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one


JENNA


There have been Hoolmans living in Sapphire for hundreds of years. Like so many of the town’s old families, we are broken and divided, our instincts as selfish and our minds as hard-bitten as the sick land we live on. We have long memories though, and fierce allegiances. We cannot seem to be free of one another, no matter if we wish to be or not.


My mother, Anne Allerton, walked out on the town and on our family when I was fifteen. After she left, my brother Del, whose nickname is Yellow, went a little bit crazy. He was crazy before, most likely – it was just that our mother leaving made his madness more obvious. I was scared of Del then, for a while, not because of anything he did especially but because of the thoughts he had. I could sense those thoughts in him, burrowing away beneath the surface of his mind like venomous worms. I swear Del sometimes thought of killing me, not because he wanted me dead but because he was desperate to find out what killing felt like.


I think the only reason he never went through with it was that he knew deep down that if he killed me, there would be no one left on the planet who really gave a shit about him.


Del and I are still close, in spite of everything.


It’s easy to blame Mum for the way Del turned out, but then it’s always easier to pin the blame on someone else when things go mental. If I’m honest, I’d say that Del was troubled because he was a Hoolman, simple as that. The legends say the Hools have always been wanderers and that restlessness is in their blood. When the Hools first sought refuge in England, they were persecuted for being curse-givers, though of course that was centuries ago. I was sometimes teased at school because of my surname but most kids soon got bored of it and moved on to something more interesting. It wasn’t even as if I looked Hoolish, not like Del with his gorsefire hair and beanpole legs, but no one in class was going to risk kidding him about it, not if they wanted their head and body to remain part of the same organism.


If it hadn’t been for the dogs, I seriously think Del would have ended up in jail. Del cared about his smartdog Limlasker more than he cared about anyone, including his wife Claudia, including me.


The one exception was his daughter, Luz Maree, who everyone called Lumey. Del loved Lumey as if a fever was raging inside him, and he didn’t care who knew it.


When Lumey went missing, Del became even crazier. He swore he’d find his girl and bring her home, no matter the cost.


I think he’ll go on looking for Lumey till the day he dies.


* * *


I’ve seen photos of Sapphire from when it was a holiday resort, before they drained the marshes, before the fracking. The colours look brighter in those old photographs, which is the opposite of what you’d normally expect.


Sapphire in the old days was a kind of island, cut off from London and the rest of the country by the Romney Marshes. If you look at the old maps you’ll see that most of the land between Folkestone and Tonbridge was more or less empty, just a scattering of fenland villages and the network of inland waterways called the Settles. People who lived in the Settles got about mainly by canal boat: massive steel-bellied barges known as sleds that lumbered along at three miles an hour maximum if you were lucky. Whole families lived on them, passing down the barge through the generations the same way ordinary land-lubbers pass down their bricks and mortar. When the marshes were drained the parliament set up a rehoming plan for the sledders, which basically meant they were forced to abandon their barges and go into social housing.


The sledders fought back at first. There was even a rogue parliament for a while, based at Lydd, which was always the unofficial capital of the Settles. There was a huge demonstration, with people flooding in from all over the southern counties just to show their solidarity. The protest ended in street riots, and sometime during the night the hundreds of barges that had gathered to support the demonstrators were set on fire from the air.


More than five hundred people died, including children.


If you take the tramway up to London you can still see dozens of sleds, marooned in the bone-dry runnels that were once canals, their huge, stove-like bodies coated in rust, some of them split right open like the carcasses of the marsh cows that once roamed freely over Romney but are now long gone.


Most of the sledders ended up in Sapphire, buried away in crap housing estates like Mallon Way and Hawthorne. There are those who say there are still people living on board some of the abandoned barges, the decayed descendants of those original families who refused to leave and who now scratch out a basic living in what’s left of the marshes. There’s a part of me that would like to believe those stories, because it would mean the sledders who fought so hard at the Lydd demo didn’t die in vain, but really I think they’re just fairy tales, the kind that get passed around after sundown to scare little children. Because I don’t see how anyone could survive out there now. Most of the marshland is still toxic. Del says that in some places even the air is toxic, that it’s not safe to breathe.


More than a hundred years have passed since the marshes were drained, which means there’s no one left who remembers the Settles the way they were before. I get sad when I think about that. I’ve read about how in the days before the fracking, Romney plovers used to descend upon the waterways in their hundreds of thousands. How in the spring and early autumn the reed beds were white with them, as if a freak snowstorm had passed over.


It’s hard to imagine that now. The only birds that can survive out in the marshes are crows and magpies. A magpie can eat just about anything and not get sick. Mum always used to say they were cursed.


* * *


When Sapphire first became a gas town there was a rash of new building – high-rise apartment blocks to the north of the town for the thousands of mineworkers, smart hotels and casinos along the seafront for the bosses and investors. The glory days didn’t last long, but even after the drilling works were all shut down people kept coming. First there were the government scientists who were brought in to sort the problem with the leaking chemicals – Del says they were paid vast sums of danger money just to live here. Then once the government realised the marshes were ruined, a toxic swamp basically, they turned Sapphire into a dumping ground for illegal immigrants.


Later on, though, people came because of the dogs. It’s what you might call an open secret that the entire economy of Sapphire as it is now is founded upon smartdog racing.


Officially the sport is still illegal, but that’s never stopped it from being huge.


* * *


Mum was born in London. It’s strange to think now that she lived here at all, that she exchanged her parents’ lovely redbrick house in Queen’s Park for a rickety pile of breeze blocks and clapboard on the westward edge of Sapphire, a town so worked-out and polluted that many Londoners are frightened to come here, even for a day. Mum first came to Sapphire on a jaunt while she was in college. Some of her mates had discovered the dog scene and later on Mum and a couple of the others got casual work and ended up staying for most of a summer. Mum met Dad at the track of course, where else? He was massively good-looking when he was young.


“He was so different from the other men I knew then,” Mum said. “So full of life, somehow.”


It was a vacation fling that should never have lasted, they had nothing in common. But Mum got pregnant with Del and decided to stay.


I travelled to the London house once, on the tramway with Mum and Del to visit my grandparents. I was only two years old though, so I don’t remember a thing about it, not even the journey. Del was four. He says he remembers every detail, but I don’t believe him. I’m sure that what Del thinks of as memories aren’t real memories at all, they’re just things he’s been told. Other people’s memories, in other words, stories he’s heard so many times they feel like his own. Either that or they’re memories he’s cobbled together from old photographs.


There are photos of me in the London house, a sturdy-looking dark-haired toddler standing on an ironwork veranda between two strangers. The strangers are my grandparents, Adam and Cynthia Allerton. Cynthia has her face turned slightly away, glancing down at me as if she’s afraid I might piss on her shoes or something. Adam stares grimly ahead, meeting the gaze of the camera as if it were the gaze of his sworn enemy.


You won’t find my mother in any of the photos because she was behind the camera, but you can see her anyway, in Cynthia, that same eagle’s beak nose, with the little bump in the middle, the same narrow ankles and flat chest. The same nervously fidgeting hands, laden with rings.


Our visit to London lasted two weeks. Mum told me years later that she and my granddad rowed the whole time we were there, almost from the moment we arrived. Granddad kept on at her to leave my dad and bring me and Del back to London to live.


“I want you out of that dump of his,” he said. “It’s no place to bring up children.”


But Mum was having none of it. At that point she was still trying to fool herself as well as the world that she was happy.


Don’t go thinking we were poor, because we weren’t. We weren’t rich either, but we did okay. My granddad – Granddad Hoolman, not my London granddad – ran a waste reclaim business, shifting the fracking effluent from the leaking well shafts to safe enclosures. My dad went into the business when he left school, eventually taking it over when Old Man Hoolman died.


The money was good, but it was good for a reason. Granddad Hoolman died of non-specific invasive cancers and so did my dad. Dad wasn’t much over fifty when he copped it, but already he looked and moved and sounded like an old man. His insides were riddled with cancer, like mould in blue cheese, but it was really my mother leaving that finally did for him. All the fight went out of him, just like that. As if someone had reached inside and pulled the plug on his willpower.


He and Del were like poison for each other, and one of the first major bust-ups they had after Mum left was about the business.


“If you think I’m following you into shit-shovelling you know where to stick it,” Del said. “If I wanted to commit suicide I’d get hold of a shotgun and blow my brains out. At least it would be quicker that way.”


“You might as well blow them out anyway. Fat lot of good they’ve done you. Or me, for that matter.”


He sat very still in his armchair, staring at Del with his look of I-told-you-so, as if it were Del’s fault he was dying of cancer, that Del could stop it from happening if he’d only set his mind to it and stop being an arse. Del clenched and unclenched his fists and stormed out of the room. He left an atmosphere so thick it was like sulphur fumes, like a gas that might go off boom if you struck a match. I tried to find him but he’d charged out of the house somewhere. When I went back to the living room to check on Dad I found he’d fallen asleep in his armchair. The skin of his face lay slack and loose, like an old plastic bag.


The summer Mum left, the town felt airless, and hotter than a blast furnace. Dad was at work mostly, taking on extra shifts at the waste plant just so he could get out of the house. It wasn’t only because of Del, I’m sure of that, it was because of me, too. We reminded him constantly of Mum’s absence and he couldn’t face us. Del and I lived mostly out of tins: canned ravioli and baked beans and those nasty little frankfurter sausages swimming in brine. They always stank of fish, those sausages. I only have to see a tin of them on a supermarket shelf for it to come rushing back – that fishy smell and the slippery texture, sour and salty and not quite natural. Those frankfurters seemed to sum up my life, really. It was not a good time.


I think the worst part was the feeling of helplessness. Dad’s passive acceptance of everything – Mum leaving, Del’s vileness, carrying on with a job he knew was killing him – made me seize up inside with anger and frustration. Del’s moods were even worse. The way he yelled and swore at Dad made me feel like screaming.


I ended up resenting them both. I was desperate to escape, but I couldn’t see how.


* * *


Dad used to take us to the dogs every weekend when we were kids. It was the one thing he always did with us, without fail, our family time. Del and I used to look forward to it all week. Dad was always after Mum to come with us, but she invariably refused. She claimed it was because she was opposed to genetic engineering but I’m sure that was just an excuse. She knew all about Romney Heights when she was in college, but that didn’t stop her from becoming a race nut and drinking schnapps up at the Ryelands with the dog crowd until all hours. I think her refusal had far more to do with not wanting to be reminded of those times, when she was young and having fun and felt she still had choices.


The dog scene used to be her thing and now it wasn’t – that’s why she hated it. She would have poisoned it for Dad too, if she could have, but for Dad the dogs were sacrosanct, his one remaining pleasure. He wasn’t going to give them up, not even for her.


“It’s not like I even spend much,” he said. “Just the odd couple of shillings now and then. That’s hardly going to bankrupt us, is it?” My father was the kind of man who would rather give way on something than get into an argument, but my mother’s nagging about the track really got on his nerves.


“How can you stand those people?” she would say. “All those tin-pot godfathers and mining millionaires throwing their weight about. You do know that every shilling you spend there goes to line their pockets? The whole thing stinks, if you ask me. I don’t know how you can bear to associate with them.”


“I don’t get within farting distance of those wankers, and you know it. I just want to spend some time with my mates, show the kids a bit of fun for a change. What’s wrong with that?”


“You see enough of your mates down the pub. And I don’t like the children being exposed to gambling.”


“Exposed to gambling? I’ve never heard such bollocks in my life.”


The row would rumble on until my mother became bored with it and slammed out of the room. Dad would take us to the dog track on Saturday, same as usual.


My early memories of going to the dogs all blend into one. Kids younger than ten aren’t supposed to be admitted to the stadium but in practice no one cares, so long as they behave and don’t get in the way. There’s one photo I still have from back then, of me queuing up for treacle toffee at one of the refreshment stands. It’s summer. My bare shoulders are streaked with sunblock and my hair is in plaits. Not the two identical rope-braids I wore for school, but twenty or so little scraggy ones that stuck out from around my head like twists of raffia. I was about seven, and I remember wanting to look like Ruby Challence, who was one of the best new runners that season and only nineteen.


Ruby Challence wore her hair in proper corn rows. Also, she had her nose pierced. I’d never seen anyone cooler in my life.


Sapphire dog track lies out on the coast road, about a mile from the centre of town, three stops on the tramway. It stands on a flat, scrubby outcrop of land that was once, many decades ago, the municipal coach park. The stadium is built from wooden slats, like a giant soup barrel. Everyone goes in the same way – ordinary locals and upmarket corporates and out-of-towners, all of us filing in together through the turnstiles. The out-of-towners especially fascinated me, and I always made a point of watching what they did. Both the men and the women had an odd way of speaking. I don’t mean their London accents, I mean the way they laughed, too often and too loudly, like they were nervous of having their pockets picked. I used to search their faces, wondering what they thought was going to happen to them.


It’s as if they thought the town might be contagious or something. Sad, really.


The out-of-towners mostly stayed at the Ryelands, a large hotel also on the coast road and more or less opposite the dog track. The place was enormous, with over a hundred bedrooms and a swish rooftop restaurant. Del said it used to be an insane asylum. I never knew if he was joking or not, but with its needle-eye windows and red brick towers I had to admit it was kind of spooky-looking, even at the height of the season with people laughing out on the roof and all the lights burning.


Most of the ground floor of the Ryelands was taken up by a casino – black-and-white marble floors, and a crystal chandelier so large that when I was a kid I used to worry about it coming loose from its support bracket and crashing down on the upturned faces of the crowd below. When I was older I had a summer job at the Ryelands for a while, serving behind the bar and waiting tables. It was hard work, but a laugh. Most guests came for the racing, so the casino only really got going once the stadium had closed for the night. I liked working at the Ryelands. It meant I had some money of my own, plus I enjoyed the gossip, the sense of belonging, the hot purple nights. I would have stayed longer, but the management found out I wasn’t eighteen and asked me to leave.


You can go to the dogs every night of the week during the season if you want to, but the big races, the ones that attract all the smartest money and the fastest smartdogs, take place at the weekend. Friday nights are the biggest usually, unless it’s a cup race, which are always held on Saturdays. The stadium’s packed then. I know some people get nervous in crowds, but right from my first visit I found it thrilling, not just the racing itself but the whole atmosphere of the stadium – the shouting and swearing, the smell of frying onions and chargrilled meat, the row of kiosks by the turnstiles that sold souvenir programmes and plastic key rings and novelty pens. I was always on at my dad to buy me something or other from the souvenir stands, and usually he would. I still have some of those trinkets, stashed away in boxes with other rubbish, the kind of stuff you no longer need but can’t bear to get rid of.


Things like that are not so much objects as language, a secret language of memory that everyone speaks. You pay a couple of shillings for a crappy tin key ring you know you’re never going to use, and as soon as you get home you chuck it away in a drawer and forget all about it. But months, perhaps years later you find it again, and all at once you catch the aroma of roasting pigeon and cracked lentils, you remember the steadily rising heat of that afternoon, the row you had with your girlfriend because of the money you lost on a rank outsider, the great fuck you had later to make up.


It’s as if for those moments while you’re holding the key ring you have that day back again, and it makes you think. It makes you think about the past too, when the town was just a tiny fishing village and there were no smartdogs. It makes you wonder if the future was something we could have changed if we’d tried harder, or if everything that was going to happen would still have happened, whatever. Perhaps even before the universe existed it was already there – the fuel dumps, the tower blocks, the marble casino at the Ryelands, the dog track, all of it.


Perhaps the past and the future are really the same. Del says it doesn’t matter because sooner or later the sun is going to explode and the Earth will die.


“The sun’s getting bigger all the time, did you know that?” he told me once. “Bigger and hotter, and when it can’t grow any more the whole thing will go up like an ammo dump. The biggest ammo dump explosion in the whole of history. Anyone who’s still around then will be toast.”


He tore a bite off his gammon sandwich and began to chew, staring at me all the while, daring me to contradict him.


I didn’t though. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. I know he’s right in what he says, but I like to hope it won’t be the end, that creatures who were smart enough to put a man on the moon will one day be smart enough to invent a way of getting us out of here before it’s too late.


To find a new home for us to fly to, where we can start again.


I have to believe that, even though I’ll be millions of years dead by then, and so will Del and so will Claudia. Lumey will be dead too, wherever she is. I have to believe that it matters, or what’s the point? If you have nothing to believe in, you stop being yourself, and when that happens you might as well be dead anyway.


Del had no time for fancies like that, and as for the secret language of memory, I don’t think Del bought a single race track souvenir in the whole of his life.


“Why do you want to waste your dough on that shit?” he would say. “That’s half a race ticket you’ve just splashed away.”


Del was there for the dogs, and that was it. Right from the beginning the dogs were his life.


* * *


If Mum had had her way, Del would have studied hard and gone to college. He would have graduated with honours, then left this town on the tramway, never to return.


He could have done it, too, if he had wanted to. Del was every bit as clever as our mother believed he was; cleverer, probably. But the only thing Del ever wanted was to be a runner.


He was a nightmare at school. He held the teachers and everything they told him in contempt.


“If those wankers have all the answers, how come the world’s such a fuck-up?”


There was no answer to that, or at least none that would satisfy Del. By his early teens he was bunking off most of the time anyway.


The teachers made the usual fuss and sent letters to my mum imploring her to take control of her son but I reckon most of them were glad to be shot of him.


It drove Mum wild.


“Do you want to end up like your father?” That was the worst insult she could think of to fire at him, the heavy artillery, but he took less notice of her than he did of the teachers. Instead of going to school, Del would sneak off to the Hawthorne estate to hang with the gang kids, or go fishing for giant crayfish in Filsham reedbeds. Those fuckers were huge. Some of the kids insisted they were mutants, genetic deviations caused by pollution in the water table, but that was all crap I reckon, they were just big crayfish.


When it was too cold to go to the reservoir, they’d go to Charlotte House. Charlotte House was on Cliff Road, not far from the dog track. In Sapphire’s glory days as a resort it was a seaside hotel, like the Ryelands only not so large. When the hotel business collapsed it became a sanatorium for traumatized war veterans, and when that closed it was boarded up and left to go derelict. A spooky place, but fascinating. There was still furniture in some of the rooms, including a wardrobe full of moth-eaten evening dresses, and a huge black desk with what seemed like hundreds of tiny compartments that wouldn’t open. Del used to take his girlfriend there, Monica Danby. It was no secret that Monica hated the place. She said it was dirty and dangerous and that druggies went there, all of which was true but missed the point.


I remember Del once made Monica walk across the exposed floor joist on the fourth floor landing. Some of the boards had rotted away up there, so you had to be careful. We used to take it in turns walking across. It made your guts heave if you were stupid enough to look down, but the joist was quite wide and you couldn’t have fallen through; not easily anyway, the gap was too narrow.


Monica was useless at stuff like that, though. She didn’t fall, thank goodness, but she was in floods of tears.


I thought Monica would chuck Del after the beam-walk incident, but she didn’t.


* * *


Del started going to school again after Mum left. At first I thought it was just his way of getting back at her, but of course Del wasn’t the type to waste his own time on someone else’s account and as it turned out his reason for returning to class was Emerson Rayner.


Emerson Rayner was what you’d call a classic nerd – a fat kid with bad acne, a near-genius at maths and just about the last person you’d have thought Del would hang out with. In fact it wasn’t Em so much as his dad that my brother was courting. Em’s dad Graeme was in the racing business – the manager of a medium-sized yard who also owned and trained dogs of his own. He was so unlike his son it was almost funny – a heavyset, barrel-chested guy with powerful shoulders and his long hair tied back with a bootlace like a motorcycle jockey’s. He always wore the same pair of red leather Kuprow runner’s gloves: engraved silver knuckle caps and styled short to the wrist. They were off the peg and not really old enough to class as retro but I loved them anyway because they had style. Only real pros can wear gloves like that and get away with it, and Graeme Rayner was a pro, no doubt about it.


Of course, Del started out seeing Em as nothing more than his entrance pass to the Rayner yard. But one of the oddest things in this whole story is that the two of them ended up becoming actual friends.


Gra Rayner’s best dog was Swift Elin. She was a silver tip, so tall and light and skinny she could rest her front paws on your shoulders and you would hardly feel them. She was a multiple cup winner, and placed fourth in the league championships three years running. Swift Elin was very gentle off the track, but when she was racing she’d get her head down and give everything. She was so fast it was uncanny. It was as if her soul was charged by lightning.


Her runner, Roddy Haskin, was a dry old stick. I say old because that’s how he seemed – burned out and way off beam and mostly silent. In fact he was probably around forty-five at the time I knew him. That’s old for a runner, yes, but by no means extreme. He was as skinny as Swift Elin herself, but instead of looking like a silver ghost he had the appearance of a string of dried bacon rind. He spent most of the time he wasn’t actually training roaming around the marshes with Swift Elin.


“Have you seen them?” Del said to me once. “Like fucking Siamese twins, the pair of them. I swear if you kicked one of them in the mouth the other would bite you.”


They say a dog and its runner are like one tank of water that happens to get divided between two separate containers. It’s unsettling to see at first but you soon get used to it, the same way you do with identical twins who are always together.


Swift Elin had strange eyes: pale blue, not like dogs’ eyes at all. That’s fairly common in smartdogs because of the gene splicing, but in the case of Swift Elin the crossover was especially pronounced.


When I first met Em’s sister Sybil I saw at once that her eyes were the same colour blue as Swift Elin’s and with the same eerie dreaminess. It made me feel strange at first, to know that Gra Rayner had obviously used his own genetic material in the creation of Swift Elin, but then I thought why not? If you’re going to do it with anyone’s, why not your own?


It was still kind of freaky though. I used to wonder what Em and Sybil’s mother Margrit thought about it, but of course I never asked.


Margrit didn’t go near the dogs much, I did notice that.


Del told me Gra used to get pretty frantic over Roddy’s marsh-gallivanting. Smartdogs are worth a lot of money. The best ones – cup winners and series champions like Swift Elin – are worth many thousands of shillings, especially if they’re still of breeding age. No wonder there are people – greedy, desperate people – who see dog-napping as an easy way of making a quick pile.


“I mean, Rod’s not exactly built like a barn, is he?” Del said. “Gra wants to give him a minder, but Rod won’t hear of it. He says it interferes with their concentration.” He laughed. “Totally mental. And that’s just the dog.”


Gra Rayner was right to be worried, though. If he were attacked in an isolated spot – one of the dirt roads up by Pett Level, for example – Roddy Haskin, who was built more like a wicker lobster pot than a barn, wouldn’t stand a chance. Swift Elin would be easy prey. The thieves wouldn’t bother with Rod – except perhaps to kill him if he got in the way.


Runners, even gifted ones like Roddy, are always expendable.


* * *


I became properly friendly with Em when I was sixteen. In a sense I couldn’t avoid him because he was always around, but as time passed and I came to know him better I found I liked him. He read books for a start, and he was never afraid to talk about things seriously. He was eighteen months older than the morons in my own year, and at that age eighteen months can spell the difference between an outright plonker and an actual human being. Also I didn’t fancy him, which I counted as a good thing. The guys I fancied always turned out to be dorks, and the fact that I could waste so much time thinking about them drove me crazy. With Em it was different because I could be with him without constantly wondering if he wanted to fuck me. It must have worked the same way for Em, too, because we soon got into the habit of hanging out together whenever Del was up at the lunges with Em’s dad.


I thought of Em as a brother, I suppose, only more so. The trouble with Del was that you never knew when he was going to pull a mental on you. Em was always just Em, no added bullshit. I trusted him and I guess I loved him, and I guess I still do.


Em and I first ended up having sex because he was being an idiot over another girl. I didn’t know Lily Zhang all that well because she was in the year above me, but when I found out it was her Em was hooked on, my mood did a nose dive. I don’t mean I was jealous or anything – I just knew he was doomed. We were sitting out on the pier when he told me. It was a late afternoon in July. Em and I were right out at the end of the boardwalk behind the amusement arcade. We had to sit really close together in order to hear each other over the constant racket from the slot machines, and I think that’s what made it easier for me to finally ask him what was going on.


He’d been weird for a couple of weeks and I was getting sick of it.


“Lily Zhang?” I said when he told me. “You have got to be joking.”


“You think I’m fat and ugly,” Em said. He took off his glasses and rubbed at them with the silly piece of yellow cloth he always carried in his pocket. The lenses were covered in smears, a combination of sea salt and sweat. He looked shrunken into himself and lost, a tubby little pier-end manikin trying unsuccessfully to pose as a star-crossed lover.


It was pathetic and sad, and it made me angry to see my friend reduced to this state, especially when his predicament was so obviously hopeless.


Lily Zhang was training to be a dancer. She had a scholarship to some London academy. She spoke in a quavery little girl’s voice, and refused to eat anything unless it had been calorie-counted.


Her face, framed by shiny black hair, was a perfect oval.


It was impossible not to stare at her, but so what? You’d stare at a three-headed cat, but that doesn’t mean you’d want to go out with one.


“Fuck, Em, no,” I said. “I’m just wondering what on earth you’d find to talk to her about.” I tried not to imagine them actually doing it. That was too revolting and ridiculous to contemplate.


“She smiled at me the other day.” He looked as doleful and dejected as a rained-on badger.


“You’re worth ten of her,” I said. That raised a smile at least. He peered at me with his beautiful tea-coloured eyes and then replaced his glasses.


“Do you think anyone will ever want to do it with me?” he said.


“Don’t be a nutter, of course they will.” I placed my hand over his. It was the first time we’d ever touched except by accident, but it felt natural and it felt nice. We went back to my place. I knew Del was up at the lunges and probably wouldn’t be home before it got dark. Dad was still at work – he never normally got in till well after seven on weekdays.


I’d never had sex before, but I’d sneaked plenty of looks at Del’s secret webcam footage of him doing it with Monica, so I had a pretty good idea of what went on. I closed the curtains and we took our clothes off under the bedcovers. We took a while to get the hang of things but in the end we managed. What with the curtains and the bedcovers we couldn’t really see each other’s faces and that helped a lot, plus we were giggling the whole time and that helped, too. Em’s stomach was big under his blazer and his dick was a funny upright thing, an indignant little schoolmaster of a dick, jabbing his finger at me, over and over, like he had a point to prove and was determined to prove it. But Em had lovely smooth shoulders and his hands, with his grandfather’s onyx signet ring on his left index finger, were the hands of a genius who spends his whole life dreaming of unreachable lands.


It wasn’t amazing, it was just a relief. Suddenly all the fear and half-truth, that sense of the world being one up on me – all that lifted away and it was as if I could finally get on with things. I reckon Em felt that way, too. Afterwards we lay there chatting, the same as always only more manic. Everything was exciting suddenly, or funny. I couldn’t stop grinning.


“What do you want to do, when you leave school, I mean?” I asked him at one point. It was Em’s final year and everyone knew the teachers at our school were banking on him. He was their prize cow, their best hope of exam glory. Being under that kind of pressure would have driven me crazy, but Em didn’t seem to mind and I reckon there was even a part of him that enjoyed it, that liked being liked for something. I suppose that’s fair enough.


“I want to go to Imperial College and study aeronautical mathematics,” Em said at once. Imperial College was in London, I knew that, which meant Em would be leaving town, for good, probably. What did you expect, you idiot? I thought to myself. That he’d stay here for you? Get real.


“Eventually I’d like to work on the space programme,” Em said. “How about you?”


“I haven’t a clue. I haven’t really thought about it.” It was true and I hadn’t. The end of school seemed like a myth to me, a gateway you constantly walk towards but never reach. I had no idea what lay beyond that and I didn’t want to know. What I wanted was to get away from Del and Dad and their constant fighting, the house with its grubby curtains and septic kitchen, the sense that everything was breaking down and falling apart. We’d become used to the day-to-day reality of my mother’s absence but that didn’t mean we were any closer to understanding what we should make of our lives now that she wasn’t there to provide a context.


When Em asked me what I wanted to do my mind went blank. It was just like Em, to have a proper future planned out for himself already. Compared with him I felt incompetent and juvenile. Seeing myself through his eyes made me feel scared suddenly and I shifted slightly away from him under the covers.


Em reached for my hand.


“I like all that stuff you collect,” he said. “You should do something with that.”


“Stuff? What stuff?”


“You know. The stuff. Over there.” He pointed with his free hand towards the corner of my bedroom where my desk was, with my crummy old laptop and my collection of shoeboxes. Some of the boxes still had their lids, some didn’t. I used the boxes as containers for the junk I collected, flotsam and jetsam I came across in the street or on the beach: girls’ hair slides, stray buttons, empty matchboxes. Odd things and shiny things. Magpie treasure. There was a piece of gold ribbon I found near the dog track, a wax doll’s head with blue china eyes. None of it was worth anything – I suppose you’d call it rubbish, really. But I liked these things because I thought they were beautiful, and I wanted them to have a home somewhere.


It never occurred to me that the stuff might have a use.


“I like the colours, that’s all,” I said to Em. “I like lost things.”


“Was I a lost thing?”


“A lost idiot, more like.” I snatched the pillow from beneath his head and began beating him with it. He grabbed both my wrists and rolled on top of me and a moment later we were making love again. This time we were both more confident and it was better.


“Seriously though, Jen,” he said later. “You’re artistic – really talented, I reckon. You should give that some thought.”


It’s strange. If a teacher had told me that I’d have run a mile, not because I didn’t like what they’d said but because it would have scared me. The idea of someone thinking I had a gift for something then looking on while I cocked things up, I suppose. That. But having Em say it was different. I knew he meant what he said, that he was serious, but I also knew he didn’t expect me to perform for him, that we’d stay friends whether I turned out to be good at anything or not.


If it hadn’t been for Em, I might have sailed on and on doing nothing. Doing nothing until the sun exploded and we were all toast.


I owe Em everything, I reckon. He woke me up.


Em and I became an item after that. We didn’t make a big thing of it – we were spending so much time together anyway that apart from us having sex our lives carried on pretty much as usual. Only instead of going off to college and becoming a rocket scientist like he wanted to, Em stayed in Sapphire and did accountancy training. He set himself up as a freelance, and was soon making a lot of money. Most people would have said he’d done very well for himself, but I knew it was not the life he had once dreamed of.


He stayed for me, after all. And I could never bring myself to tell him to go.


We lived together for a while, but it didn’t work out. I don’t know why, not fully, only that it was my fault, not his. I was afraid to risk my feelings, I guess – afraid to love someone so much that it would hurt me, hurt me badly, if it ended. I think now that one of the main reasons I started my affair with Ali Kuzman was so Em would feel he had to move out – it was the only way I could think of to tell him to go. I know that sounds ridiculous, but I think it’s so, even though I was in love with Ali, for a time anyway, far more than I wanted to be. Enough to think I was going to lose it when he went back to Pia.


I don’t need to tell you who picked up the pieces from that shitty episode.


When Em packed up his apartment and left town it was a total sideswipe. I thought it was me, that he’d finally got sick of being pissed about, but when I asked him what was going on, all he would say was that he’d had a disagreement with Del.


“But you’re always rowing with Del, Em, what’s the big deal?”


“There’s no deal. I need a change from this place, that’s all.”


I sensed there was more to it, but Em wouldn’t spill and after a while I stopped pestering him. I knew he must have his reasons, but I didn’t like it. Em and I had never had secrets before, not even during the Ali episode, and all I could think was that Del was up to something, something dodgy that Em wanted out of. I wouldn’t have put anything past my brother.


I still feel guilty sometimes. I tell myself that if only I’d tried harder to find out what was going on I could have talked to Del, persuaded him, opened his eyes to the risks. That’s all bollocks though, isn’t it? Apart from anything else, since when has my brother Yellow ever listened to anyone?


He wouldn’t have heard a word I said. He’d have told me to fuck off and mind my own business.


Knowing that should make me feel better, but it doesn’t.


* * *


To understand how Sapphire works, you have to understand the smartdogs, and to understand the smartdogs you have to understand the panic that was first caused by them.


The engineered greyhounds now known as smartdogs were the product of illegal experiments in stem cell research. The experiments originally took place at what was then a large governmental agricultural centre called Romney Heights. The nearest town of any real size was of course Sapphire, which was why most of the support workers – the lab staff and cleaning staff and technicians – came from here. The security was pretty tight – anyone found to be in breach of the lab’s confidentiality agreement was fired on the spot – but the pay was good, and once you have a job like that you do your best to hang on to it. For the most part people were more than happy to stick to the rules.


There’s a lot of hard science stuff I don’t understand fully, but what it comes down to is that the government boffins at Romney Heights took eggs from a canine ovary and replaced some of the canine genetic material with human DNA. They fertilized those doctored eggs with dog sperm, and let them go on to become living dog embryos. Those embryos were then implanted back into the wombs of female greyhounds.


The scientists used greyhounds for their experiments because they are docile and easy to train. They are also naturally hardy and highly intelligent.


The process took a lot longer than I’m making out here, but the puppies born to those greyhound mothers were actually part human. I don’t mean they were deformed, or monsters or anything – they looked no different from any normal puppies. But they were part human nonetheless, and their intelligence – what the scientists call their cognitive ability – was more highly advanced and adaptable than in ordinary dogs.


And of course those scientists were very excited, because nothing remotely like this had been achieved before. They hailed it as a radical breakthrough in biotechnical engineering.


It was Del who told me what the Romney Heights project was really about.


“They wanted to create a new kind of weapon,” he said. “An animal primed with explosives that could be trained to penetrate a military or industrial stronghold and blow it up.”


“But wouldn’t the dogs be blown up as well?” I said. The idea horrified me.


“Of course they would, numbskull, sky high. Blown to bloody smithereens and fragments of gut. But dogs aren’t the same as people, are they? Even dogs with human DNA aren’t the same as people. You can always breed more, blow those up too if you want to. None of your conscientious objections about blowing up dogs. That was the entire point.”


I could see more or less at once what he was getting at. By using smartdogs you could get into places and take risks you couldn’t consider with a human strike force. And the smartdogs, like all dogs, would be happy to do exactly what they were told.


They did more experiments, experiments that involved both a smartdog and a human trainer having a bio-computer chip implanted into their brain. The chip was programmed with code from the dog’s DNA, and facilitated a mental or empathic link between the dog and the human. Del says it’s impossible to describe in layman’s terms what it does, exactly, but basically it’s as if the smartdog and its human trainer can hear each other’s thoughts.


The scientists believed that the implants would change everything, which they did, only not in the way the scientists were expecting. The more the implant technology developed, the stronger the symbiosis between the dog and its runner. In symbiosis they formed a kind of mutual self-dependency – the dogs cared about their runners, sometimes enough to die for them, and vice versa. That wasn’t what the Romney Heights scientists had been looking for at all.


Some of the scientists refused to continue with the use of smartdogs in the weapons programme. They insisted that the dogs’ enhanced intelligence made it immoral for humans to exploit them in any manner that would bring them to harm. One of the scientists, Klara Hoogstraaten, even argued that all smartdogs should be granted rights under the Hague Convention.


When the lab management tried to have Klara Hoogstraaten sacked, she leaked the entire story to the tabloid press.


There was a public outcry. Some people were just concerned about the dogs being mistreated, others went one stage further and claimed that this was science run riot, that the smartdogs were the first step in a master plan to replace human manual workers with a slave race of engineered animals.


Most didn’t give a damn either way. But the general shit-stirring made a lot of stink and in the end Romney Heights was forced to close down.


After that, implant surgery for smartdog runners became a legal grey area. Officially it was banned, in practice it just went underground. They closed down Romney Heights because they had to – after the Hoogstraaten business kicked off they had to be seen to do something. But it wasn’t long before bootleg clinics started springing up, and when they did the politicos just sat back and pretended not to notice. The government were desperate to have the gene-splicing research continue, and here was a way of doing that, but with no risk to themselves – foolproof. They didn’t have to commit any money to the project, because the clinics were making money, and if anything went wrong they could always scapegoat the greedy doctors.


They still had to be careful, though. Any adverse publicity surrounding one of the clinics and their whole cosy little system might implode, which is why a surgery that is theoretically outlawed is now probably the most rigidly controlled procedure in the country.


They can’t afford to have anyone die on them, and that’s why they turned down Del for his operation.


* * *


There was something wrong with his brain, some congenital defect. A tiny flaw the doctors felt certain would make no difference to his normal lifespan but that could make his brain go phut if he had the implant.


The doctors said that even then it would be unlikely, but as the surgery wasn’t essential they were unwilling to take the risk.


Non-essential to whom, though? It’s true I’m no medic, but I understood my brother well enough to know that the doctors might have killed him anyway, through disappointment.


All his initial check-ups were fine. The MRI was the final hurdle, just a formality really. No one expected to find anything. Del came back from that appointment in a black rage, not swearing and yelling the way he did when he was drunk or had got into a fight with someone, but clenched with anger, rigid with it, as if he were carrying the force of a bomb blast locked inside him.


He couldn’t talk, or wouldn’t. It was scary. Not even Limlasker would go near him, and I think that was what finally brought him out of it, having Lim avoid him like that. In the end the anger seeped away like floodwater down a storm drain and there was just this kid, lying face down on the bed with his dog beside him.


The next morning he seemed more together.


“Stupid cut-price morons,” he said. “There are other places.”


I didn’t see what good it would do. I didn’t dare say anything, but I was worried that if he went to another clinic the results would come back the same. As it turned out he didn’t even get as far as being tested. The clinics all share their records via a central database, so the new docs knew what the old docs had found the second they punched Del’s name into their computer.


* * *


Del set his heart on becoming a runner from the age of eight. It was the only thing he ever wanted, the one ideal he found to be beautiful and set his store by. When the doctors turned him down, he felt as if his life was over. He was a half-thing, a cripple, a drone.


There was also the question of Limlasker. Limlasker was an expensive dog. You could argue that he wasn’t a dog at all, but a financial investment. Gra Rayner only let Del pick out a puppy in the first place because everyone took it for granted that Del and Lim would go on to compete in major races. For Gra Rayner, not running Lim would be like chucking thousands of shillings straight in the bin. If Del couldn’t run Limlasker, he’d have to find someone who could, and the sooner the better.


Gra came good, though. I suppose in many respects Del was just as much a son in his eyes as Em was. He offered Del a job straight away as his trainee business manager, and said that Del could keep Limlasker, that he should consider the dog as a down-payment on his starting salary, and that he wouldn’t be looking for anyone to take him over.


“I know you’ll do me proud, you always have. And you and Lim, you’re a team. That’s not up for grabs.”


I think it saved Del’s sanity, that reassurance that Limlasker would not be taken away from him. He accepted Gra’s job offer, and a year later he moved out of the house and into the leaky old barn that came with the building lot Gra had sold him just down the road from the yard.


The more time passed, the more Del gradually came to accept the life he had. The job at the yard helped. He liked the power, definitely. He liked moving money around and organizing schedules and bossing the runners. He was good at what he did, and he enjoyed that, too. When Del cared about something he liked to be best at it, and I reckon Gra knew that. I think that’s what he was counting on.


The biggest shock was Del’s decision to give up Limlasker. It happened about a year after he started managing the yard for real, and shortly after he got together with Claudia.


“He should run,” Del said to Gra. “The dog’s in his prime. It’s what he was born for.”


Limlasker was almost four years old then. Smartdogs tend to have a longer racing life than most ordinary greyhounds, because the psychological component of their ability runs at a higher percentage than in non-engineered dogs. Gra was unsure at first. He was concerned that the natural bond between Del and Lim might interfere with the dog’s ability to form a connection with an implanted runner, but Del brushed his objections aside.


“It’s what he wants,” Del said. “He’ll win for you, big time. Trust me.”


Del was right, as he usually was when it came to the dogs. He even found a runner for Lim himself, an unsmiling, rather taciturn girl he found at the track called Tash Oni. Tash was Nigerian, as tall as Del and just as skinny. For a while I felt convinced that Del was involved with Tash, that he was shagging her on the quiet or at least thinking about it, but it turned out that Tash was already living with someone, a news journalist called Brit Engstrom.


When Tash went in to have her operation, Del was there to collect her five hours later. He saw her home, and when after two weeks the doctors pronounced her fit, he took Limlasker to her himself, to live with her permanently.


Not many people could have done that. My brother has many faults but nobody could complain that he lacks courage.


* * *


When Del told me he was going to be a father I could barely believe it. What surprised me even more was that he seemed to be pleased. Del’s always been a loner at heart. I never thought he’d settle down with anyone, least of all Claudia Day, with her soft voice and shy smile and fragile nerves. She wasn’t even interested in the dogs, not particularly. I didn’t think their relationship would last five minutes, to be honest. When Del insisted I go down the pub with him and then announced that Claudia was pregnant I almost choked on my beer.


He turned out to be good at it, too – being a dad, I mean. He didn’t just care about Lumey, he cared for her too, changing her nappies and bathing her, schlepping her off to the yard as if he couldn’t bear to be parted from her. Having a child seemed to reveal those aspects of Del’s nature that had been kept secret from the world until then, buried beneath his anger like grass under snow.


It sounds corny to say this, but for me Del’s love for Lumey was proof that such a thing as love truly existed and was not just some fable.


Del even chose her name – Luz, which means light. Claudia chose her middle name, Maree.


When Lumey was first born she seemed perfectly normal. It’s true that she was slightly underweight, but the hospital said she would soon catch up and was fine otherwise.


They put Claudia in a side room for a couple of hours so they could monitor her blood pressure and then sent her home.


“They’re afraid someone might steal my baby,” Claudia whispered when I went in to visit. “That’s why they’re sending me home early. They think it’s safer.”


“Don’t be ridiculous, Cee,” Del said. “They want the bed, that’s all.”


He looked at me like: should I be worried? and I shook my head. New mums get all kinds of weird ideas, or at least that’s what I’d heard, and Claudia was hardly the most logical person at the best of times. She seemed much better once she was out of the hospital, calmer than when she was pregnant actually, at least for a while. Then, just after Lumey turned one, she started coming out with a lot of stuff about how there was something not right, that her daughter was not developing as she should.


“She never speaks,” she said. “I know it’s too early for her to be using actual words yet – I’m not stupid. But you must have noticed how silent she is – she hardly ever cries, even. You can’t tell me that’s supposed to be normal for a one-year-old child.”


“She seems perfectly all right to me,” I said. “I’m sure she’s fine. All children are different, aren’t they?” I told her Del hadn’t spoken a word until he was three, which was true, actually; I knew because Mum told me. Del was born surly, I reckon. Anyway, Claudia seemed reassured, then a week later she was off again. I hadn’t a clue what Del thought, until he turned up at my place one evening and started interrogating me about Claudia.


“Has Cee been saying anything to you about Lumey?”


“Just that she’s a bit quiet,” I said. “I told her it was nothing to worry about.”


“She’s driving me crazy with this shit. Cee, I mean, not Lumey.” He sat down on the floor, leaning back against the wall and closing his eyes. He looked so young, doing that, so much like Del the way he was before our mother left.


“Tell me the truth, Jen,” he said. “Do you honestly think that Lumey is okay?”


“Yes,” I said. I looked him in the eye as I said it, which was my way of telling him I was saying what I really believed, straight up and no bullshit. When the chips are down he’s still my brother. “She’s different from other kids, that’s all. Lumey’s special.”


“Special? That’s what doctors say when they’re trying to tell you your kid’s a retard.” His hands tensed themselves into fists. I could see he was trying not to lose his temper, but I could also see it was not me he was angry with but himself – for asking me in the first place, for making him voice the fears that were in his mind.


“There’s nothing wrong with Lumey, Del.” I kept my voice as calm and level as I could. “You can see that just by looking at her. She’s happy as shit. She’s just Lumey.” I wasn’t sure what I meant by that exactly, just that it seemed obvious to me that Lumey knew who she was and what was going on around her. Even at fourteen months she was sharp as a knife. So she didn’t want to talk about it, so what? There’d be time enough for words when she was older.


There’s enough talk in this world already and plenty to spare.


“Just let her work it out in her own time,” I said. “When she feels like speaking, she’ll speak.”


Del didn’t say anything at all at first and for a moment I thought he really was going to go off on one. Then I saw his hands unclench, and he let out his breath in a whooping sound, as if he didn’t realise he’d been holding it until that second.


“That’s what I reckoned,” he said. “Lumey’s bright as anything. It’s just that Cee’s got me scared to pick the kid up in case I drop her.”


“It’s not fair to blame Claudia, Del. You know what she’s like. If anything happened to Lumey I think she’d lose her mind.”


“You think I don’t know that? I’m the one that has to live with it. If she carries on like this she’ll drive us both nuts.”


“Help her, then. Tell her you believe Lumey’s fine and that she should stop worrying.”


“I’ll do that.”


It wasn’t like Del to say thank you for anything, but I could tell our talk had made him feel better. I fetched him a beer from the fridge and he flicked it open with his thumbnail, a trick he’d had off pat since forever.


The cap rolled away across the floor and under my workbench. Del took a swig from the bottle and then asked me a question.


“Who d’you think she looks like? Cee or me?”


His asking took me by surprise, because the answer seemed obvious. Claudia’s like a big pink rose, no one in our family looks remotely like her. Del is angular and kind of scrawny-looking. His narrow chest and long arms have always made him look taller than he is. Then there’s that sticking-up crest of yellow curls that first gave him his nickname, those lightning-green eyes.


“She looks like you, of course,” I said. “Who do you think?”


He tipped his beer to me and gave me a rare smile.


“I reckoned that, too,” he said. “Poor little monster.”


* * *


Lumey was wonderful, actually. I’ve never been into kids particularly, but I was into Lumey right from the start. She wasn’t just cute, she was smart, too. It was true that she didn’t say much, but it was obvious she understood what words meant, you could tell that just from the way she started paying attention when you spoke her name. Then sometimes when she heard a new word, she’d grab towards the mouth of the person who had spoken it – as if she saw words as solid objects: living, darting sound-fish that she could catch between her fingers if she were only quick enough.


She was easy to take care of, too, because she never got bored. I could sit her in the corner of my work room with a couple of empty cotton reels and some scraps of patterned lining fabric and she’d be happy for hours just arranging and then rearranging those few things, playing some secret game of her own, all in silence and yet so attentive, as if she were listening to special music that only she could hear.


It was weird and a bit unnerving but beautiful, too. I knew Lumey was different, but I couldn’t see how her being different mattered a damn. There are all kinds of words now for kids who refuse to accept the world as it’s been laid down for them, but I thought that trying to make sense of Lumey was pointless, and might even damage her.


* * *


I will never forget the day she finally spoke. She was three and we were up at the yard. I can’t remember even why I was there – most likely I was just hanging out with Del the way I sometimes still did.


I should explain that the first time I saw a smartdog up close I was totally freaked. I was five or six or thereabouts – at any rate, it was my first time at the track. Dad had already explained to us that smartdogs were different from ordinary street dogs, but I wasn’t expecting to notice the difference as much as I did. Up till then I’d only seen them on TV, and apart from the mangy curs that hung around the municipal rubbish dump the only dogs I’d had any real contact with were my dad’s mate Merle’s brindle Staffie and the overweight spaniel Boris who belonged to Mrs Roberson who ran the fish shop.


The engineered hounds were different because they seemed more aware of you. They gazed at me with open curiosity, as if they were my equal. I wasn’t used to that then, not in a dog, and I suppose it threw me off balance. I expected the dogs in the trackside pens to be pacing about and making a fuss, the way any animal will do if it’s shut up for too long. The smartdogs weren’t doing that, though, they weren’t even barking. They were standing still and staring calmly ahead, as if they were listening for a signal that would tell them what to do and where to go.


As I say, it gave me the willies. That’s just the way the dogs are, of course, and I soon got used to it. But Lumey seemed to get on with the dogs from the moment she was able to toddle across the yard. I know Claudia wasn’t too keen on Del taking Lumey to work – she was afraid Lumey would catch something, most likely – but she was never going to put a stop to it, not just because Del liked having her with him but because Lumey herself was crazy about the dogs. She loved being around them, Limlasker especially; it was amazing to see.


On the day it happened, Carson Stringer was just about to head off to the lunges with his dog, Scallion. Scallion was huge, a great red horse-hound of a dog, gentle as piss like all smartdogs but still pretty impressive. When I saw Lumey rushing up to him I felt scared for a moment, just because Scallion was so big and Lumey so small.


I think Del must have felt the same, because he took a quick step towards her, as if to drag her away, but then at the last minute he backed off. He decided it was better just to let things take their course I reckon, but I could see why he was nervous.


Lumey gazed up at Scallion, stared at him with her eyes wide open as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Then she raised her arms high above her head, and said ‘run’.


We all heard it, clear as anything. Lumey’s first ever word.


The dog bent his great head towards her, swishing his tail.


“Holy fuck,” said Carson Stringer. “She’s going to be a champ, boss. You’d better cover your arse and get her signed up.”


Everyone laughed, Del especially. Del was elated. “I knew she could talk,” he kept saying to me afterwards. “The brainy kids always take longer. Don’t they always say that?”


I told him I’d heard something of the kind, then I made a joke about like father, like daughter, and the way Del’s face lit up at that, it hurt my heart. And I was happy, too. Happy for Del and happy for Claudia, who was going to float right up to the ceiling when she heard the news.


I knew it wasn’t that simple, though. Lumey hadn’t just spoken, she had heard as well. Not a sound that I could hear, but something. You could tell just from the way she stood, still as a sentry, listening. Something had passed from Scallion and into Lumey and then back again.


Like a silken cord, like a signal along a telegraph wire, like light.


I had no idea what I had seen, only that it had been extraordinary.


If Del noticed it too I didn’t know, and I didn’t ask.


* * *


I always liked the way the runners dressed, even as a kid. Not just the way they stood out from the crowd, but the way the clothes they wore seemed to strengthen their idea of themselves, to help them be what they were, and to be it better.


I’m not saying that a runner can’t be a runner without runner’s gants. It’s not the gloves themselves that are special, it’s the runners thinking they are. I’ve heard it said that strong thoughts can make magic, and a fine pair of gants – like a charm or a curse – is just something that helps strong thoughts take on a definite shape.


This was something that seemed clear to me from the first. I remember one Saturday when I was down at the track as usual with Dad and Del, waiting in line at the kiosks to get a kebab. From where I was standing I could see the dogs that were in the next race being led past on their way to the traps, their runners standing back from the trackside as the gates were closed. The video screen at the far end of the stadium stopped displaying an advert for 7-Up and started to show live footage of the smartdogs instead. The favourite for that race was a three-year-old particoloured male called Space Cadet. His runner was Kayleigh dos Santos, and when she went up to receive her start card I had my first clear sight of her.


Her hair was cropped close to her skull in a style I envied but that Mum had already said it was pointless for me even to think about. Dos Santos wore zip-up silver gants with a cerise leather cuff. Instead of the traditional knee-high boots, she wore a tatty pair of hi-top sneakers bought from Ku-dam or Primark. The contrast of the cheap chain-store shoes with the designer gants did something peculiar and thrilling to my insides. There was such daring in it, something so unexpected and so rude it made my heart flip up in my chest like a bush cricket.


What I didn’t know at the time was that Kayleigh dos Santos had done time in prison for dealing glass. Runners are pretty evasive on the subject of glass. Most who have tried the drug won’t admit to it, those who do talk about their experience often say there are no words to describe it anyway, so why bother trying? The compound makes the implant work better, apparently. It can’t enhance the performance of the hardware – that would be impossible – but what it does do is put your brain into a state where it can engage more fully with the software processes and at a higher level.
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