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         NOW I HAVE TO PAY attention, thought Jonathan. Now. It’s starting now. He laid his trembling hands on his lap and rubbed the middle of his left thumb with his right in the hope that it would calm him down. It was his last morning in jail. Like always, he was alone in his cell. The cell the others, the guards, called his room. He was sitting on the bed waiting, staring at the wall. He didn’t know what time it was. It was early, he knew that much. The first strip of sunlight had just forced its way through the split in the too-thin curtains. Half-five, maybe six o’clock. It didn’t make any difference to him today. I’ve got time, he thought. From now on I’ve got plenty of time. They’ll come when they come. When they think it’s the right time, they’ll come. I can’t do anything about that. No earlier, no later. I’ll see.

         Until they came he would watch the morning light push further into his cell and slowly, imperturbably, move across the walls in its own orbit, ignoring everybody. It had been ages since he’d known exactly what time it was. The first night here he’d immediately fiddled the batteries out of the wall clock. He couldn’t stand the ticking. Plus the clock didn’t tell him anything that was any use to him. Day activities weren’t compulsory and he didn’t sign up for any of them. Walking in circles, education, sport. Work. If you didn’t smoke, eat sweets or buy expensive clothes, you didn’t need any money here.

         He preferred to watch the position of the sun, the fullness of the light, the way it caught the clouds drifting over the watchtowers. That told him how much longer it was going to last, how long till dark. How much longer he’d have to put up with the racket: men’s voices creeping up from the exercise yard, music through the walls. Shadows across the floor of his cell, across the bed and the small table. But now it was going to be different. “Everything will be different,” he whispered.

         He waited. It was still quiet outside. After a while he stood up, walked from the bed to his table, from the table to the window, stood there for a moment and went back to his bed. He sat down again, knees creaking quietly, then stood up once more. He paused in the middle of his cell, then went back to the table and looked down at it. On it were his therapy workbook, his exercise book, pencils and pens. The bookmark his mother had sent him. He sat down at the table again, his back straight, and opened the exercise book. A beautiful, blank page. He used both hands to smooth it out, arranged it in the exact middle of the table, unscrewed the lid of his pen and thought for a moment. After what seemed like ages it turned out he couldn’t think of anything sensible to write. He nibbled at the inside of his cheek. Why not? Why should he run dry today?

         He stood up again and clenched his fists. Walked from his table to the window, from the window to the table and back again. He sat down on the chair. “Nothing,” he wrote. And then, “Never.” Followed by, “No!” He banged the exercise book shut. The rest would come tonight when he was back home. He’d do the next therapy assignment then. A little later he opened the exercise book again, stared at what he’d written and crossed it out. “Different,” he wrote beneath it, then drew a line through that too. “Better.”

         He rolled up the exercise book, picked up his pens and pencils one at a time and put them in his pencil case, and slipped the workbook into his bag with the rest. Then he sat down on the bed, hands trembling on his lap, and waited for the moment when the guard would unlock the door.

         
             

         

         Now I have to pay attention, thought Jonathan. Now. It’s starting now. He was sitting next to the last window, at the back of the bus to the village. There weren’t any other passengers, but he’d still walked past the empty seats. There was quite a bit of morning left to go: the sun was still rising, but it was already terribly hot. A drop slid out from his hair, slowly, down his neck. All the way to the small of his back. He shifted on the seat. He had his bag on his lap, holding it close. He was sweating under his arms too. The bag was heavy on his knees. He would have preferred to put it down on the floor, but somehow it seemed safer like this, his fingers tightly intertwined. He sighed.

         Between him and the world was the glass and behind the glass the coastal landscape. The most beautiful country he knew. The place where he had crawled out of his mother’s womb on a nondescript Sunday morning some thirty years ago. A place he would never leave. He looked at the landscape with brand-new eyes. Not a single detail escaped him. He saw the tops of the pine trees and the way the sun was very precisely spotlighting the last row of sandhills, the grass on the side of the road and the water of the small pools in the distance. The light slid along the road with the bus, heating the asphalt. It was so hot it wouldn’t have surprised him to see the tar bursting open in front of him, starting to crack and melting from the inside out. Soft, sticky lumps like mud on the soles of his shoes.

         He closed his eyes for a moment, reopened them and looked at the sky again. The light was almost painful, such a glaring white. 

         Past the water tower, the bus curved off and down to the right before slowly climbing again after the next bend. He knew it all by heart, able to predict every twist and bump in the road. Just a couple of minutes to the harbour, he thought, and then the village. He could smell the slight stink of the sea air through the open roof hatch. Fish, oil, decay, seaweed. Rope.

         This afternoon he would be out walking in these dunes, maybe within an hour. At last. People didn’t like him; they never had. But nature accepted him as he was. He squeezed one hand with the other, held it like that, then stretched the fingers one at a time until he heard the knuckles crack. His mother would be home waiting for him. Sitting on the sofa, where else, watching morning TV. He could almost hear the sound of the set that had been about to give up the ghost for years now. All those nights sitting next to her on his regular chair, the smell of the dog in the room. Her hands clasped together and resting just under her bosom. Often he’d be reading Nature magazine but unable to keep his mind on the words, the TV voices stabbing into his thoughts. Then he’d let the magazine slip down to his lap and watch her watch TV.

         He thought about the little things, the things he knew so well. The way the fingers of her right hand curled together and slowly, absently reached for the thin chain of her necklace, the way she took the silver cross between thumb and index finger and began to rub it. That meant that something on TV had aroused her interest and she was about to draw his attention to it. The way she let the rosary beads glide through her fingers when she was praying at night.

         His hands were clammy. He felt the warmth of the engine rumbling away inside the bus. Now and then he looked at his nails, tugging at little bits of skin. Sometimes he raised himself up slightly to get a better look into the distance, squinting against the glare, then sitting down again.

         He watched the seagulls gliding through the sky with their beaks open. Sometimes they hung motionless for a moment as if frozen in place. He thought of the birds whose flight he had watched through his cell window. As long as he could. The powerful beating of their wings. When they sailed past close to his window, he imagined he could hear the wind whooshing across their quills. In the back of his exercise book he kept a list of unusual birds. Kittiwake gulls, lesser black-backed gulls, fulmars, a guillemot. Tallying them gave him some peace of mind amid the racket, the endless suffocation. It was unbearable. Especially the proximity of all those men. The nauseating smell of food.

         But it was over now, as suddenly as it had begun. Despite everything it had felt sudden. Last week was the umpteenth hearing: the whole day in the docks, his lawyer’s words going straight over his head like always.

         And yesterday afternoon the official letter from the court arrived. He had been acquitted on appeal. After all. Despite his worst fears. That cancelled out everything: the prison sentence, the therapy, the psychiatric hospital. There wasn’t enough evidence. They hadn’t been able to find the T-shirt on which, in the words of the prosecutor, incriminating traces could be found according to the victim’s statements. “The prosecution can still appeal,” his lawyer explained, “but I don’t expect them to.” The case would only be reopened if they could dig up some more evidence. But that was anyone’s guess. For the time being he was free.

         He swallowed painfully. As if there was something hard and sharp, a fish bone, caught in his throat. He coughed, sighed, closed his eyes and flared his nostrils. He concentrated on his breathing to try to stop his shoulders tensing up. That was what he’d learnt in pre-therapy, as they called it. Or “individual offender therapy”, therapy that started in prison and was meant to prepare him for treatment in the hospital. It had begun a few weeks ago with the prison psychologist. Phase one.

         “Take a calm breath,” he whispered to himself, looking at the vague silhouette of his face in the window, the sharp chin and high cheekbones, his forehead. “In through the nose.” He closed his eyes for a moment and opened them again. “Hold it, and then slowly, slowly, out through the mouth.” He repeated this ten times, always ten times. “In this way we relax the diaphragm and let all stress fall away. Feet on the ground.” He kept whispering, even though he was still the only passenger on the bus. He felt his diaphragm relaxing, his breath growing calm, and meanwhile he massaged his tense and painful neck muscles with his knuckles.

         The bus rounded the last bend before the village. Clustered around the long main street was the new estate he’d heard so much about, the houses silent in the morning light, their windows reflecting the sunbeams straight back at him, dazzling him, as if deliberately. He averted his eyes: looking down at his feet, at his bag and off to the side instead. The estate had been tacked onto the old village in the past few months and, in a few weeks, he and his mother would come to live here too. She’d written about it all the time in her letters. New neighbours, a new house: she was so happy (“new faces for a change, a bit of life on the streets, people to talk to”). Not him. He didn’t like change.

         What he saw was worse than he had imagined. Rows and rows of narrow, identical houses. Short shadows between the roofs. They would be living in each other’s pockets, here even more than in the old streets he was used to. Their own neighbourhood, the oldest part of the village, was earmarked for clearance months before Jonathan left. But the council was so slow nobody believed it was really going to happen. Then, while he was in jail, things had picked up speed after all. The first residents left during his second month and the rest followed in dribs and drabs. His mother was now the only one left and the other houses had all been knocked down. In her letters she had written that her asthma had grown worse over the last few months and she was too weak to organize the move by herself.

         He pressed the button and a little later the bus stopped and the doors sighed open. He focused on his breathing again and then on the road, stretching slowly ahead. This was what he had looked forward to all these months. The enormousness of the sky, empty except for a few wisps of cloud. He looked straight up and let his eyes wander without any bars, bricks or towers to stop them. Long beams of sunlight on the road. He looked at the fishermen’s cottages that had been spared as yet, their roofs and gardens, the top of the church tower. Here and there he could see fishing rods and baskets, small upturned boats against the front walls. Behind them, trees.

         It was a clear day and oppressively humid. Much too hot for the time of year. He thought about the Nature magazines his mother had sent him faithfully every month with one of her letters. Always with the same sentence written on the label in her angled cursive: “For my boy, and may he come home soon.” A few weeks ago he had read that the persistent heat had led to the first nests of brown-tail moth caterpillars being spotted in the sea buckthorn, much too early. Maybe the wood small-reed had already started flowering as well. “See,” he’d mumbled to himself in his cell while sliding the magazine into the therapy folder he kept under his mattress. “See, it’s not right. You can’t even count on nature any more. Everything’s out of kilter.” 

         
            *

         

         Their house was small, even smaller than he remembered it. It now stood with just one other house on the edge of a bare expanse. Apart from a few withered shrubs, some bricks and the odd bit of building debris, there was nothing here at all. The entire block of fishermen’s cottages next to theirs had simply disappeared. The high-rises were gone too. The two blocks of flats had disappeared into thin air as if they’d never even existed. As if his memory of them wasn’t real. But he could still picture it all, every last detail. Elizabeth lived on the third floor of the second block. The whole neighbourhood called her Betsy. Him too. But never out loud.

         He could still see her hanging over the railing of her balcony to wave at people passing by. He heard her thin, high voice. “Hello, Frank—Hello, Mum—Hello, Jon.” He stared at a spot in the silent, shimmering air and for a second it was like she was walking there. With her big awkward head bobbing gently, as always. Her round face and sweet smile. Her mouth always slightly open.

         He looked around, as if she might still be wandering somewhere among those dry stubby shrubs. She was long gone, of course. After what happened, she and her parents had moved to the city. He stayed standing there awhile, squinting in the blazing sun. There was a glitter to the light and, for a moment, the emptiness around him seemed to give off a strange murmur. He felt a chill of fear at the sight of their house surrounded by a wasteland of demolition. As if it was all wrong. As if he didn’t belong here. As if he belonged somewhere completely different. But he didn’t have a clue where that might be or how to find out.

         
             

         

         Between the brick walls of their squat house it was, if possible, even hotter than outside. His mother was waiting for him in the steaming-hot kitchen, wearing the summer blouse she had owned as long as he could remember. It was small and stretched tight around her bosom.

         “There’s my boy.”

         “Mum.”

         He smiled a bit; she smiled, but he didn’t greet her the way he had hoped, the way he’d intended. Not even the way he’d nervously, expectantly imagined these last few days by the window of his cell. He was too cautious, too hesitant.

         “You’re back.” Her eyes gleamed. He smiled again, a little shy, uncomfortable in this situation. Her boy. He sniffed, as if he was still ten and not thirty. He needed to give her a big grin; that was what he’d decided beforehand. But his face muscles felt stiff and weren’t cooperating. He tried again. She had been alone all this time, he thought, and he was to blame. Now he needed to make it up to her. The least he could do was be a little bit friendly.

         They stood there silently facing each other in the small room under the gaze of the earthenware statue of Mary that had been standing there on a shelf since his childhood. Quietly, with her hands folded and her eyes half closed, she looked down at the ground. As if searching for something she’d lost. Like always her glance passed them by. No matter how much his mother prayed to her and lovingly dusted her feet, she had never turned her eyes upon them.

         They stood there like that for a while, the sweat running down his back. The air in the room was almost unbreathable. The house seemed to have got damper. He’d noticed the wallpaper in the hall peeling and blistering and the lino was starting to curl up along the joins.

         “Jonny, at last. Thank God. I thought you’d never…” She didn’t finish her sentence. He could hear a rustling in her voice. 

         “I’m here now.”

         She hadn’t visited him once in all those months. He hadn’t wanted her to: it would have been too much. He couldn’t have borne seeing her there in that echoing visiting hall with all those other people. For a while she’d tried to insist, but in the end she gave up.

         He wiped the sweat from his neck and out of his eyes with his sleeve and turned more towards her to see her better. For a moment he thought something was changing in her face. The muscles around her mouth tightened; he was scared she was going to cry. But nothing happened. She just raised her necklace between her thumb and index finger, then gently released it so it fell back against her throat.

         He could tell that her asthma had taken a toll. Her skin had lost some of its elasticity and was covered with fine, almost invisible crazing, shallow lines over her face that came together in a slight frown above her nose. She hoped, as he knew from her letters, that it would get better again in the new house, which she was expecting to be less damp. But now he’d seen how hurriedly and cheaply the new homes had been thrown together, he knew it would be just as bad there as it was here.

         Silence filled the room, with just the quiet hum of TV reaching him from the living room. He cleared his throat and wondered if he should hug her after all. His arms around her shoulders, her familiar smell. But he didn’t; his muscles froze at the thought of it. He just reached out to her, with one hand moving towards her arm—hesitant, unsure—then he pulled it back again.

         “Did you have a good trip?” she asked. “How did the trip go? Did you have enough money on you?”

         “You already know that.” He twisted the corner of the hankie he’d pulled out of his pocket, used it to wipe his throat and, without looking at her, repeated himself. “You already know that. They gave me a ticket. I already told you.”

         “Shall I make you a cuppa?”

         She took a step towards him and spread her hands, presenting her empty palms like a sign of appeasement, a promise that she wouldn’t ask him any difficult questions. Ever. Or at least, not yet. Before he could say anything, she continued, “Was the bus on time? Did you have something to eat with you?”

         “It’s not far, Mum. Half an hour at most. You know that.”

         She was just asking to have something to ask. Like in her letters. She never asked him about the case. And he never said anything about it either. She couldn’t not know what he’d been convicted of, and acquitted. But her letters were about moving, the weather, Bible quotes. And he wrote to her about things he’d read in Nature, about the birds he’d seen.

         “Would you like some squash instead? A nice glass of squash?” She bent down towards the low fridge, drawing his gaze to the worktop. Although it was already quite late in the morning, it was still cluttered with the mess from breakfast. By the looks of it the cutlery and dishes from the previous evening hadn’t been washed up yet either.

         “I’m going to the dunes.”

         “Already?”

         “I have to get out for a bit.”

         “Have a drink first.”

         He felt the tendons in his neck tighten as the tension returned to his muscles. He stretched his head back and heard a dry click when his neck cracked. He combed the sweaty hair away from his forehead with the fingers of both hands. He was suddenly desperate to be alone.

         “Has Milk been out yet? Otherwise I’ll take him with me.” There was a moist layer on his throat and back. “There’s no air in here.” He moved his hands as if defining the area the air was being sucked out of. At the same time he heard his own words and realized that his voice didn’t sound friendly. Picking at the collar of his shirt, he tried again. “I’m going out for a little walk—you can understand that, can’t you?”

         “Yes, of course, just go ahead, son. He hasn’t been out yet, just in the yard.”

         He found the leash hung over the door handle like always and saw through the open door how messy the living room was. There were playing cards in crooked piles in the most unlikely places, scraps of paper, brochures, a rosary, her Bible.

         He sighed and his stomach shrank. Something for later, he thought. One step at a time. I’ll tidy up soon. I’ll make it all spic and span. I’m a champ at that. But first, outdoors.

         Restlessly he ran the leash through his fingers and called the dog with a short, sharp whistle. “Milk!”

         “You won’t be late back, will you?”

         He said he’d keep his eye on the time. It flashed through his mind that she talked too much. He’d never been able to stand it, but now he wasn’t used to it at all. He liked to keep words to a minimum. All too often they only caused trouble.

         Again she told him to drink enough. Again he said yes. She turned, took a plastic bottle out of the kitchen cupboard and filled it with water. “You can top it up at the pump in the dunes.”

         He could almost feel her squeaking, laboured breathing in his own lungs. Although he didn’t want to, he thought about prison. The looks the other men gave him whenever he left his cell to get something to eat. The constant fear that the guards would be distracted for a moment. Waiting for the inevitable. Never before had he been so scared. Terrified every single day. The unrelenting fear that he wouldn’t be able to stand it any longer. But still the time kept slipping past. 

         Through the television voices he heard the soft click of nails approaching from behind the half-open door to the living room. The old dog strolled up to him on his crooked legs, tongue lolling out.

         “Milk,” he said softly. Unexpected tears leapt to his eyes like tiny needles. To keep them back he cleared his throat, and again, and squatted down. The dog stopped for a moment and held his head at an angle, as if to see him better, then walked up to him, stretched out his neck and began licking him on the face with big long slurps, tail wagging.

         “Oh, boy. Down, boy,” he laughed. He gave the dog a good scratch all over and heard a deep growl of satisfaction. Then pressed his cheek against the dog’s warm, glowing flank, while moving his hands quickly over his short, wiry hair. He grabbed both his ears. “You coming out with me, buddy? You coming?” Milk gave a short, high bark and sauntered along behind him.

         He quickly took his bag upstairs first, standing motionless in the middle of the small room of hardly ten square metres where he had lived his entire life. It looked gloomier than he remembered. The angled rafters, the low light. The empty aquarium below the window in the corner. He had to fill it as soon as possible; it made him nervous straight away. He knew he wouldn’t really feel at home until there were fish in the tank.

         He’d always had fish. His mother was completely indifferent to them, but they calmed him down. Their slow, placid circling, the way their fins glided through the water. It was like they were gulping away chunks of time for him, reducing something he’d never known what to do with. As far back as he could remember he’d had that vague anxiousness about how to get through the day, how to fill the hours. From the moment he got home from work, the period until it was time to go to bed seemed like an unbridgeable void. 

         “Don’t dawdle,” he told himself. “Come on, get outside now you finally can.” He put his bag on the bed, but a moment later he’d knelt down in front of the aquarium. It was filthy. He couldn’t leave it like that.

         He fetched a bucket and washing-up liquid from the tiny bathroom next to his bedroom and scrubbed the greasy spots off the glass as best he could while the dog circled restlessly on the carpet, whining under his breath.

         “Lie down, boy,” he said. And when there was no reaction: “Down!” But the dog refused. Jonathan looked at him, at his funny drooping ears, his quivering nose. All at once it was like his limp had got worse. With one hand on the dog’s back, he gently pushed him down onto the floor. He stayed there but kept up his quiet whimpering.

         Jonathan used his scraper to quickly scratch the algae away from the edges, washed out the bottom of the tank and checked his old pump to see if it still worked. He connected it and used his pocketknife to scrape off some rust spots while he was waiting. Eventually the pump coughed and spluttered and began blowing a feeble but steady stream of bubbles through the dirty water.

         He put the dog on the leash and left through the back door, walking quickly with his shoulders hunched and his head down. Although he couldn’t see anyone out on the street, he felt like he was being watched. He hurried past the back gardens of the houses on the edge of the village in the direction of the sea. The sun was still beaming down in an otherwise empty sky, weighing down on the earth. Soon he was wandering through the sandhills he’d been visiting his whole life and the dog was trotting along obediently behind him, though panting heavily.

         It had been so long since he’d been here and he could feel how much he would have been enjoying it if not for his thoughts about jail. He tried to shake them off, moving his head gently. Every now and then he stopped for a moment on the path through the dunes, under the empty dome of the sky, to breathe in the smells of the earth, and cautiously, gradually, he managed to stop brooding.

         In the corner of his eye he saw the dog looking up at him expectantly, hoping that he’d throw a stick or take him swimming in a pond or just lie down for a nap somewhere, like so often before. “Soon, boy,” he said, “soon.”

         He kept looking up, tilting his head, peering into the endless sky. “Look, Milk,” he whispered, “look.” The sun was fierce, aiming its merciless heat at the earth with an intensity he was no longer used to. The perspiration dripped from his cheeks. He pushed further and further into the dunes, relishing everything, every smell, every little rustling sound, as if he was brushing against it all, reminding the things around him who he was, that he was back. The jagged hawthorn branches silhouetted against the sky, the special smell of the pines, the sand, the water of the small ponds.

         He lay down in a hollow next to a small pool, closed his eyes and almost immediately opened them again because he thought he’d heard something. There was nobody there. He felt a slight breeze on his skin, heard the reeds rustling behind his back. This was the dry quiet. What he’d been waiting for through every filthy second of those endless days and nights. To be back here in familiar territory, alone with the dog. He took his water bottle, raised it to his lips, then poured some into a cupped hand for the dog, feeling the rough tongue on his skin. After drinking, Milk lay down next to him. He reached out and scratched him on the head, then stayed like that for a long time, enjoying every moment in that dome of warmth.

         He felt a ridiculous urge to pray, to do something to show his gratitude, but he couldn’t believe in any of that, despite his mother’s best efforts. He thought of the sign of the cross she’d made just before he left. She’d traced an imaginary cross on his forehead. He sniffed. Even before they’d locked him up, he’d lost his faith. Nobody could prove that any of it was true. It wasn’t scientific like the programme of treatment he was participating in. That was based on data, statistics.

         Since the pre-therapy started more than a month ago, he’d had a weekly session with the prison psychologist. And every day he did an assignment from his workbook. Even if he didn’t understand all of the psychologist’s explanations, the terms he used were promising: relapse-prevention plan, early-warning system. The programme they’d given him was full of boxes with short explanations of how he had to behave. What was good and what wasn’t; where the risks lay. Thanks to this programme he was in the middle of a process of fundamental change.

         “You really are doing your best, Jonathan. You are so motivated,” the psychologist said. “I don’t get many like you.” And he’d looked straight at him with his pale eyes.

         At first Jonathan had been uncomfortable in his presence. It had been a long time since someone had called him by his first name and been so friendly to him.

         Fortunately, he’d been allowed to take his therapy book home with him to carry on by himself. He thought about the telephone call from his lawyer, just over a week ago. There wasn’t enough forensic evidence, he said. Inconsistencies in the story. The victim hadn’t been able to tell them very much. “Victim”—that word stung every time he heard it. He didn’t want to think about it.

         “You’ll be on provisional release,” his lawyer said, and before he knew it he was out on the street. After getting up this morning, he had stood for a while in front of the black-speckled mirror over the sink in his cell, staring at himself in disbelief, his head spinning from all the things he was thinking. All the things he was feeling but couldn’t name.

         
             

         

         When Jonathan began walking again he concentrated on the strength he felt in his body. In his fibres, his muscles, thighs and back. Like a child he ran part of the way up a sandhill. He wanted to feel elated, but it kept getting hotter and his limbs grew heavier. He kept wiping new beads of sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.

         He walked on for a long time, until the sun started to exhaust him, then napped for a while in a dip in the dunes with the dog before deciding to go past the old sandpit on the way back. He’d been going there his whole life to fish. It was the only pond in the dunes with brackish, almost fresh water. Home to perch, rudd and eels. If you were lucky, even a carp or a pike.

         A few low, raggedy clouds had appeared in the sky. They were reflected in the water as they floated over. For a moment he thought he heard something and pricked up his ears. Was something rustling in the marram grass? He kept quiet and looked around but there was nothing. In the sky only seagulls slowly gliding past. Their shadows sweeping over the water.

         He walked over to the bank, pushing aside reeds that pricked his arms and scraped over his shirt. With the dog behind him he cleared a path to the water’s edge, where he leant forwards to get the sun behind him so he could see through the water. After peering at the bottom for a while, he moved even closer and saw some movement. Dark spots drifting slowly over the bottom of the pond, bigger than anything he’d ever seen here before. They had to be fish, but what kind? While he stared at them intently, he felt his heart trembling with excitement. The large shadows slid slowly back and forth, left and right over the bottom. From the corner of his eye he saw that the dog had walked a few metres away and was snuffling around a clump of grass close to the water’s edge before disappearing back into the reeds. The splash told him that he had jumped into the water and was now in the pond.

         Jonathan turned his attention back to the dark shapes. “Hey,” he said, hearing his own voice again after what felt like ages. “Hey, who are you?” Pushing the reeds further apart with his elbows, he bent even lower. A line of tiny bubbles was winding up out of the depths. “Hey, where have you come from?”

         
             

         

         They were big fish, that was clear, but he couldn’t identify them. Maybe carp stirring up the silt in search of food, but he was too far away to be sure. He’d always wanted carp in his aquarium. Just the idea of it made him want to go straight home to get his rod, but from the position of the sun he guessed it had already gone half-three and he’d promised his mother he’d do the shopping: meat, potatoes, bread, wine. She’d given him some money. Could he run home, fetch his rod, catch a fish and set up his aquarium this evening? He quickly did the calculations: home at four, half-four back here, wait, catch, walk back, five o’clock, no, half-five—that’d be too late. He clenched his fists and heard the words of his psychologist: “You’re someone who acts first and thinks later. We’re going to reverse that.”

         He straightened up and stood there for a moment. Now I have to pay attention, he thought. Now. It’s starting now. He breathed out with little puffs. Tomorrow morning. I have to do it tomorrow morning. It’s Sunday, I don’t have to work until Monday. If he used his biggest rod he should be able to manage it.

         
            *

         

         With long strides he hurried back to the village by way of the highest sandhill, stopping for a moment on the top. In the distance was the sea, a motionless expanse, with a few lonely container ships here and there on the horizon. In front of him he could already see the rooftops looming up. Houses, people, all the streets identical, every face the same. He lowered his head down between his shoulders and concentrated on the sound of his own breath. He counted his steps. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, one, two, three, four. Now and then he glanced up for a second, before returning his gaze to the paving stones.

         He couldn’t bear people. They didn’t talk to him. They didn’t know him. They went by the whispers in the alleys. Even the roofs of the houses seemed to be leaning towards each other like conspirators, as if they too were enjoying the gossip. The streets were entangled, with the biggest all ending at the square with the church, whose meddlesome tower and spire looked out over everything. Fortunately, nobody was out on the streets right now.

         Just outside the village, at the supermarket in the harbour, where it was always busy and he could avoid the villagers, he bought some bacon and the rest of the shopping. Then he sat down on a bench for a moment. He thought about the therapy that was going to turn him into a different person. Module 1 was finished; four more to go. A different person. A new person. He pondered it. Could he become new? He had never felt new. His shoulders were aching as if he’d been lugging heavy baskets of fish offal around the factory. He looked at his hands, lying on his knees. The fingers, short and bent, were tense, the skin tight, small wounds here and there. Now there was the scar above his lip as well. He’d have to make do with this body for years to come, trying to keep out of trouble.

         Soon he’d stick his key in the lock and hear the murmur of the television. Sitting across from his mother at the table, too close. A game of cards, listening to her mumbling the scores to herself, the words of the verses she reads in her old Bible. Watching TV, making some coffee. He stayed sitting there a little longer, picking at the quick of his nails.

         
             

         

         He was in the kitchen standing at the worktop. His mother was sitting on a chair by the window and playing cards against herself. Patience. It was almost half-four and as hot as when the sun had been at its highest. The window was open. Not a breath of wind. The back of his shirt was stuck to his skin.

         The worktop was still a mess. Cutlery everywhere, glasses with greasy stains and the dregs of wine. He filled the sink with suds, gave everything a good scrub and put the shopping on the freshly scoured worktop. The bread, the bag of potatoes, the meat. He laid the sharpest knife and spatula out ready, then cleared out the kitchen cupboards, washed and dried them, refilled them and started to peel the potatoes.

         Now he was back home, he would cook every day again. He liked that: fixed activities, fixed times. And he was good at looking after other people. When he’d had to write down his strengths in the workbook, he’d considered this one of his best qualities. Caring for others.

         He thought back on the IQ test he’d done for the psychologist. They’d explained that in some areas he was a bit weaker than average. But in others his mind was actually very well developed. His eye for detail, for instance. That was useful now. Sunk in thought like this he’d almost forgotten his mother; now he felt her presence again. Occasionally she would mumble something or hum a quiet, almost monotone tune. Putting cups or plates away in the cupboard, he saw her wipe the sweat from her face with a hankie in her left hand while keeping score with her right. He tried not to let her presence disturb him too much. After a while she took the dog into the living room with her, stretched out on the sofa and called out, “Jon, why don’t you come in here?”

         Taking the pan with him, he sat down on a stool across from her. The TV was on, like always. With short, quick movements back towards his body, he peeled the potatoes with the knife. With a splash the smooth, naked spuds landed in the pan one after the other. His mother was so close he had to sit at an angle to avoid bumping knees. He slid back a little.

         She was watching a quiz show that only bored him and had already poured herself some wine. Every now and then she’d reach over to the side table. A couple of rectangular ice cubes were floating just below the rim of the glass.

         By five he had everything prepared and a half-hour left to do an assignment. That was enough. In prison he’d done one a day, now he wanted to do two. He felt himself glowing from within at that resolution. “You’re a hard worker,” the psychologist had said, and hard work was extra important now.

         
             

         

         He went upstairs. The old steps creaked under his feet. He could feel the splintering wood through his socks. He sat on the bed with his back to the wall and his arms wrapped around his legs, took a deep breath and stared ahead for a moment, before taking his workbook out from under his pillow and clamping it between his legs. He looked around the room: his bed, the chair, the small table, the aquarium. On the bedside cabinet there was a pen tray with two pens, a pencil and a rubber, a lamp, a box of tissues and a travelling alarm clock with a luminescent face. Nothing on the walls. In prison other men had pinned up posters and photos from magazines on the walls of their cells. Not him. Even as a child he’d loved emptiness and hated clutter. He’d always put all his money into fishing gear. He listened to the silence for a moment, then opened the workbook and began.

         The first assignment was called “First-line help with anger and tension” and featured a chart with solutions to help “escape stressful situations”. “Leaving and doing a relaxation exercise,” he read, “asking for help, going for a walk.” He had to add a few solutions of his own. “Taking the dog for a walk,” he wrote. “Cleaning the aquarium.” “Cooking.” Then he couldn’t think of any more.

         He slid the curtain to one side and looked out. Nothing but sand, cobblestones, some building debris. He could also see down into the yard of the house next door, which was empty when he went away. Lying on the ground there was now a child’s bike with broken handlebars.

         A little before half-five he heard the living-room door open and close, followed by his mother’s slow footsteps in the hall. Very hesitantly she climbed the stairs. His muscles tensed. She almost never came upstairs. He drew the curtain, grabbed his workbook, leafed through it for a moment and read a few sentences without paying attention. Then the door opened slowly and his mother came in without so much as a word. She sat down on the end of his bed and he quickly put the book back under the pillow.

         “It’s so lovely to have you back again, son,” she said after a while. He could hear her breathing. She smiled and glanced at him. Her gaze slid over to the unfilled aquarium and back to her lap. He didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing for a while and then started talking about the bacon and how cheaply he’d been able to pick it up, and about the meal he was going to make. Then he was silent again. Suddenly he felt himself growing terribly tired. Part of him wanted her to stay, to keep sitting there quiet and motionless, but another part wanted her to go away. He knew she’d come to talk.

         She kept her hands clasped together on her lap, one thumb over the other. Then she started to fiddle with her necklace. She changed position and stared ahead. With a slow gesture, she wiped some perspiration off her neck.

         “You’re a sweet boy, Jon,” she said, “but you’re…” She was searching for words… “You’re always so alone.”

         He didn’t say anything in reply, concentrating instead on his breathing. Slowly inhale, hold for a few seconds, exhale. Ten times. What could he say? Should he tell her that she didn’t understand him? That he was different from other people? That he didn’t need much? She must know that. He looked at her for a second. Her face looked tired. She smiled at him.

         “You know what I always say, Jon. People aren’t made to be alone so much. We’re not animals. People need people.”

         He didn’t know how to respond and kept quiet. Again he wondered exactly what she knew about what had happened.

         “Loneliness can do funny things to people, Jon. There’s good reasons for the Bible saying we need each other. You were alone too much too. Always occupying yourself with all those animals. That’s sweet, but it’s not enough.” A worried frown passed over her face and her hands drooped down to her lap.

         “It is for me,” he said, and when she kept looking at him, he averted his eyes. “I’m not like you, Mum.”

         “I know how you feel about it. You’re shy. You prefer being outdoors. But there’s more to life.”

         He noticed her bosom moving every time she gestured with her hands. The necklace with the cross was draped over her collar and trembling slightly to the rhythm of her breathing.

         “There’s something I wanted to tell you,” she went on. “The boy who used to live up the street, Herman, you remember, from number seven. Nice lad, but a bit too thirsty.” She mimed someone knocking back a glass. “He was always alone too. He started going to weekly Bible meetings in town. He didn’t want to at first either, but he’s completely perked up. I’ll ring up for you, if you like.”

         The material of her blouse was taut around her breasts. He focused on a sunbeam angling through the room and said, “That’s not necessary, Mum.” His stomach contracted. She wasn’t listening. He wanted to tell her about the therapy, the workbook, the exercise book, the numbers that proved that what he was doing worked and that he was going to make it, but he knew she wouldn’t understand. He imagined the way she’d look at him with her eyes screwed up and her mouth pressed tight. She wasn’t interested in science. She didn’t believe in the power of psychology. And it was complicated, he thought. Besides, how could he ever explain what had happened? Or all the things he was working on? What mattered were “coping mechanisms” and “stress regulation”, that’s what they’d taught him. He didn’t fully understand it himself yet either. He felt under his pillow for the exercise book, considering reading a bit to her. But what if she asked questions about it and he couldn’t explain?

         “With scientific methods, you can investigate them, but religion…” he began, despite knowing better, but she was already talking over him.

         “I’ll ring up and find out when they have those meetings, just so we know.”

         
             

         

         They were sitting across from each other, eating from plates with different patterns. His was chipped. It was already half-six, but it was still stifling inside. 

         “This will be one of the last times we sit in our old kitchen,” his mother said. “The letter from the council arrived this week, but I already wrote to tell you that, didn’t I? In three weeks we can move in.” She smiled. “I’ll show you in a bit which house will be ours.”

         He nodded absently. “How do you like the bacon?”

         “Beautiful, son. Nobody fries it up like you do.”

         Usually they mostly ate fish, which he could bring home cheap from the factory, but the slices of bacon he’d fried smelt so fantastically savoury his mouth was watering. He pushed the point of his knife into the crispy fat, cut, tasted. And again. He was almost ashamed of how hungry he was. But the salty, smoked meat was the most delicious thing he’d tasted in months. His mother smiled at him cautiously, reached for the bottle of wine on the worktop and unscrewed the cap.

         “Would you like a glass too? To celebrate being back home together?”

         He hesitated for a moment, then shook his head. He wasn’t supposed to drink, it weakened your inhibitions. That’s what it said in the workbook. It was a “disinhibitor”. It could make you impulsive, get you doing things you didn’t actually want to do. Fortunately, he didn’t even like the sweet white wine she drank. He watched her bosom vibrating slightly while she poured herself a glass, turned away and looked through to the living room in search of Milk. He clicked his tongue. “Where are you, old feller? Come here.” The dog came through to the kitchen and stood in front of him wagging his tail. “Here.” Jonathan cut off a chunk of bacon and placed it invitingly on the palm of his hand. The dog sat down next to him, sniffed at it with flared, trembling nostrils, licked it a couple of times, then gulped it down in one go. 

         His mother broke the silence. “Hopefully there’ll be a club there where I can play cards. The council’s spread the old neighbourhoods out all over town. It’ll be a lot of new people living there. I just hope they’re not too snooty. I’ll never see the old neighbours again.”

         He nodded. It was his fault. For a second he felt a stabbing pain behind his eyes. If he’d behaved better, she might not have been left here alone all these months. He wondered if she could forgive him.

         His mother sighed, took a sip and topped up her glass. He dished up a second helping. In the breaks between her mouthfuls he could heard the tightness of her breathing. She started to cough and kept coughing. Worried, he asked if he should fetch her inhaler, but she said it was all right, took a couple of large gulps of the water he’d poured for her, and calmed down.

         “It’s the heat, it’s so close in here. It’s a good thing we’re leaving.”

         He decided not to waste any time before getting boxes from the supermarket to start packing. I’ll give myself a week to settle in, a week to pack and a week to clean up. Then they could move.

         The next strip of bacon was already impaled on the tines of his fork. He chewed, swallowed and stabbed his fork into a piece of bread, which he dragged through the gravy until it was saturated. It had been a long time since he’d had a decent meal; in prison the food was always bland and overcooked. His stomach was a gaping, apparently unfillable, hole.

         “New people have moved in next door, after all,” his mother said after a while. “Temporary. It’s cheap, of course, a house that’s due for demolition.” She kept her face bent over her plate. “A mother and a girl.”

         For a second he thought she was studying him and made sure not to meet her gaze. She stopped eating and rested her knife and fork on the side of her plate. In the corner of his eye he saw her looking round the kitchen. He was just about to dip another piece of bread in the gravy when she resumed talking. His hand hung over his plate.

         “The girl took Milk out for a walk for me every evening. Just once around the square. Not all the way to the ponds, that’s way too dangerous for a child like that.”

         He nodded. Under the table he tossed the dog some more bacon. It sucked it up with a slurping sound.

         “Stop it, Jon. Don’t feed the dog like that. That girl always used to bring sausage for him too. I kept on telling her, no feeding.”

         He smoothed out his hankie and folded it up, then took another mouthful so he could focus on chewing. Slowly he ground it all up into a fine paste, his lips clamped shut. Then a stain in the middle of a flower on the plastic tablecloth caught his eye. He spat on his fingers and started to rub.

         “Now you’re here, that won’t be necessary any more, thank goodness. You can just take Milk out for a walk yourself.”

         Often it was like her words were forcing their way into his head via secret routes and slowly building up the pressure. He took his hankie and wiped his throat with his eyes closed.

         His mother put down her fork and breathed out before saying, “The mother’s working in that new bar, Storm, down at the harbour. She leaves that girl to fend for herself. It’s hard to fathom, a woman in her position leaving her child alone all day.”

         He’d picked a sponge up off the worktop and started his meticulous wiping of the tablecloth. His mother sipped her wine and he heard her sniff a couple of times. Suddenly, he was overcome by exhaustion and felt a pain in his back. And, to his own annoyance, this time it was her silence he couldn’t bear. For a moment he had the impression she knew more than he thought she knew and that was possibly the reason she’d consented so readily to not coming to visit him, but he refused to give in to the feelings that brought. Instead he asked if she was finished with her plate. Sitting at the table together made him too nervous. He quickly stacked the plates and pans, filled the sink and put a pan of milk on the stove while waiting for the water to drip through the coffee filter.

         “Shall I bring the coffee through to the living room, Mum?”

         “Lovely, son,” she said. “Nice.” She struggled up onto her feet.

         
             

         

         After doing the washing-up, he beat the dust out of the blanket they used as a cover for the sofa, mopped the kitchen floor and aired his mother’s bedroom. He used the narrow nozzle of the vacuum cleaner to get down into the cracks between the living-room floorboards and sucked up the accumulated dust. Then he withdrew to his room to do another exercise. He’d worked out that if he did two a day, he’d have the workbook completed in exactly three weeks. By the time they moved he’d be back to his old self and as strong as ever. He’d have been through it all and could start again at the first exercise. Repetition was important, according to the psychologist. He’d also said that some people learn more easily than others. Everyone retains information in their own way: some by reading, some by doing.

         “For you, Jonathan, repetition is important, a lot of repetition.” The psychologist had explained something about his short-term memory. “But you’re very good at remembering details for a long time.” He’d explained that to get the total overview he had to do things over and over again. That wasn’t a problem. Jonathan liked writing these things down and that was to his advantage. He could reread it all whenever he liked. He imagined it as the needle of the old-fashioned record player his mother still had in the cupboard. Every time he played that same record, the grooves would get deeper.

         There were still annoying stripes of sunlight on the wall. He closed the curtains, but because they didn’t meet properly, even after he’d pegged them together, light still glared through the gaps. He’d have to ignore it.

         He sat down at his table, took his workbook from the bed, opened it, raised his pen and looked down at his hands. He glanced at the clock, which was ticking softly. Twenty-eight minutes past seven; he’d start at seven thirty. Downstairs he heard his mother turn a tap on and then off while singing a sad-sounding song. She was singing to the dog through the TV buzz.

         He read the assignment. “Your solutions,” it said at the top. “Protective factors.” That was what it was about. He read the page quietly to himself.

         He thought about it for a while, then stood up, walked over to his bed, sat down on it for a second, stood up again and went over to the window. He opened it and looked down at the neighbour’s yard. It was quiet outside. Just bare paving stones, the child’s bike. Now there was a big orange space hopper next to it. Not a single noise from inside the house.

         He thought about the fish he’d seen swimming over the bottom of the pond this afternoon. They’d been so beautiful in their simplicity. A human could never be that perfect. A muscle in the corner of his eye started to vibrate. He sniffed and forced his eyes back to his assignment: an overview of how he could structure his life in the period ahead.

         The window was still open and noises from further afield were drifting into his room. A ship’s horn, the screech of a gull. “Work and free time,” it said. “Daily schedule and structure.” Structure: he knew that was an important word. He started with his daily schedule, writing it in pencil first with his rubber ready for action. Behind him the fan was on. It was still hot. A drop of sweat fell from his forehead onto the page. He used a hankie he’d just got out of his wardrobe drawer to carefully soak it up. Then he wrote down his schedule, with short interruptions now and then to wipe the sweat from his face. His mumbling lips formed the words. He kept writing until he’d filled the whole day, hour by hour. Then he started to trace the words in pen. He managed to stay calm. He wrote:

         
            Get up at 5 a.m.

            Walk Milk at 5.30 a.m.

            The 6.30 a.m. to 2.30 p.m. shift at Pronk Fish Processing

            3 p.m.: walk Milk second time. Ask my mother if she can let him out in the yard in between times.

            From 3.30 to 5.30 p.m.: clean the house, help my mother

            From 5.30 to 6 p.m.: do first assignment

            From 6 to 6.30 p.m.: cook

            6.30 p.m.: eat

            From 7.30 to 8 p.m.: do second assignment

            8 p.m.: walk Milk third time

            8.30 to 10 p.m.: drink coffee with my mother.

         

         When he had time, he thought, he could play a game of cards with her. And go through the two assignments again. He wrote that down too.

         
            10.00 p.m.: go to bed.

         

         He decided against making a separate daily schedule for the weekend. 

         When he was finished he stood up, crossed the room and stared into the empty glass tank. He sat down again. “Space for notes and your own thoughts,” he read. He thought about it, took the cap off his pen and wrote “Better,” below the heading. “I’ll get better.” That was all he could think of. He underlined it and added a series of exclamation marks.

         After that he waited for a while to see if he had any more thoughts of his own. He gazed pensively at the paper. The sound of the TV reached him through the floor. He tried to encourage himself: “You can do it.” And: “You’re a hard worker, Jon.” But every time he thought of something, it blurred again in the noise from downstairs. The television, his mother, the dog’s barking and whimpering. He’d forgotten how noisy it was here. His thoughts all seemed silly anyway, too trivial to remember.

         He needed some earplugs, he thought. And it was almost time for Milk’s walk. He went into the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet. Between the toiletries and the make-up his mother had long stopped using, he found a remnant of a packet of cotton wool. He picked some off, rolled it into a small hard ball between his fingers and popped it into his mouth to wet it. A few threads came loose. He sucked on the ball to turn it into a smooth plug he could push into his ear, then made another.

         Just when he’d sat down again, the doorbell rang. And then a second time straight away. He sighed and pulled the plugs out of his ears. Who could that be? The neighbourhood was empty. Through the sound of the TV, he heard his mother shuffling out of the living room and opening the hall door.

         He dried his sweaty palms on his jeans and walked to the window. The space hopper was gone. In the roof gutter a pigeon was having a bath in a grimy puddle, its feet scratching over the zinc. A small feather that could come loose at any moment was stuck to the tip of its right wing. Suddenly he saw that the neighbours’ back door was open. Quietly he crept out onto the landing.

         “I thought you already knew you didn’t have to come any more?” He could tell from her voice that his mother wasn’t at her ease.

         “Can I take Milk out for one more walk?” The other voice seemed to come from further away.

         “No, sweetie, my son’s back home now. You don’t need to any more. I’ve already told you that so many times.”

         He stood motionless on the top step for a few seconds. Then moved closer.

         “Couldn’t we do it together?” he heard the girl ask. “Or take turns?”

         He checked his breathing—inhale slowly, slowly exhale—went down the last steps and pushed open the hall door.

         “There he is. My son,” his mother said, glancing at him in passing.

         The child was standing at least half a metre back from the doorstep. She looked up at him shyly through a lock of hair that had fallen down in front of her eyes. “Hi, I’m Elke.” She pushed her lower lip out a little and tried to blow the hair out of the way. It immediately flopped back down in the same place.

         “Hurry up now, Jon,” his mother said through the hall door, “it’s high time.” He could hear the dog somewhere behind him.

         His mother walked off, looking back a couple of times over her shoulder. The girl stayed where she was. She was trying to look past him, searching for the dog, of course, he thought. Meanwhile his mother’s footsteps moved further down the hall. He heard her coughing in the kitchen. “Come on, hurry up, you. Outside,” she growled at the dog.

         The child was still standing there.

         He kept his head down, but studied her through his lashes. 

         She was small, only up to his chest. Dressed in a faded top and cheap flip-flops. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a short ponytail held together with an elastic hairband. It wasn’t actually long enough to tie back properly and a lank lock was hanging down the side of her face. She scratched at a graze on her elbow.

         She studied him carefully. “Are you going to take Milk out for his walks now?” She was pouting a little.

         “Yes. Yeah. From now on I’ll be walking him again.” He hoped his voice sounded as determined as he’d intended.

         The girl took another step back but stayed there on the pavement, slowly wobbling from one foot to the other. They stood opposite each other without speaking. He tried to look past her but his eyes were drawn towards her. Somehow he felt compelled to look at her again.

         She was very young, he thought, not ten yet. He could still see a little down on her throat. She had small, sweet, endearing ears. Don’t, he thought. Don’t think like that. Before you know it, you’ll have thoughts that aren’t good. Cognitive distortions. Or justifications. Or something else. For the moment he didn’t know what exactly, but he’d look it up.

         Just when he was about to call him, Milk came shuffling out of the hall and appeared by his side. Maybe he’d recognized the girl’s voice, because he went up to her with his tail wagging. She grabbed the dog’s head with both hands—“Milky!”—knelt down and wrapped her arms around his neck, whispering things in his ear that visibly calmed him. Milk sank to the ground and, growling softly, pushed his muzzle against her cheek. The girl got down even lower, stretched out and began patting him all over. With her fingers curled, she scratched his coat quickly, hurriedly, just like Jonathan always did. 

         A lot of people found Milk disgusting. He was old and scrawny, with chafed spots on his sides. After you’d touched him, your fingertips smelt like him and gleamed from the greasy film on his coat. Even Betsy from the flats hadn’t wanted to touch him. “Yuck,” she’d say, shaking her head slightly. “He’s dirty, he needs a bath.”

         Despite his best intentions his eyes followed her fingers over the folds of skin around the dog’s head. Milk’s eyes were closed. Then Jonathan noticed her nails. They were chewed and neglected. He still found it endearing.

         “I know exactly what he likes,” she said. “Look. You have to rub his ears like this, and then, what’s it called, like this around his neck. Look. Here. Like this.” And again he watched her two hands at work. She had her chin raised slightly and kept her eyes fixed on Jonathan’s face, while her fingers went over Milk’s wiry coat once again.

         He needed to walk away, he knew that, but he stayed put. This is the practice, he thought, trying to remember a sentence he’d read in the introduction to the workbook. The interventions were investigated with a follow-up period six months after treatment and, how did it go again, they measured the percentages after six months too—he wasn’t sure of the exact figures, but they were promising. Or did they use a different word? He shouldn’t dwell on it.

         “Here, boy,” he said, interrupting his own train of thought. “We’re going.”

         She looked up at him for a moment with a frown, then resumed talking, ignoring what he’d just said. “He’s not very good-looking, but he’s the sweetest animal I know. We get on really well.” She stayed where she was, patting Milk and talking to him in a low voice. She wiped the hair out of her eyes again with the back of her hand and again it fell back down. “And I know everything about animals. Do you want to see what I can do with him?” She fell silent and looked up expectantly. She seemed to be hoping for his approval.

         He really wanted to leave now, but still stayed there with his hands clenched tightly in his pockets. And the child stayed where she was too, as if gathering her courage. She held her fingertips in front of the dog’s snout. Milk stretched out his scrawny neck and gave them a good sniff. Then she moved her face so close to the dog’s open mouth that she could surely feel his rank breath blowing out over it. She shot him a look of triumph. “Are you brave enough to do that?”

         He listened to the dog’s soft panting and stared at her lips, which were slightly parted. Her teeth were showing. They were a little too big for her mouth. When she gave a cautious smile, slightly crooked, he noticed that a piece of her right front tooth was broken off, a chip. He couldn’t take his eyes off it. He automatically ran his tongue over his own front teeth. She saw the look in his eyes. “What happened to your front tooth?” He’d already said the words. He nodded quickly at her mouth.

         She let go of the dog and stood up. She deliberately pushed her lower lip forward, sniffed and frowned, as if it was something she needed to think deeply about. Her knees were turned slightly inward. “Nothing special.” She looked up at the sky for a second, then added, “Fell over.” She shrugged as if racking her brain even more and wondering how exactly it had happened. “I slipped at the swimming pool.”

         He looked over the top of her head at the expanse of bare sand. A breeze had come up and was now pushing at a light branch on the ground. With short teasing nudges it began to roll it along ahead of it.

         He was overcome by a vague sense of tension. The warning-sign chart lit up in his head. “Phase one: you are relaxed.” Was he relaxed? No, he thought, but he never was really. Did that mean that this was already phase two? That couldn’t be right either. That was when he was thinking the wrong things, and what else was it? The wrong thoughts, anyway. And he wasn’t having them. Later, after Milk’s walk, he’d go through the chart again. The main thing now was to get away as fast as possible, before his head got even fuller.

         “Come on, boy.” He gave Milk’s collar a cautious tug, but the dog didn’t budge.

         The girl scratched her right calf with the partly detached trim of her other flip-flop. “It was at the swimming lesson,” she continued. “When I fell over. And then I was too scared to swim any more.”

         He clipped the leash onto the collar. He felt like she was coming closer. “Nasty. Well, we have to get going.”

         He thought of his mother, looked back for a moment but couldn’t see her. “Come on, Milk,” he said as brightly as he could. “Come on.”

         “I was the only one in the class without a badge,” she said. While studying him through her hair, she plucked at the material of her top with her thumb and index finger. It had an embroidered flower on it. He saw that there was a light glow floating in her right eye, a copper-coloured stain that covered part of the iris, as if her two eyes were each a different colour. It gave her an air of mystery. He looked away from it at once, as if someone had jerked his head back from behind.
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