles for the applause. Becky Fisher’s face was the worst to behold. It was nothing but apathy, a grin of scorn shared with the girl next to her.

What a weirdo.

Rob Potter arrived back, fretting.

‘What just happened?’ he said, as the parents cheered their offspring. He glared at me. For some reason I reached out for the faders, pulling one down a little from its maximum. He slapped it away.

‘Get your bleedin’ dirty hands off my rig, you,’ he said. 

‘It’s all right,’ said Luc. ‘I did it.’

‘Roight,’ said Potter, turning to Luc. ‘Roight, well done.’

The cast filed past. Some frowned at me and spat remarks I couldn’t properly hear above the sound of the audience leaving. Becky Fisher was near the back. She looked right through me, straight at Rob Potter, and winked.

We packed up Potter’s rig in silence. As my reality settled again, the memory of what I had just seen, heard and felt became more and more visceral. Anger overtook me. I shot Potter glares which he half-caught from the corner of his eye. I wanted him to see me, although I had no idea what I was planning to do to him. He was already the man and I was only just beginning to relinquish the boy.

But I knew I had to stop him. If there was one thing I could do, it was that. That’s what I believed, so that’s what I set out to do. 

Brave little Elliot. 
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The after-show party was at Mrs Daniels’ house. She had filled her kitchen table with paper cups and warm, weak cans of cider and lager, due to the fact that it was 1985.

Luc and I helped ourselves to a can and found a place to loiter in a dark corner of our teacher’s dining room. Nobody had mentioned my episode, although I saw a few of the teachers talking seriously behind their hands and nodding in my direction. Apart from a few strange looks, I was ignored by the rest of the cast, which suited me. I said nothing to Luc, and I could tell his embarrassment in my company was growing. I sat and waited, keeping quiet and scanning the room for Becky or Potter.

‘I’m going to the toilet,’ said Luc. He took his can and I knew he wasn’t planning on returning, so I got up and skulked through the party. Most of the younger members of the cast were sat on high-backed chairs around the walls. A group of second-years had changed Mrs Daniels’ LP of Broadway tunes for a David Bowie album to which they were dancing goofily in the dining room. Mrs Daniels weaved between them, twittering with a paper tray of vol-au-vents. She saw me and her face froze. She tried to smile.

‘Elliot, are you all right?’

‘Fine. Have you seen Becky?’

‘Becky?’ she said, twisting her pendant nervously. ‘Well, I don’t know. I think she’s in the hallway, dear. Elliot, is there anything you want to talk about? I’m always here, you know.’

‘I’m fine,’ I said, brushing past.

The hallway was crammed full of teachers and sixth-formers spreading up the stairs. I tried to push between them, accidentally nudging the elbow of my English teacher, Mr Gould.

‘Childs,’ he said, wiping a splash of white wine from his pullover.

‘Sorry, sir,’ I said, still craning my neck above the throng.

‘It’s all right. Er, well done. Good show. Bit of a mess-up at the end but no harm done.’

I had already pulled away from him, because there at the bottom of the stairs, standing with Egg and two other girls, still in her stage makeup and black costume, was Becky. My insides somersaulted. I was halfway through the crowd, still with no idea of what I was going to say, when Rob Potter’s face filled my view. He pushed me into a corner, out of sight, a cruel and nervous smile on his face.

‘You like a bit of that, do you?’ he said, nodding over his shoulder. ‘Like to get your nose up her skirt, eh? Like a dog?’

‘What?’ I said. ‘Get off me.’

‘Are you a dog, Childs? Are you, doggy?’ I felt his hot, heavy breath on my face. 

‘I don’t…I don’t…’

‘What’s that, doggy?’

Then he pressed both of his hands hard against the sides of my head and looked down into my eyes. He grinned, planted a rough kiss on my forehead, slapped my cheek and left.

I stood in fright and shame, watching him sidle through the hallway crowd, politely patting shoulders and giving winks and thumbs-up. Becky’s eyes flashed and her body seemed to dip a little as he approached. And then he was next to her, casual and friendly — he wasn’t stupid enough to touch or flirt in front of so many people, but I could tell that whatever he was saying was having its effect. She smiled and twirled a lock of glittered hair, then laughed with her mouth wide open, showing him her tongue. He leaned in and whispered something in her ear. I saw the merest hint of a nod up the stairs, at which point her laugh became something else entirely. She nodded back, full of confidence. Then he left her and made his way upstairs, weaving through teenagers hanging on bannisters and sprawled upon steps.

She followed soon after.

It is hard for me to describe that feeling, but I still feel it now. I could feel what it was like for her, that sense of freedom, of moving effortlessly into adulthood. She would find a room and go into it, entice him in and emerge from it a woman, glowing with pleasure and unaware of the crawling awkwardness of adolescence. Her path through puberty was clear and strong, pushing through the wall that separated the child from the adult with ease.

I was still on the other side of that wall. I felt heartbreak, shame and desire in one tangled mess of emotion.

This would have been all well and good — just another teenager witnessing the death of his hopeful lust at a party in which he did not belong. But, over it all, I also felt the certainty that what was going to happen in that room was not what she expected. I remember taking terrible comfort in this.

As she disappeared from view I felt the dizziness begin. I think I knew then what was about to happen to me, or who was about to happen to me. The feeling was too familiar by that point, its effects too inevitable. David Bowie juddered and caught in my ears. The words to ‘Heroes’, bursting with hope and possibility, now seemed like dull afterthoughts. 

‘We could be heroes!’

We could, but we probably won’t.

Faces and heads froze and flattened, as if the crowd were becoming cardboard cutouts. I seemed to float up the stairs. Mrs Daniels’ teacup wallpaper tore apart and a new reality tumbled through. Potter’s reality.

I heard my own footprints, boots on pavement. The bass thump of music played somewhere far away behind me. I heard my own breath and blood pumping fast, though I knew it was slowing down. It was dark. My hands were in my pockets. I pulled out a packet of cigarettes and lit one without stopping. The first drag seemed to calm me and I stopped. 

I was hot, burning, elated.

Sound. Sight. Feeling. Then smell and taste.

Not the smell of cigarettes. The smell of her. Juicy Fruit and cherry lipstick and something else, thick and deep.

I walked on, thinking.

Stupid little bitch. Why had she ruined that? It could have been so much easier. I was right to carry on. She wanted a man to teach her how it was done. She was scared — who wasn’t their first time — but that’s why he’d had to have a firm hand, keep her steady, keep her on the same page. Otherwise she would have bolted. I was right to keep going. She’d thank me later, that tight little…

‘Childs, get out of here.’

Potter’s voice was calm. My gurgling was no such thing.

I was standing in the doorway of a darkened bedroom, Potter facing me. Behind him, Becky stood in the shadows.

‘Jesus,’ muttered a voice behind me. 

I turned. A crowd surrounded me on the landing and down the staircase; pupils and teachers, horror, amusement or disgust on every face. I heard whispers, but I knew they weren’t coming from mouths. They rustled through each other like brittle strings, punctuated by the occasional louder word, barked or laughed — the thoughts of the crowd, every face that leered at me, all spoken at once.

Little pervert…bet he’s got a stiffy…weird look on his face…wait till this gets out…Rob Potter and Becky Fisher? Lucky…used to like him…he’ll be dead or locked up by twenty…

The feeling of a rough hand shook me. Rob Potter took the can of warm beer from my hand.

‘I think you’d better get home, Childs,’ he said. He led me down the stairs, past the sea of quiet faces, each one whispering its own thoughts — fucking pervert…filthy…animal…disgusting — and out through the front door. 

And I ran home, the feelings of both rapist and victim still raw in my mind, trapped and vying for freedom. And I cried. I cried for me, little Elliot, and for Becky and for everyone, even Rob Potter, whose fag smoke still clung to my tongue, and crying because I knew right there and then, that there would never be enough good in the world.

So yes, I lied — there was a moment. And it was only the first of many.

















SOMETHING WRONG WITH THE DAY
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Cornwall, 1940



BILLY WOKE AND SAT bolt upright in bed. Something was wrong. It wasn’t just the silence or the empty room. It wasn’t the unmade beds or the urgent voices in the distance. It was the air, the light, the day. Something was wrong with the day.

His thoughts travelled back to the evening before. His argument with James seemed somehow far away now, a strange conversation between two different boys. It was as if night was a hard dividing line that separated days into distant worlds, full of strangers.

He’s the enemy. Daddy would be furious.

What would you know about what Daddy thinks?

The cruelty of his own words stung him.

But then he had a thought. What would James know? How could he possibly know?

He sat still for a moment, breathing the cold air sweet with the smell of the farm. Then, reaching beneath the pillow, he found the letter. If anything could change his brother’s mind, it would be his own father’s words. Perhaps if he read them then he would understand. Perhaps he would no longer see Schmidt as the enemy. 

With a silent curse at his own selfishness, he jumped out of bed, dressed quickly, and dashed from the room. Down the stairs, across the yard and over the field to Potter’s Copse he ran, clutching the letter, full of hope. He knew where they would be. He always knew.

















THE KNOT
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Lasswick, Present Day



IT’S BARELY DAWN, AND a grey, salted drizzle floats in from the Atlantic as my father drives us down the narrow, winding road from the house. I sit in the back of his battered Citroën with Zoe and Morag, while Heathcliff gets the front seat. The storm has passed, but black shapes still heave out at sea. 

‘Where are we going?’ I ask as we reach the town. I scan the dark streets for a Bentley.

‘Watson’s, of course. The bookshop.’

We park at the harbour. The engine rattles to a stop and an eerie silence opens up, filled only by the knocks and clanks of tethered boats bobbing in the storm’s swell.

My father’s bookshop is a tall, thin building with a sagging thatched roof, slumbering against the Ship Inn pub like a drunk. My father peers inside, then unlocks the door and lets us in. He tries the light switch twice, to no avail.

‘Power cut,’ he says. ‘Storm, no doubt.’

He wanders through to a back room, returning with some matches and candles, one of which he lights. The room fills with a warm glow. Nothing has changed since I last set foot in here, thirty years ago. The walls are filled with shelves like rickety tenements strung together on uneven streets, each one crammed with books with no discernible relation to their neighbour. The ceiling is papered with maps that make no geographical sense. Oceans lap mountain ranges, cities lie within deserts. A stove dominates the centre, its chimney penetrating the ceiling at an odd angle, and a circle of dusty chairs surrounds it where customers can sit and read.

‘Books and books and books,’ whispers Morag, spinning around the stove.

‘Do you remember it?’ says my father. Morag’s face shines in the light of his candle.

‘Of course.’

My father appraises the room.

‘To be honest, this was really all just a front.’

A sweep of light from the harbour makes us freeze, and my father shields his candle.

‘Quiet,’ hisses Zoe, running to the door. She peers through the shutters. We hear an engine powering down with the tight squeal of brakes. It idles as a door clicks open.

‘Who is it?’ I say, joining Zoe at the door.

‘I can’t see.’

We hear footsteps on cobbles.

‘They’re coming this way.’

‘Get away from the door!’ says my father. ‘We can leave through back.’

‘Wait — ‘

‘Elliot.’

There’s a chink of glass from a few doors down. The footsteps return the way they came, a jaunty whistle joining them.

‘It’s just the milkman.’

The van pulls off, our shoulders sag, and my father uncups his flame.

‘Don’t know why we don’t get the bloody electric floats anymore. Damn racket.’

He shakes his head and turns to William.

‘You may have to stay down here, my friend. All right? Keep a lookout for us.’

William nods, pats my father’s shoulder, and takes a seat by the empty stove.

‘You three,’ says my father. ‘Come with me.’

He leads us past the counter and up some crooked stairs to the top floor. It’s darker up here, and we stop on the landing. He picks up a stick and, holding the candle above his head, bangs it against the ceiling. There’s a shower of dust, followed by a rattle, and a portion of the ceiling falls away to reveal a ladder, which he pulls down.

‘Careful,’ he says, climbing. 

We follow him up into an attic. The space seems to defy physics, spreading out much farther than the size of the shop would seem to allow. My father lights more candles and spreads them out around the room.

‘We bought the attic above the Ship,’ he says. ‘Knocked it through. We needed the space, as you can see.’

Within the eaves have been built shelves and cupboards of all sizes and shapes, hammered together, extended and expanded over the years like an ancient tree of nooks. The floor is carpeted red, with a column of brick through which the chimney is fed.

At first the shelves appear to be bric-a-brac, but on closer inspection we see tins, boxes, books, baskets and chests. There are photographs too, in frames. Each seems to be standing by a box of some kind, as if they are related, like pictures of the dead by their coffins.

‘What is all this?’ I ask.

‘Memories. Other lives.’

‘This is what you collected?’

‘Yes. This is our life’s work. Everything here was collected and collated through research and correspondence. And quite a bit of travel as well, if you remember.’

‘All your trips. I always wondered where you went.’

He turns to me, a look of regret suddenly crossing his face.

‘Yes. Yes, I was away a lot. I know. But you don’t understand how many of these things we uncovered once your mother got going. We found stories from all over the world — Japan, Alaska, Africa, Russia, Thailand, Croatia…One led to another, and another, and another. It was like a landslide.’

He walks to a long strip of oak.

‘Each of these boxes contains a single person’s memories of their other lives. Some only have one, some two or three, others…’

He looks down at an iron-bound trunk at his feet. ‘Others have many more.’

‘How did you find them?’

‘Your mother had a knack for it. When she found something that interested her, like a photograph which looked out of place, or an article that didn’t make sense, she pursued it until she had found out everything she could about it. She wrote letters, telephoned — this was all before the internet of course — and most of the time she found nothing. But on some occasions, she would find somebody. And these people, just like you, had memories they could not explain.’

‘And they had written them all down?’

‘Yes, without fail. They were lonely, these people. They found it hard to connect to others, because they carried a truth they knew would not be accepted. And yet still they felt they needed to speak it, somehow, to someone.’

Morag turns to me with a friendly smile.

‘Perhaps that’s why you got into television, Elliot.’

Zoe and I exchange a look — the first since the night before.

‘Stanley’s box,’ she says. I nod and reach into my jacket.

‘What’s this?’ says my father.

‘From the boy in the photograph.’

A look of delight crosses his face.

‘You found him?’

‘His daughter.’

He clutches the box for a second, like an unopened present. Then he takes it to a shelf and places it beside a tall wooden crate. He pats it once, and turns back to us, hands in his pockets, bobbing with a satisfied smile.

‘Now then, you remember our friends in Peru?’

‘The tribe?’

Yes, well we discovered that they were actually a particularly prolonged and intense example of something relatively common in the world of Gleaners. A Knot.’

‘You mentioned that word yesterday,’ says Zoe.

‘Yes, probably when I was getting ahead of myself. Well, one night, long after she returned and I felt the time was right, I asked her what had happened up in those mountains, and she told me.’

Morag has been running her fingers over the beams and shelves.

‘Lucy made good friends with one of the tribe,’ she says. ‘A young woman of her own age. They used to take evening walks by a small lake near the village, and one time she asked her, “how do you live the way you live, with no conflict?” Her friend’s answer was simple.’

Morag turns to us with a smile.

‘“Because we remember each other.” She explained that, for as long as the tribe could remember, they had each been able to remember each other’s lives, the same way we can, except with them it was permanent and constant. Every single one of them, old or young, knew the lives of the others, and this continued, generation after generation, life after life. They had long ago started to believe that they shared the same soul, that they were nothing more than the same being, spread between bodies and recycled within the confines of their existence. To them, living in such isolation and in such relatively small numbers, it was perfectly normal and pleasant. There was no concept of self, of I or You or We. Just One. They looked after each other, because to do otherwise was tantamount to suicide.’

She looks at me, eyes twinkling in the candlelight.

‘Does that sound “impractical”, Elliot?’ 

I ignore the quip and turn to my father.

‘And you found more of these Knots?’

‘Yes, a great many, and I believe you’re one of them.’

‘Why?’

‘You and Zoe remember two other lives — the boys Rupert and James, who knew each other, and who knew’ — he points at Morag — ‘Lucy, my wife and your mother, remembered by Morag. And our old friend William, a Gleaner like you, was there with all three of you at the same time and the same place in your other lives.’

He takes a long breath.

‘And you’re all here together now. Do I have that right?’

We nod, uncertainly.

‘Good. So, quite a few coincidences there, wouldn’t you say? How did Morag find William, how did William find you, how did you find each other — all seemingly without effort?’

‘It’s too much to be a coincidence,’ says Zoe.

‘Exactly,’ says my father, wagging his finger. ‘Exactly.’

‘So how?’

‘The tribe told of an ancient tragedy,’ says Morag. ‘At least, to them it was ancient — a few hundred years ago perhaps. The story went that a fire grew out of control and swept through the village, killing a father and his daughter who were trapped in a fallen hut. They believed that’s where the Knot began.’

‘A tragedy,’ says my father. ‘A particular event in a single series of lives that remains unresolved. Think of the way a victim of trauma experiences recurring dreams, their mind’s only way of attempting to resolve the mess. It’s the same thing — life after life, a single soul conglomerating in a single group.’

‘You’re saying that’s what we are?’ I say. ‘A single soul?’

‘But we were all born far apart,’ says Zoe, ‘and we remember different lives. That’s not the same as the tribe.’

‘No, not quite, but it can take some generations for the Knot to pull together, so to speak. At the time of the fire, the tribe would probably have still been in communication with others around them. People would have come and gone; the threads would have taken a while to tighten, so to speak.’

‘By forces beyond their ken,’ says Morag, looking at me.

My father looks nervously about. ‘You know, there were stories about Lucy’s farm, something that happened, a cover-up. Lucy could never properly remember what had happened. She was too young, you see – ’

He breaks off suddenly and directs his gaze to a shelf on the far wall, to which he strides. Rummaging through it he pulls out an old book, falling apart at the seams, with yellowing pages sticking out at odd angles.

‘Here, look at this.’ He brings the book across and motions to some old armchairs. ‘Sit, sit.’ 

He takes the seat between us.

‘What is it?’ I say.

‘This is another old example of a Knot. Let’s see now…’

He leafs through the pages.

‘Dum de dum de dum blah blah blah oh yes, here we are: I, Frederick Archibald Grey of Fenstone Passage, Blackfriars, on this day of 15th December 1832 do declare the following to be the truth and nothing but that. As a man of few means I have little to gain other than the hopeful expungement of thoughts and memories that have plagued my dreams for…Crikey…he goes on a bit here, mind you they all did back then…’

He skips a few pages.

‘Right, yes, down to the nitty gritty. On 2nd June last year, as I was cleaning my rifle — he was a hunter, I believe — I became aware of a shadow darkening my doorstep and when I looked up, there I beheld a woman of some forty or forty-five years of age, dressed in a habit as wear the nuns of the chapel, but stripped to ribbons, and she had a most ugly countenance and the odour of fish and fuckhouses…good grief…I called at her to depart and leave the air fresher and the step brighter for me to continue my work, but she would not.

‘“I believe I know you,” she said. And I replied “You do not, old hag, now let me to my work.” But she persisted in her position, and most discomforted was I for this to happen, for she sent me rare chills.

‘“I do know you,” she went on. “I am certain of it, sir.”

‘I stood up then, ready to push her in the belly with the butt of my rifle for such impertinence, but as I did stand, the sun, which I forget to mention was very bright that day, did dip behind a building and her face became clearer. As it did, I found I could not stand, because at that moment I did see that I too knew her, but from where or when I could not tell. I do not take drink, nor am I a forgetful man, despite not being highly educated, and I do not forget faces. But for the devil I could not tell you where this face had placed in my history, though very well I knew it belonged there.

‘I suddenly felt a great affinity to her and I dropped my rifle to the ground, and she led me away by the hand to a small meadow not far from the street, where we sat and we talked in quiet voices about how we might know each other.

‘As we talked I became aware of a most unusual feeling occurring within. I felt as if I were having memories which did not belong to me. All of a sudden I saw this woman in my mind’s eye, having taken another form. Everything about her was different. Her face was fair and pleasing. Her hair was long and soft and smelled of such beautiful things I cannot describe. And her clothes were few, but colourful and sheer, like a princess, although I could see the flesh of her legs almost to their tops. And she wore strange spectacles that were as black as stone. And we were in a carriage of metal and glass that shone and sped across a country I have never seen at such colossal speeds that I felt dizzy. And she was laughing at me, and I knew that we were lovers. And then, in a little looking glass that hung from the ceiling of the carriage, I saw myself. And I was changed too. But I knew that I was me, and that she was her, and no doubt about it. And from behind me then I heard a little voice. And I looked and saw a little girl of five or six, and she was strapped to a seat with black flat rope, but not in dismay, and I have never felt such happiness. 

‘All at once, I felt this memory retreat and the real world of the meadow and this woman filled out again, t’were like sand from a glass bulb pouring into me. And this woman, whose name were Magda, was howling and shrieking with misery, for what neither I nor her could fathom…

‘Goodness, our friend Mr Grey does go on. Let’s see, he says they consoled each other most gratifyingly…not sure what that means…and then spent some days after in his chambers experiencing strange dreams and visions. After a week, here, he says, We emerged from the gloom and were soon overcome by the strange belief that we could see as others, be as others, think as others.’

My father turns to me.

‘Sound familiar? Then, see, he says, Magda one day drew a mark on her hand, a large “M” in great arches of yellow. When she showed me, I became convinced of something and we set out, without a word of consultation, on a trek to the north of England. We had no horse and it was very cold, but I had my gun and knew my way around the forests, so we kept as warm as we could, using each other for comfort as well, for we were by then most in love…Ah, isn’t that sweet? Then in Northumbria we found the place we knew we had been headed, although neither of us could remember having been there in these bodies. And t’were not long afore we found the woman. She was old, at least sixty years. And she looked at us strangely, and then saw the mark on Magda’s hand, and said strange words that we all understood, and we knew that we had found our child.

‘At once we felt bound and united, but t’were not long afore the visions of other folks’ lives became too much to bear. We tried to escape from each other, but it was no good. Eventually the old woman went running into the market square, pulling out her hair and throwing herself straight beneath the hooves of a galloping horse and was killed.

‘He goes on to say that he and this Magda woman — his sweetheart from another life — could not shake what he calls the “curse of otherness”, and took refuge in an abandoned church for many nights, thinking they would die there. But then, one night, he awoke from the most terrifying dream. He was back in the speeding carriage, smiling at his lover and the young girl in the back. When he turned back to the road he saw a huge effigy of the “M” on Magda’s hand swooping past on the roadside. His child called out “Nuggets!” but before he could speak, the woman screamed, and he saw another carriage speeding towards them, just as fast and just as perilously, and he knew that they were done.

‘He woke Magda and told her the dream, and they both knew that it was what had happened. He says that in that instant he felt the visions settle, and although he was upset, he was overcome with relief. He and Magda took one last look at each other and parted company, never to see one another again.’

He shuts the book.

‘A Knot, you see? A small group of individuals who have experienced some traumatic event — in this case a car crash that killed a young family — and find each other again. They become stuck together, like magnets, and a kind of feedback occurs that becomes unbearable.’

‘So you’re saying that we were part of some traumatic event in this other life?’ says Zoe.

‘Almost certainly,’ says my father. ‘That’s why you’re here now. And if you want to regain control of your gift visions, then you have to remember what happened.’

I shake my head.

‘I can’t. All I have are flashes, feelings. They’re vivid, but not quite concrete.’

‘Mine too,’ says Zoe.

‘Rupert would have been a teenager when this happened. It was only a few years before he was killed in the war, barely a man. But think — can you remember the farm?’

Zoe studies the floorboards.

‘I remember the smell of it, the chicken shed, his mother’s bread.’ Her expression falls. ‘His father.’

My father makes a grumbling sound and nods gravely.

‘I remember my father-in-law. Mr Sutton was an old man when I met him and not long for the Earth. He had very few words for me. He was a cold man. A hard man.’ His eyes meet Zoe’s. ‘Cruel, some might say.’ 

He turns to me.

‘Elliot. Do you remember the farm? Schmidt?’

I try, but it’s hard, like looking through gauze.

‘We were far from home. I was angry, scared, and lonely. Schmidt frightened me; he made everything worse. But I can’t…’

‘I’ve found it.’

Morag’s voice is measured and firm. She is standing by a section of shelf in one corner, looking down at a tin in her hands.

‘I’d forgotten until we came here,’ says Morag. ‘I think it’s what William was looking for. He gave it to her when he was here, and she hid it when he left.’

There’s a thumping sound from downstairs. Our necks stiffen. Silence. We strain to hear. We clamber down from the attic, passing the candle between us, and take the creaking stairs back to the shop. The room is now bathed in watery dawn light, muted by cloud. William is searching the shelves.

‘William,’ says Morag, carefully. He turns and, seeing the tin in her hands, releases a long, slow breath like a train disappearing into a tunnel. She hands it to him, and we watch him turn it in the grey light.

‘What is it?’ I say.

‘Schmidt’s memories.’

William suddenly snatches the tin to his chest and looks around the room with a hunted look, shoulders rising and falling with rapid breaths. His eyes land on me, and for a moment his mouth claws for words. But then it shuts, and he turns, and makes for the door.

















MEMORY
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WE RUN TO THE window. 

Zoe cries, ‘William!’

He is crossing the harbour, pulling his cloak to protect him from the sea’s sodden blasts.

‘Where’s he going?’ says my father.

‘I don’t know, but he’s not safe,’ says Zoe. ‘Come on.’

Onto the harbour, we’re suddenly exposed in the empty space; there is still nobody around, but curtains are open and there is the sound of traffic from the roads behind.

‘William, come back!’ I shout into the wind.

Morag runs ahead, and catching him up, she touches his elbow. He stops and turns. Her lips move and he watches them, intently, crawling inside each word as the wind makes long tendrils of his hair.

He turns his head in my direction, blinking away the salt air. Then he gives Morag one more look and walks on. Morag lets his elbow slip from her hand and watches him leave.

‘We have to follow him,’ she calls back to us.

‘Where?’ I say. The wind is whipping up in brisk howls, swatting away our words.

Morag shakes her head and sets off after him, down the stone steps at the harbour’s north end.

‘He’s heading for the crags,’ says my father. 

‘I don’t like this,’ says Zoe, looking behind her. 

‘The crags are protected from the road,’ says my father. ‘The only way is from the harbour. I’ll stay here and keep a lookout from the back of the shop. Do you have a mobile phone, Elliot?’

‘No.’

‘Mine’s in the car,’ says Zoe.

‘Take mine.’

My father hands me an old Motorola.

‘I’ll call it from the shop if I see anything suspicious. Go.’

We take the steps down to the weed-strewn beach. The sand rises to our right, pushed into snaking dune summits and swept away into fierce clouds. We follow William. He is moving like I have never seen him move, and we have to skip and jog to catch up. His eyes are trained on the far end of the cove, where the rocks are piled at the base of the headland. Even his back seems straighter.

‘I know this place,’ says Zoe. Her eyes are everywhere, taking in the gull-scattered sky, foaming surf and rough-hewn boulders as if they have been thrown from a dream.

‘I do too.’

I have walked this beach countless times as a boy, but my own childhood is not where the memories are calling from now. My eyes travel to Morag’s footprints. For a moment the world is swept away and I see the same footprints, but smaller; the same sand, but yellower. The day is cold, the sky is blue and bright, and I am running, running after her, two others by my side, laughing…

‘What’s wrong?’

The world of darker hues and older bodies imposes itself once again. I find myself standing with Zoe, looking down at the wet sand.

‘Nothing. Keep going.’

William has arrived at the rocks. With surprising agility he scales the boulders, cloak flapping in the wind like a fleeing highwayman. Morag follows, then Zoe, then…

…My hand touches the black rock. It’s a rock I have touched a hundred times in my youth. But this time it sends a jolt up my arm. The world judders and once again I am back in that place. I look down and see my arm, tanned and skinny, the limb of a boy. My white shirt flutters in the breeze, and I hear my name called from above. A different name.

‘Come on, James, I’ll help you up.’

I squint up at the towering silhouette of the boy on the rocks. Rupert. A strong arm reaches down. I don’t want to take it; I want to prove myself to him.

‘James, take my hand.’

‘Elliot.’

The world transitions. A blue afterimage hangs in the grey sky, wavering and disappearing as my eyes readjust. Zoe’s hand is there.

‘It’s slippy,’ she says. ‘Let me help.’

She pulls me up. At the top, I don’t let go. 

‘Are you getting this too?’ I say.

She nods. The rain and sea spray wash over our faces. The wind sends buffets to blow us from the rocks.

‘He’s still moving,’ she says, holding my hand tight.

‘No, he’s already here.’

I nod ahead to the entrance of the cave on the other side, where Morag and William are standing. We pick our way down the rocks and scale the pebbled slope beyond, and I feel myself falling, almost there, almost…

…The sun is back and I’m looking down at a little girl pointing her camera up at me. She’s wobbling in the sand, trying to get a steady shot. I hear a boy’s voice, Rupert’s.

‘Lucy, put that thing down.’

He makes a grasp for the camera, but Lucy snatches it away, giggling. I feel myself speaking.

‘You should let her play, Rupert, she’s not doing any harm.’

‘James, look!’

I look up and there he is, the young boy bounding up the rocks inside the cave. 

‘There’s a tree through the rock. It must be the roots, James! Have you ever seen such a thing?’

I feel a swell of concern. He’s too high, he might…

The world flashes to a grey, cold version of itself. William is standing on the ledge, beside the tree looking down; then I’m back, back on that sunny day, now with my brother looking down. Rupert is climbing too.

‘Billy, be careful!’

Morag is still ahead, watching me, willing me on. I walk past her, after Zoe, take the steep slope, and…

…We’re there, the four of us, in the cool shadows of the cave with the Atlantic’s huge tongue lapping behind. Rupert is carving something with his knife.

With a tremendous wash of surf, I’m back with Zoe, Morag and William surrounding the tree roots. In one hand, William holds two pieces of paper from Schmidt’s tin, which lies open on the rock. His other hand rests upon the wood, and when he moves it I see the mark. It’s been there all my life, but I’ve never noticed it before. I trace my finger around the initials. 

WC, JC, LS, RS.

The drip, drip of memories bursts into a flood, and my mind is filled with the life of James Cooper, a young boy in a different time with a brother to look after.

Billy. William, this ragged man, my brother from another life who grew up and lived through a century hoping to find me. A young boy in a war who remembered so many other lives that he could not keep them inside.

‘Billy.’

His face floods at the sound of his name, and I can see the years of frustration fall away, drifting from him like a soul released. He nods and smiles, and I remember the smile so well that it hurts. And my face crumples, and tears leave my eyes, and I lower my head to his, and he does the same, and for a long time we stand there with our foreheads touching and our eyes closed. And though he does not say a word, all I can hear is his voice, saying Sorry, sorry, I’m sorry as he gives me the papers he is holding. 

One is a sketch, the other a letter.

And we remember.




















COVER YOUR EARS
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Cornwall, 1940



LUCY KNEW THE PATH through the forest very well by now, but the snow made it more difficult to spot the natural landmarks they used to navigate. Just when she was beginning to think that she might be lost, she spotted a robin sitting on a clump of snow halfway up a small tree. She gazed up at it. It turned its head this way and that, making little robin twitches. She thought she could make out the tiny tremor of its heart ruffling its red feathers. Then it sprang into the air and fluttered off, knocking off a good portion of snow from its perch.

She smiled as she saw the signpost to the crags. It meant she was very close to Schmidt.

‘Thank you, Mr Robin,’ she said. The sound of her own voice in the silent wood sent a shiver of excitement through her.

She soon found the bramble bush — now so bloated with snow that it looked like a Victorian wedding dress around the tree stump — and pushed her way through. There she found Schmidt asleep, looking quite peaceful. The snow-covered bramble bush had made an igloo around him. The light inside was dark and blue, and it felt warmer than outside. She stood over him, watching him in sleep and wondering what he was dreaming.

Then she raised her camera and held him, captured in the tiny frame. She waited for her breathing to still and the picture to steady. Then…click, and she lowered the camera.

‘Wake up,’ she said. ‘I have carrot tops.’

Schmidt opened his eyes and looked up at her, the machinery of his brain clicking into place. Eventually he rolled onto his back. Lucy took a breath, but stole herself against the fright. His eyes were sunken, and the skin of his cheeks was drawn tight over the bones of his face. His forehead was pale and cracked, like his lips.

‘Lucy,’ he said, voice dry as dust. ‘Good morning, my princess.’

He eased himself up on his elbows and looked around.

‘Snow,’ he said. He picked up a handful of snow from the ground and held it out to her. ‘Snow, Schnee?’

Lucy nodded with excitement and knelt down. She pulled the meagre offerings from her bag and handed him three carrot tops.

‘For soup,’ she said. She mimed a bowl and spoon, then rubbed her tummy. ‘Mmmm.’

Schmidt smiled. He inspected the pale, orange stub and took a nibble.

‘Mmmm,’ he said, rubbing the expanse of parachute above his own stomach. He coughed and lay his head against the tree. Lucy sat back in the snow and brought her knees up to her chin.

‘Lucy,’ said Schmidt, shaking his head. ‘Lucy, Lucy, Lucy…’

He pointed outside of the bush.

‘Rupert…’ he said, pointing outside of the bush. ‘Is Rupert outside?’

Lucy shook her head and placed her hands flat together against her ear, miming sleep.

Schmidt frowned.

‘I remember. And James? Billy?’

‘What do you mean, you remember?’ 

‘They will come. They will come, Lucy.’

He looked away.

‘How did he know?’ said Lucy. The words were small and cold.

‘Who?’

‘Billy. How did he know you were here?’

Schmidt smiled.

‘Because he remembered too.’

‘But I don’t understand. He’s just a boy. What could he remember?’

‘He remembers being me. He doesn’t really understand yet, but he will. And do you want to know something else?’

Lucy nodded.

‘I can remember things too.’

‘What things?’

‘Endless things. I remember this day, but as somebody else.’

Lucy hid her smirk behind the sleeve of her jumper.

‘That’s silly,’ she said.

‘I know it sounds that way, but —’

He stopped, blinked and looked out of the shelter.

‘I’ll prove it,’ he said. ‘Wait, listen carefully. Do you hear anything?’

Lucy held her breath and raised her face to the tree canopy. The forest was the quietest thing in the world. All she could hear was her own heartbeat, melting dew and the creak of wood and snow.

She shook her head. Schmidt’s eyes widened.

‘Cover your ears, Lucy,’ he said. ‘Something’s about to happen.’

Lucy frowned, but before she could protest an enormous thundering sound exploded from the forest behind them. She shrieked and covered her ears, turning just in time to see a brown blur of hooves and hide galloping past. She watched it clear a fallen tree, landing lightly, dancing left and right before disappearing into the darkness of the forest until all she could see was a white tail twitching.

Lucy got to her feet, fast breaths fogging the air.

‘A deer! But how did you know?’

‘Because I remember.’

‘I still don’t understand.’

‘I know, but you will.’

Schmidt’s smile vanished, and for one terrible moment Lucy thought it might have taken him with it. But then he coughed and stirred.

‘Lucy, please, I think a very bad thing is about to happen. You should leave me.’

Lucy shook her head furiously and stood up.

‘No, we’re looking after you. James doesn’t want to, but I think we should. What bad thing? What’s going to happen?’

‘That I can’t remember, Lucy. I can’t, but…James.’ 

He closed his eyes on the name, face trembling with urgency.

‘Please, Lucy, try to understand, you need to leave.’

Lucy took a step towards him.

‘No. I’m not leaving you.’

There came noises from the forest — branches snapping and Lucy’s name echoing in her father’s voice.

‘Daddy!’ she gasped.

‘Go, Lucy!’

‘No, I shan’t!’

Two more steps and she was by his side. Schmidt tried to push himself up the tree, away from the girl.

Her father’s voice was louder now, and she heard Rupert’s too beneath it. They were near the bush. She bent down and leaned towards his face. He smelled of things dying, but she closed her eyes against it and put her arms around him.

‘Lucy, please, you must not…’

‘Lucy!’

Her father’s voice was near, pushing through the brambles behind them. Schmidt tried to push Lucy away, but her hands were clasped tightly around his neck, and he was weak.

Mr Sutton burst into the clearing, sending a shower of snow falling around them. He stopped in his tracks and took in the scene — the parachute, the uniform, his daughter in the clutches of an enemy soldier. With a burst of effort, Schmidt managed to tear Lucy’s hands from his neck, and Lucy staggered back. Rupert grabbed her and pulled her away.

‘Da, wait,’ said Rupert.

‘Mr Sutton, please,’ said James.

‘Stand back,’ warned Mr Sutton as he raised his gun. James edged away towards the clearing.

‘Daddy, no!’ cried Lucy, squirming in Rupert’s grip.

Just then Billy burst in through the brambles holding up his father’s letter.

‘James! James, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I have something for you to read, please, I—’

He stopped and looked around the clearing, his eyes finally landing on Mr Sutton’s shotgun.

‘Mr Sutton. What are you doing?’

‘I said stand back,’ said Mr Sutton.

‘No!’

Without thinking, Billy stepped forwards and put one hand on the barrel of the gun. At his touch Mr Sutton jumped in fury, pulling the barrel high out of his reach. With a roar he shoved the boy sprawling into a tangle of bramble branches.

Still James found himself backing away, even as his brother lay struggling in the thorny bush.

Mr Sutton cocked his gun. Time seemed to slow as he raised it, and the pale, wounded man turned his face to James, mouthing his name with a smile.

But the smile faded as he noticed a movement. James noticed it too. Billy was on his feet, legs shaking, eyes on the barrel. Schmidt raised a shaking hand.

‘Nein!’

But Billy had already sprung forwards onto the parachute. 

James’ mind seemed to empty. All he could see was the space between him and his brother, opening up as the gun barrel swung. It was a horrendous space, far too wide and dreadful a distance for a boy to be from his younger brother.

He was supposed to be looking after him.

Clear of thought, he leaped. He leaped with every muscle in his body stretching for his brother, and as that dreadful space between them closed, the shot rang out, deafening everyone in the clearing, and killing James and killing Schmidt, and leaving young Billy screaming, and Lucy standing, arms out, frozen in time and looking at a crumpled letter buried in the reddening snow.




















MR COOPER'S LETTER
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Lasswick, Present Day



MY DEAR BOYS,

I have never been very good with words, but this is one of those times when they are important, so I have to try hard.

The world is full of words and ideas. Some are good, some are bad. I can tell you now, boys, I have had some bad ideas in my time — extremely bad, proper stinkers — but I have had some good ones too. Like marrying your mummy, there, now that was a good idea. And having you two as my sons. Fantastic ideas. The best, in my opinion. 

I met your mummy one spring morning in Camberwell Market. She was carrying apples up the street, but there were too many in her basket and they kept spilling on the floor, and every time she picked them up, more kept falling out. A few people were laughing at her, and I thought — that’s not right, I’ll help her.

I couldn’t see her face because she was so busy with her apples, but when I’d got them all back in her basket for her, we stood up and faced each other and she said ‘Thank you, Mister.’ 

I hope you don’t mind if I say that it was what you might call a ‘moment’. A breeze blew by us, ruffling her curls and making ripples on a puddle at our feet, and the light from it shone on her face, making bright ripples like waves on a beach. She was only 19. I was struck dumb, to be honest, boys. 

You should learn to watch out for those moments. They are important.

Anyway, there I was looking at this beautiful girl, and I just didn’t know what to say. So I bought one of her apples. She found the best one for me — right big and shiny, red on one side green on the other. I turned it in the sun and then, suddenly, I had a good idea.

I thought: If this apple tastes as good as it looks, then I’ll ask her out dancing. I have no clue where that idea came from boys, I really don’t. Sometimes the best ones just jump out at you. 

Anyway, I took a bite and what do you think? Was it tasty? It was. It was the tastiest apple I had ever eaten. So I asked her out, and she said yes, and later we got married. Good ideas, see? They jump out at you — you should learn to watch out for them too.

But there’s bad ideas too. And right now there are some men in the world who are having them. Their ideas are about how some people are worth less than others, and that the strongest of us should rise above the rest, and if you’re not strong enough to rise then, well, then you’re not fit to be in the world at all.

But you and I know that they’re wrong, don’t we, boys? They’re wrong. It’s up to the strong to look after the weak. So that’s why we have to stop these men. That’s why we have to fight. That’s why I’m leaving you for a little while.

Now, I can’t tell you for sure whether everything about this war is a good idea or not. All I can say is that I’m going to do my best to look after myself and my friends, which is what I’m going to ask you to do as well.

Look after yourself, look after each other and look after your mum while I’m gone. And more than that, look after everyone you meet, whether you think they’re good or bad. Because it doesn’t matter what some people say — you cannot just look after yourself. That’s not how it works.

You’re going to have a lot of ideas yourself in your lives, and I suppose what I’m trying to say is that you need to know which ones are good and which ones are bad. I believe strongly that it comes down to one simple thing — good ideas come from thinking about other people. Bad ideas come from thinking about yourself.

The truth is, I’m a bit scared, boys. But being scared shouldn’t stop you from doing the right thing. Being scared shouldn’t stop you from listening to the good ideas. That’s where being brave comes from.

So don’t waste time on yourselves, my boys. Think about other people. Look for the good in them, and try to understand the bad. 

And above all, my darlings, be kind. You must always be kind.

Love from Daddy.














MISSED CALLS
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I STARE AT THE words, my hands shaking. 

‘This was meant for me. For James.’

I look up at William. His face is turned to the sea.

‘But he never read it. He was killed.’

‘Shot,’ says Zoe, looking at Morag. ‘By their father.’

‘It was an accident,’ says Morag.

‘That must have been what your father was talking about, the stories about the cover-up in the village.’

‘So that’s what William’s been trying to do all this time. Find me and give me this letter?’

‘It ate him up,’ says Morag. ‘Along with everything else.’

A blast of wind lifts a stack of papers from Schmidt’s tin. Morag jumps to catch them, but William stops her with a grunt and an outstretched hand. He waves them off, as if they are of no consequence, and they flutter away in the surf. One by one they land in the water and slowly carry away with the tide. Each one is a face sketched in pencil. The features melt as they soak into the sea.

I look down at the second sheet. It is of a face too, faded, rough, yet undeniable. I pass it to Zoe. 

‘It’s you,’ she says. ‘How did he know Stanley Mordant’s picture would be your trigger?’

‘Because James saw it once, and he was afraid. I remember. He was afraid because he saw something in it too.’

We sit for a while in the cave, sheltering from the storm. None of us says a word.

‘We should head back,’ says Zoe at last.

We leave the cave, scale the rocks and traipse back along the beach. As we reach the steps to the harbour, something makes me reach for my father’s phone. I open the lid and my heart flips. The screen reads three missed calls from the shop.

‘Shit.’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘It was on silent. He’s tried to call.’ 

We race up the steps.

‘Stay with William,’ I shout to Morag as we cross the harbour. My heart dives as we reach the shop door and see the black wing of a Bentley poking from around the corner. I peer through the mottled glass. There’s nobody inside. The earpiece of my father’s telephone hangs by its cord.

Time moves slowly. I open the door and let it shut as gently as I can. Zoe is behind me as we stand, listening. The only sound is the repeated three-beep arpeggio from the slowly spinning telephone. 

We walk a few paces and pause at the stove, and for a pleasant moment I imagine my father entering the door behind us with supplies from the local shop. But then we hear it: a thud from upstairs followed by my father’s pained grunt. Then another, and muffled voices. Zoe grips my arm. 

I lift a brass poke from the fireplace and we creep to the staircase. The creaks don’t matter because by now the sound of whatever is happening to my father is too loud. I stop at the bottom of the ladder to the attic, looking up. Shadows swing in the candlelight, fast-moving and precise. My father cries out as another blow is dealt. He spits and growls, but he doesn’t whimper. I am painfully proud of him. 

I begin the climb. The ladder is solid and makes no noise. I stop as my head reaches the hole, steel myself and look inside. There, bound to a chair, is my father. One of his eyes is fat and bleeding, and more blood streams from his nose and mouth. He looks up at the tall, hawkish man above him: Hunt’s man, sent to kill me.

He raises his arm again, but I launch myself into the room with a roar. Halfway across I stumble, but I find my feet, swing the poker and bring it down against the side of the man’s head. He crashes against the shelves behind him, sending the books and boxes tumbling.

‘Elliot!’ my father cries.

I turn and swing again, but the man ducks and my blow becomes a harmless swipe. A gold tooth glints from his grin as he steadies himself to launch for me, but before he can, Zoe is there with a coal shovel, which she has slammed into his face. He stumbles back, dazed and staring at Zoe in surprise. He explores his mouth, sees blood on his fingers, and his surprise turns to rage. 

I raise my poker again, but I’m too slow and he slams me with a left hook that sends me flying against the chimney.

I’m deaf. My eyes can’t focus. Somewhere I can hear my father’s voice, and I look up at a room that’s struggling to make sense of itself. Through the shifting colours, I see a pistol pulled from a jacket by a long, sinewy hand.

‘Zoe,’ I say. ‘Run.’

She drops the shovel and runs for the ladder. 

 I try to pull my senses together. Sight, that’s all I need, sight; the rest can wait. The corners and walls begin to come together into some kind of focus, and apparently my hand is reaching for the dropped poker. I take a breath and heave my body upwards. Everything is slow. I’m on my knees as he approaches, raising the gun and pulling back the slide; then I’m crawling; then somehow I’m up on my feet; and I’m jumping, lashing the poker at his face. It connects, just — not enough to hurt him, but enough to knock him off balance. He staggers back and stops, facing me, eyes wide, feet balancing on the edge of the attic door, arms out. He gives little adjusting jerks of his abdomen, bending forwards, then back, focussing on me, willing himself to stay in the room. His arms flail, but there’s nothing to hold onto, and finally gravity sends him falling backwards. His head crashes against the wood; then there’s a second of silence and a heavy thump as he hits the landing. Then nothing.

I look down through the attic door. He is lying on the landing carpet, arms outstretched, gun still in his hand, eyes closed. There is blood on his brow. I stand and take a breath, and I’m just about to turn to check on my father when the eyes beneath me open. In a flash he raises the pistol and I reel back just as he fires it up through the hatch. 

The sound of fumbles and thumps follows the shot, and I imagine him on his feet, scrabbling back up the ladder, but the sound disappears down the stairs below. He’s gone after Zoe.

‘Go!’ shouts my father, already up on his feet. ‘Go after her!’

Before I know it I’m outside on the harbour. The cold wind stings the side of my face, and there’s whistling in my ears. There are people about now, gathering in small groups at the harbour’s edge and outside the other buildings, looking at me. I walk past them, holding my face. Someone points at the north beach, and I pick up my heels and run for the steps.

She’s halfway across the beach, sprinting in the wet sand. He’s behind her, limping, holding his head, but gaining on her. I keep up my pace, hearing only the whistling, like a drill in my ears, and the sound of the waves still pounding the shore. I try to focus on the stooped figure lolloping ahead of me. Sometimes I see one of Zoe’s limbs beyond him. At times they are far away, at others they are closer, but I can’t make sense of it and there are no flashbacks to warm days on this beach from another life; there is only this moment right now, just this moment of me pursuing a killer with no hope of what I will do if I catch him, only that I have to do it, I have to protect her, and I wonder if I will remember this in another life, and…

…And suddenly I’m behind him, and the sound of his deep, lupine breaths joins the whistling and the waves, and all I can think to do is jump, so I do, and my arms wrap his legs and I squeeze with everything I have and I bring him crashing to the sand.

My face is buried. There’s grit and salty weed in my mouth. I raise my head. His gun is far from us, sticking out from the sand. I look up and see his boot coming for my face, and when it arrives, just for a few moments, there is nothing. No me, no life, nothing—just a void of time in which I don’t exist. And then my eyes open again and I’m staring up at the sky. 

I roll over, coughing. It feels as if my head has been split in two. I sit up and I wonder how long I have been unconscious. Not long. We’ve made it to the rocks. Then he’s there again, his great bulk hunched over Zoe, who stands before him, arms out like she was with me that first time, placating — somehow she’s found a way to be calm and direct with him, to try and reason with him.

But reason is not in his job description, this man whose entire body and mind is primed to kill and whose black tie flaps in the wind. With a jab he strikes Zoe in the mouth, and she drops to her knees. She makes no sound; the blow has muted her. She leans forward, hands on the sand, staring and trembling with blood pouring down her chin.

Somebody shouts, and I realise it is me because I’m on my feet and running again. I hit him square in the back and we tumble to the floor, but I come off worse and he’s on his feet before I’ve had a chance to get my bearings. His shadow blocks out the sun, and he leans down and grips my collar.

He looks hard in my eyes, and I sink into him, thinking how much easier this will be as him, instead of me. I speak. My voice is as deep as a canyon.

‘Mr Hunt sends his regards,’ he says.

But Elliot Childs is looking away. I follow his eyes and see a pale-faced girl standing with a rock in her hand. 

And suddenly I’m back, Elliot Childs, watching Morag scream, a banshee-like scream that soars above the whistling in my ear and the crashing water. She brings the rock down hard upon the head of the man above. He flies from my vision and I stand, staring at Morag’s hungry, animal eyes and hunched form staring down at the wounded lump beneath us. I look for Zoe, and she’s on her feet.

‘Are you OK?’ I say. She’s still shaking, but she nods and staggers towards us. But in a few steps, she freezes.

‘Elliot, watch out!’

I turn and see our assailant, who’s rolled onto his back and found his gun, which he’s now aiming directly at Morag. Before I can think, I’m standing before her, arms back, looking down at the barrel. I close my eyes, preparing for the shot, but as I do, I catch a glimpse of something moving to the right, behind the rocks. Something black and flapping.

The shot rings out and I sense an impact somewhere, but it’s not in my flesh. When I open my eyes I am still standing. At my feet lies William, sprawled and bleeding on the sand. Zoe falls down by his side, and I feel Morag brushing past me, her scream in full throttle again as she brings her rock hard down upon the skull of the man in the sand, three times, four times, a fifth. A single shot rings out, and the man falls upon his back. For a second Morag stands still with her rock raised as the man’s limbs dance a short jig beneath her. She turns and gives a weak smile. There is blood on her neck, and she flops to the sand, quite still.

The whistling in my ears fades a little, but the waves roar on. I look down at William’s face, and he grants me a smile and a word from his lips.

‘Brother,’ he says, and his eyes lose some of their light.




















IDEAS
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London



THESE THINGS ARE SUPPOSED to change you. That’s how stories work. They lift you from your feet, plunge you into unknown waters, then shake you off and return you renewed and refreshed, a better person than the one you were before.

But stories don’t make sense in the real world. You can’t just dissect reality and pull out a series of events whole, like a heart or a tumour, and hold it up for the audience to examine. Reality has pipes and veins. Real stories drip. 

I return to London neither renewed nor refreshed, and certainly not a better person. Sorry to disappoint you. 

In the near dark of the interview room, I recount my story to a detective inspector. She sits upright in her chair with her arms crossed, willing my words to deaden under the weight of her stare. All I can hear is the sound of my voice and the dripping of the gutter outside, marking time. 

My father was right; remembering the details of that tragedy in the forest seventy-five years ago has allowed me to regain control. I don’t know about the others. Morag is dead, and Zoe…

Run, I said, when the police arrived. And, to my surprise, she did. I have not seen her since. I suppose I should feel happy about that.

The DI presses me to speak, but my mind is moving at half speed, thoughts like sludge. I regurgitate events until there’s nothing left, and they lie before me like flotsam shored from a wreck. That’s about as cooperative as I can be.

In any case, I get the feeling the DI is only going through the motions. I get the feeling she does not really want to know why there are three dead people — a vagrant, a hitman and an unidentified girl — on a beach. I get the feeling she has been told not to ask too many questions. Words and boxes checked — that’s all she needs to do. Hunt is behind this, of that I have no doubt.

The door bursts open and my lawyer, Cavendish, blusters in, smelling of pipe smoke and dogs, briefcase in one arm, shop-bought coffee in his other, half a pastry flaking crumbs in his mouth. He argues with the detective inspector, shouting words like charges and circumstantial, before bustling me out.

I follow him down the steps of Scotland Yard onto the rain-washed street, and our cab winds through Whitehall and Covent Garden as Cavendish regales me with tales of hounds and Norfolk life. In the Cherry Tree he dresses me down over double brandies and pints of Guinness, then reassures me about the lack of concrete charges, my safety from conviction. He gives me a nod and a wink, behind which I am certain Hunt also lurks.

I visit my father in hospital, laid up in a bed with a drip in his arm and his leg raised in a sling. When the nurse has left us alone, I ask him what it all means. These Knots and Gleaners and other lives. He gazes at me, the same way he gazed at me from his office all those years ago.

‘We must always take things to their logical conclusions, Elliot.’

‘I never understood what those words meant,’ I say, and I don’t think of them again.

I don’t think of them in my flat, or in the bath, or out on the balcony later that evening.

I don’t think of them as Patti meets me with a slap on the cheek, followed by kisses and hugs and questions. Or as she drives me around London, recounting the many hells she has endured in the last week — the press, the photographers, her day-long meetings trying to calm the US agents, the social media maelstroms still raging and for which she has had to take on extra staff to temper — or when she takes me for dinner, drinks too much, laughs hilariously at whatever few words escape my mouth, and takes me home. Or as we make love that night, or as I lie awake holding her, the shape of her body strange against my own, thinking of Zoe.

I don’t think of them as I wake the next day, or as she discusses strategy over champagne breakfast. I don’t think of them as her eyes dance across her kitchen walls, imagining press releases, articles, book deals, the show.

The show which, it seems, must go on.

The days pass, each one strung out and swollen with time and space, and I don’t think of those words at all.

December grinds on and London fills with lights, bells, people, colours, perfume, monstrous gleaming teeth and shining skin on fifty-foot screens. Christmas in the twenty-first century: the purest of humanity’s dreams throttled and gutted by its worst.

I meet with Hunt in some dark Mayfair brasserie with tasteless eggs and choral music. I drink vodka, pale and wan against the gleaming amber of his eighteen-year-year-old Highland Park. He fingers the rim of his heavy glass.

‘You do understand, I hope?’ he says, feigning awkward pain. ‘It’s like I said, Elliot. I need people who I can trust, and you going AWOL like that, well, I had to ask myself — is this guy a liability? Is he going to give me problems? Do I need to engage?’

He leans forward.

‘No hard feelings?’

I blink, catch his eye and take a nauseous swoop into that blue ice-fortress he calls his mind. I grip my cold glass for balance.

‘None,’ I say. 

‘Good,’ he replies. ‘Because we’re not done yet. I still want to go ahead with Mary O’Brien. Your little holiday has seen her popularity soar. I was thinking the Christmas slot, sound good?’

I hesitate. His mouth twitches.

‘Unless, of course, you think you’re not ready?’

We watch each other over the fist of holly and candles in the middle of our table, and even though my thoughts, my insides, the very threads of my being feel like gossamer being pulled apart, I give him my most confident smile, wink, and reply: ‘Excellent idea, Callum. Let’s tear that bitch down.’

‘Right, just like poor George Cooper-Wright, eh? May he rest in peace.’

‘What?’

He frowns.

‘Didn’t you hear? Last night. Suicide, apparently. Very sad.’

He drains his drink and calls for the cheque.

‘Oh, and, er, you needn’t worry about any charges or court appearances. I had a wee chat with that lawyer of yours and made some calls. All forgotten.’

‘But there were bodies.’

He stands and throws some notes on the table, then pulls on a huge, cashmere coat.

‘Like I said, all forgotten.’

With a smile he walks out, placing a heavy hand on my shoulder as he goes.

I step out onto the wintry street and walk up to Trafalgar Square, where a Salvation Army band plays ‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen’. 

I don’t think of the words.

There is a jingle of coins.

‘Happy Christmas, sir?’ questions a rosy-faced lady from the band. She’s holding a tin out for me, half-full of coppers and silvers. I avoid her eyes, ignore her and move on. I’m thirsty, so I call for my car.

Terry’s driving.

‘Where’s Colin?’

‘Hello, Mr Childs,’ says Terry. ‘Where to?’

I mumble the address and we set off through London, with Terry talking his usual talk. Hordes of tourists bustle, their selfie sticks held aloft like glorious beacons, necks arched and heads together, smiling upwards again and again for photos that will either vanish into the ether or burn themselves onto bank after bank of high-grade servers in some far land. I wonder what a future civilisation will make of these artefacts when it sifts through our dust, finding endless repetitions of that same picture: faces smiling at nothing, selves turned in upon themselves, like snakes eating their own insides, leaving nothing but empty skins.

‘Right, Mr Childs?’

We have stopped and Terry has turned to face me, grinning.

‘What?’

‘I said you’ve got to look after yourself, Mr Childs, because nobody else is going to. Ain’t that right?’

He winks and waits as I stare back.

‘We’re here, by the way.’

 He nods outside at the Cherry Tree. Here I saw a woman who stopped me in my tracks, and a photograph of a boy from a different time who I remember being. Here I left and lost control and discovered I had lived before, and that this thing that I can do, this gift — this curse — is nothing more than memory.

If all this is true, then I was once a young boy who died protecting his brother, and who never read his father’s last words to him.

You’re going to have a lot of ideas yourself in your lives, and I suppose what I’m trying to say is that you need to know which ones are good and which ones are bad.

I have had other lives too, and will have others again. And if my mother was right, I am part of some greater family; the people whom my soul has inhabited and will yet inhabit.

Something jars, but I don’t quite get it yet. I don’t think of the words.

Instead, I get out of Terry’s car and step into the bar, where I drink three neat vodkas and two pints of Guinness, and land upon a single thought: These thoughts of mine, these ideas that come and go: What if it’s the same out there? What if the world is alive and we’re just thoughts? What if we’re ideas coming and going?

It feels ridiculous, this thought, and I laugh alone at my own stupidity: It’s a cavernous, endless laugh that comes from somebody else in another place and another time, and it goes on and on as I stagger home, avoiding every ruddy-cheeked face, and I crease up on the floor of my apartment and close my eyes until I can no longer tell if I’m still laughing or weeping or screaming.
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The day of the show arrives. Something’s still jarring as I sit in makeup — something in my mother’s half-baked idea of a soul family. It doesn’t add up. How many did she think there were? Millions? Thousands? Hundreds? How can that be?

I don’t think of the words. Nina pops her head in.

Five minutes, Mr Childs.

The lights come up and the music blares and I step out in front of the crowd. Every face is merely a thought, an idea, a whim.

Mary O’Brien sits in the shadows. Are you a good idea, Mary? I think. Then, to Callum in the seat opposite her. You, Callum, are you a good idea, or a bad one? I’m gripped by that same insane urge to laugh. I’m so afraid of obeying it that I have to turn away, scanning the crowd as the music fanfares, but all I can think as I look at them all is: Which ones of you are good ideas, and which ones are bad? And me, Elliot Childs, good idea? Bad idea?

I stand smiling, teeth bared, in the silence of the studio. I wonder if this is what madness feels like. The words I do not think of hang there, patiently, like the ones on the autocue. 

A quick joke to the audience. Their obedient laughter sounds like it’s coming from a million rooms away.

The show starts and the words still hang there, waiting.

We’re halfway through a conversation about poverty, and Hunt is grilling O’Brien on her campaign, digging in. I can feel the crowd’s heckles rising. Hunt keeps looking at me, and I know he is expecting me to step up, to take a side and help him corner his prey. This is the part where I am supposed to help. The production room are waiting for my signal, ready to flick a switch that will show a series of incriminating slides against Mary O’Brien. It’s nothing substantial; like poor Sir George, just kindling for the flames.

I try to summon the will to say something, anything, but my mind is working. Dull cogs are turning. I am thinking, searching. Remembering.

I watch Mary O’Brien talking.

‘But if you look at the figures, Callum, this government has put more people in poverty than…’

I feel everything — the physicality of her body, the way she sits, the sweat on her neck and the slowing but still pounding heart. I feel her hope and rage knotted tight. I can sense four decades of memories sprawling behind me, ready and willing to be scanned if I so wished. I can feel the speed of her thoughts, the trace of her intelligence. I can feel the weight of her being.

I can remember.

Be kind…

Hunt retorts, slapping his clipboard.

‘Come on, Mary, do you not think people have a responsibility to look after their own welfare? I mean seriously, this liberal backwash that expects governments to mollycoddle the lazy and the criminal, that’s what’s caused our problems in the first place, am I right?’

A roar from the crowd. Puce faces and feverish eyes. Their minds pass through mine like water. 

I’m searching, thinking. 

Remembering.

There’s a woman in the front row. I can feel the slickness of her stockings and the brutal trembling of twenty-year-old female sexuality. My thoughts thin out and speed up. 

An obese man a few rows back from her. It is like being buried in flesh, an airbag of fat exploding around me. I feel the labour in his breathing, the eyelids droop, the thoughts trundling along with the almost permanent sound of his buried heart thudding with everything it has.

Be kind…

Back again. I’m Elliot. Mary is speaking above the jeering crowd.

‘I don’t accept that, Callum, I really don’t. You’re pandering to a very common and understandable fear that’s been perpetuated to the masses by corporate-owned media, and it’s a fear that forgets what it is to be human, that forgets what…’

Back to the crowd. There’s an old lady whose mint-crusted mouth I have barely tasted before I drift back and onto the next, a muscled, white-shirted male whose only thought is of a football flying aimlessly and perpetually through empty sky.

Be kind, Elliot, because…

‘That’s a lot of big words and big ideas, Mary but we both know that’s not how things work in the real world.’

I feel different. Something is falling into place. The air in the room seems to have been replaced with a purer, stiller version of itself. Light itself seems to have slowed. Sound is like crystal.

‘…Really, Callum, these aren’t ideals at all; they’re the conclusions of a simple logical exercise…

 I am thinking. Remembering.

‘…And when you think about it, when you take things to their logical conclusions…’

And that is when I think of the words.

You must always take things to their logical conclusions, Elliot.

I’m able to see almost everyone. I always have been. And if that’s just memory, then — 

‘Elliot?’

Back. Me. Elliot. I’m a fool. How could I not have realised?

I turn to Callum. My muscles feel like lead.

‘What?’

Callum clears his throat and gives his clipboard an awkward look.

‘I was asking you, Elliot, what are your thoughts on Mary’s plans to increase subsidies to the food banks?’

‘I…’ I begin. ‘I don’t really know if…’

‘You’ve nothing to say?’

‘I apologise. I am not quite feeling myself.’

Callum’s shoulders fall. He seems to have reached a decision.

‘No. No, you’re not, are you? You’ve been on a little adventure, haven’t you? With a vagrant. And a murderer.’

Hushed gasps from the audience. I look out at their dumb, twinkling faces.

If I am remembering these people, then I was these people. All these people. And if I was these people, these other lives, if I was all these other lives….

‘It was research,’ I say.

‘Research for what?’

These bloodlines of souls. How many? Thousands? Hundreds? Ten?

Or just one?

‘The truth.’

Excited titters from the audience, as they realise they are witnessing a car crash.

‘What truth, Elliot?’

I turn to Callum and I know what I will do. I fall through his being and let myself go completely. I remember him. I remember everything about him. I remember this moment in his life and how he felt fear and malice twisting together into a hateful stick aimed at Elliot Childs. And I go further, spinning past those terrible, icy thoughts, through memories I can hardly process. I let go of my lifeline and I go deeper than I have ever been. And when I have gone as far as I can go, I settle on a single memory of Callum as a child folding a paper aeroplane on a patterned carpet. And I can hardly tell apart this child from the one I used to be, or the one that everyone used to be — full of wonder and hope.

My chest stutters and I am back, looking at Callum in the studio. He stares back at me with dark eyes and a cynical smirk.

‘Enlighten us, please, Elliot.’

A hush fills the studio.

‘We’re all the same,’ I say.

The silence continues. Mary O’Brien smiles.

‘Yes, Elliot, that’s exactly right, we’re —’

‘We’re all the fucking same, Mary!’

There’s a gasp from the audience. Another titter.

‘Well, yes,’ says Mary, ‘I mean —’

I storm towards the audience, brandishing my clipboard and spluttering.

‘All the fucking same, every single fucking one of us, the same. Do you understand?’

‘Elliot,’ says Callum in a low and serious voice. ‘What on Earth has gotten into you?’

I turn and face him, my eyes glazed as I approach him.

‘We’re all connected,’ I say. ‘All our lives are simultaneous, and we live them like shards of light from a single source, broken like sunbeams through a forest canopy, but only for a short time, until we’re together again.’

There is a moment of silence. Then Callum Hunt roars with laughter, and the audience roars with him.

‘Shards of light?’ he repeats, shoulders rocking. ‘Broken sunbeams? Holy shit, Elliot, what are you on? And please, be a sport and pass it around would you? Because I want some!’

He turns to the audience — they’re his, now — and claps his hands.

‘I want some! We all want some, don’t we?’

The audience cheer in agreement. I watch them laughing along. Even Mary is stifling titters.

‘Yes,’ I go on, turning back to Callum. ‘We’re like the fleeting thoughts of a single mind — some good, some bad.’

The air screams with renewed laughter.

‘Oh, Christ!’ says Callum, helpless. ‘Fleeting thoughts! Please, no more, Elliot, I can’t take it.’

And with that, he throws back his head, and all at once I can see that Callum Hunt is a very bad idea.

I look down. My hands are shaking, sweating, clasped around the clipboard. The sharp edge of the metal clip glints in the studio light. Callum is still laughing, his head back, baring the lean flesh of his neck, and a pulsing jugular vein. In a flash, I blink and swipe.

There is a collective gasp from the audience, then a few seconds of silence, during which I watch Hunt’s eyes widen. His hand travels to his throat, where a thin red line has appeared. It bulges, and he makes a wet noise like a frog before his throat finally gushes with blood, great gulps of it emptying through his fingers. He struggles with both hands, as if trying to keep the precious fluid within the confines of his skin.

His eyes travel madly around, landing on me before he slips to the floor.

Chaos explodes. Screams of horror, roars from every corner, people rushing this way and that. But I am calm. I look to the crowd — now a mess of limbs and terrified faces — and I wonder again: How many are bad ideas? 

A great many, as it turns out, and my clipboard is sharper than I had hoped. A mighty weapon, it is, and I charge in, swiping, neck after neck, sometimes only managing to catch a shoulder or an eye. Bad ideas fall all around me, gurgling and gasping in pools. And I hear a voice as I extinguish each one — a voice I know is my own but that feels as if it is coming from far away — a voice that says: The same, the same, the same, we’re all the same, we’re all the same, we’re all the fucking same.














EPILOGUE
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Zoe



IT’S EASY TO WRITE somebody else’s story. You know other people better than you do yourself.

I know I do, anyway.

You see, I was wrong. I told Elliot I could not remember as many people as he could, but that turned out not to be true at all. Something happened on that beach. Even as I ran from him, I could feel more lives appearing, entire existences unravelling before me like tapestries, and by the time I had found a place to hide, it had happened again — I had lost control. I thought that was it, that I would be mad like poor William before I knew it, a ragged wraith wandering the land forever, lost in a million memories that weren’t mine.

But then, all of a sudden, it stopped. My mind cleared and I found that I was not mad at all. I was, in fact, enlightened.

 I don’t know how many lives I remember, but they number more than most, and the life of Elliot Childs is one of them. So that is why, when I sat, perched on the end of my bedsit futon and watched him (along with the rest of the country) find his own form of enlightenment on live television that December evening, I knew exactly what was going to happen. I could remember it, right down to the feeling of that first swipe, the freedom in the silence that followed, and the faraway sound of his own screams as he was dragged from the studio.

I went to visit him the following year, once things had died down. The facility sat on a lonely cliff, and the only view through the high windows of the visitors’ room was murk and sea and grey sky.

As I took my seat, he smiled and patted a soft, round belly that had not been there a year ago. The change in his appearance was remarkable. Elliot Childs had once been svelte and handsome, but now his jowls sagged with rapid age. His beard was scraggy, his skin was pale.

 I asked him how he was. He smiled and told me that his life was over, and whatever days he had left — and let’s face it, there might be an awful lot of them — were to be spent in a cell, showered with questions, dulled with drugs and fed watery soup and kidneys on paper plates, with flimsy cutlery. 

But he was not alone, he said. He had a personal guard named Briggs, whom he knew to write secret, terrible love poems for his wayward wife, a woman named Lydia who would leave him in a couple of years for the mechanic she had been sixty-nining during Briggs’ night shifts. He told me that he didn’t have the heart to warn him of her dalliances, because he remembered how much he had enjoyed the years with her. It would have been a shame to rob him of at least some pleasure, he told me, however doomed his love would be.

I think, perhaps, Elliot was trying to be kind.

Briggs was, according to Elliot, a most attentive guard, who took great pains to follow him wherever he went, be that ward, lavatory or the glorious ‘recreation room’. It was in this room that he found his real company — the wrecks of men and women who had always inhabited such places through the ages, shrieking and gibbering and staring glumly at corners with spit-damp cardigans knotted in their fists. He often wondered, he told me, whether they were all simply Gleaners, like us. 

Either way, Elliot’s fellow inmates, he explained, were an invaluable source of comfort. They reminded him that, whatever this thing was, this mysterious force that we both knew beyond all doubt bound us together — whatever Callum Hunt and that audience believed — it had no plan. It was fumbling in the dark, making mistakes, just like us.

So now, he told me, lighting another cigarette, he was just waiting for this particular life to play out. One day he would die, he laughed through the smoke, perhaps vomiting pill-froth, or swinging from a chain of socks, or just old and in a bed and wet with his own piss. Then…next.

I asked him who he thought that next would be. Fucked if he knew, he said. What did I think? I told him I had no idea, which, of course, was not true. I remember very well who Elliot Childs will be once he dies.

Which, incidentally, will be at eighty-seven, in a bed and wet with his own piss.

Schmidt, that’s who. A man named Schmidt who died in a forest surrounded by children and a man with a gun. I remember it as clear as day. After that? No idea. Perhaps a boy who knew him, and who lost his own brother that same day, but grew up to find him reincarnated in the body of a man who hated the world, and to whom he finally gave the letter his father had thought would give his children hope.

Or perhaps a girl so interested in humanity that she lost herself to it, and spent her days searching for paintings and photographs, trying to remind her son of a single truth.

Or perhaps it will be Hitler. Or Janis Joplin. Or a psychopath in Kansas, born on the day his father whipped his negro slave so badly you could see his kidneys. Or a girl who saved a species, or a man who walked on Jupiter, or Marie Curie, or Jesus, or Einstein. Or you.

You.

How is it, being you? Will he enjoy it? Or will he suffer? What are you searching for — escape? Solace? Hope?

I can’t give you hope, only the truth: We’re all the same, a single soul, doomed to live every life until it’s done. Every face you ever see belongs to someone you will be or have already been, and one day that smile you give them, or that tip of your hat, or that sneer or that fist-shake through the windscreen, or that curse or that spit or simply that utter disregard, will one day be impressed upon you as it was upon them.

Believe me, this thing you think is you is not you. The soul you cherish is a trick of the light. 

We are all the same.

That’s why I do what I do. That’s why I’m keeping the shelters going. It’s not because I’m a good person, or because I want to go to heaven. Me? I’m just looking after number one.

So that face on the street, or in a newspaper, that person who gets in your way, who irritates you, who convinces you of the fact that you are so utterly different you cannot possibly find a common thread to join your two lives — think again before you cast them aside. And when you see them — when you see me — please be patient. Please be thoughtful. 

And above all, be kind. You must always be kind.
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THE END
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From the Author

Thanks for reading The Other Lives, I really hope you enjoyed it.  If you could spare the time, I’d be very grateful if you could post a review on Amazon or Goodreads.  And feel free to let me know what you think in person by dropping me an email at:

adrian@adrianjwalker.com 

I’d be happy to hear from you.

You can also sign up for my newsletter here:

http://www.adrianjwalker.com/tol

I’ll send you news, deals, exclusive short stories, and you’ll find out the second a new book is published.  

Thanks again for reading.
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