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            ‘Jean utterly transported me. This coming-of-age novel has an unexpected and powerful undertow, revealing itself to be a story of unresolved loss and eventual erasure. Madeleine Dunnigan writes such beautifully tempered prose, and hers is an exquisite debut.’ Katie Kitamura

            ‘There’s something uncanny in Madeleine Dunnigan’s austerely beautiful prose, in how what begins as a character study takes on a cosmic scale. Jean is a darkly luminous, profound novel; there are passages that give the shock of the genuinely great. An extraordinary debut.’ Garth Greenwell

            ‘Jean is the rare novel I wish I’d had when I was younger, confused, pained, and a book I am so grateful I’ll have for the rest of my life. A showcase of tenderness and talent, Jean is a profound look at the universes within intimations.’ August Thompson

            ‘Madeleine Dunnigan is an important new voice in fiction. She tells this most unique coming-of-age story with strength and delicacy, emotion and precision. Jean is a gift.’ Jonathan Safran Foer ii
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            viiI wasn’t truly myself except the moment I was running away …

            —Patrick Modiano, In the Café of Lost Youth

(trans. by Euan Cameron) viii
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1
            I

         

         England, 1976

         He is very, very lucky to be here – so says David Larkin, the headmaster.

         It is luck that Jean thinks about while looking out of the window in the headmaster’s office, where, down by the lake, he can see the dark smudges of boys racing along the pontoon, and how, really, he so often has the opposite.

         It was unlucky, for example, that Samuel should sit next to him in biology. Unlucky that Samuel, who has sinus problems, should sneeze as he turned to face Jean, and unlucky that the spray – thousands, millions, even billions of bacteria – should hit Jean on his neck, his cheek, his lips. 2

         What to do when faced with such a situation? When all the forces of the world conspire against you. Fight back, of course. Like Bruce Lee says, you make your own luck.

         So that was what Jean did. He hit Samuel – just as Samuel had hit him with his fist of germs – square in the mouth. Lord of Unluck.

         Through the window three pink smudges disappear into the dazzlingly blue water.

         Jean, David says.

         And that is why Jean now sits before this balding man, liver spotted across his forehead, skin shiny with sweat. If Jean had to guess, he would say David Larkin is about fifty. Although he doesn’t behave like most old people. He insists the boys call him Davey – all the teachers go by their Christian names at Compton Manor. He encourages the boys to be outside as much as possible, exploring the fertile land of this blessed place. Once he brought in a box of live frogs for the boys to dissect.

         He is, in other words, weird. Like Rosa. With her short hair and overalls, she is Rosa, never mum, and if Jean should even think of calling her mother, well then. As if it isn’t bad enough that she works, she is an artist. Talking politics with a crowd of students around the dinner table, a cloud of smoke above them, shouting at Jean to join, swearing into the early hours of the 3morning. Although David (Jean cannot bring himself to call him Davey) would never swear. He is, despite – or is it because of – running a school of half-wild boys, a Good Christian.

         Jean, David says. Are you listening?

         The headmaster sits behind a large mahogany desk. Behind him shelves lined with books – Nietzsche, Jung, Krishnamurti, The Years of Awakening – are squeezed between the narrow windows that encircle the room. His office is at the base of one of the turrets. It is nothing like any headmaster’s office Jean has been in before (and he has been in a few). The classrooms are strange: dark rooms in the depths of the building, surrounded by tapestries and old paintings, or light-filled spaces with high-arched ceilings where the boys sit at wooden tables, facing each other. There is a smoking room with green leather furniture and a billiard room with a large open fire and glass-covered bookshelves. There are other rooms, too, hidden in the folds of the building’s expanse, filled with shapes under ghostly white sheets, dust particles hanging in the air or, otherwise, locked.

         Jean knows the history: The building was erected by wealthy cloth merchants in the seventeenth century and enlarged in the eighteenth by a bachelor dandy, who had great plans for it. Alongside the formal parterres, the fountain with the gravity-defying Diver statue, the 4Tuscan arches with their jasmine, the ornamental garden with its roses, peonies, and tall, exotic plants, the boating pond, and the folly, there was meant to be a grand topiary maze, a Japanese sand garden, and a waterfall. But the bachelor died quite suddenly and the project lost steam. Forty years later, the great-great-nephew leased the place to his whacky chum, David Larkin (they read history at Trinity College, Cambridge, together), who reopened it as a remedial school for boys. David likes to tell this story as an example of the boys’ good fortune, but it simply reminds Jean that he does not belong here. Jean is glad there is no maze and no waterfall; instead, the wildflower meadow, the field, the lake.

         David rests his hands on the desk, a bead of sweat poised on his forehead.

         I take the welfare of my boys, all my boys, very seriously. We are a family, he says.

         Jean thinks of Rosa the morning after, screaming at him in the kitchen, a plate flying toward his head.

         You know you’re expected to take care of others.

         Rosa weeping on the sofa as she bandages the cut on his forehead.

         You know that you’re not, David says, his voice suddenly low, Expected to punch a boy.

         Rosa in the garden squinting in the sun, sketching furiously as Jean lies in the grass half asleep. 5

         Don’t you? David says.

         Behind David, nestled among the books, are the school photographs. There are four in total. Jean scans them, searching for this year’s, 1976. It is the one with the most people: sixty boys, the sum of the student body, and ten teachers, plus David, Matron, Cook, Nurse, and the gardener. The subjects are arranged in a disorganised mass on the gravel drive in front of the school. The boys: cutoff jeans, bell-bottoms, patterned shirts, dirty white T-shirts, vests, bomber jackets, Adidas pumps, Wellington work boots (but mostly, bare feet), shaggy and unkempt hair, arms slung around each other, some shouting. The teachers look more traditional in Oxford shirts and knitted vests, although there is one, Charles Burrows, the English teacher, who wears a tight purple shirt and flares and has one foot balanced across his knee like the boys on the bench next to him. Jean scans the photo but cannot see himself there.

         David loves to talk about the band of brothers that is the school. Loves to use words like family, and responsibility, and care. But Jean can tell David is frustrated – that Jean has frustrated him by not buying his crap – from the way his top lip twitches.

         For God’s sake, Jean.

         Jean is surprised and, also, a little proud; David only blasphemes when desperate. 6

         I don’t need to remind you that it is precisely because of fee-paying boys like Samuel that you’re here.

         It is Jean’s turn to blush.

         Whoever loves his brother lives in the light, and there is nothing in him to make him stumble, David says. But whoever hates his brother is in the darkness, and he walks about in darkness. He does not know where he is going because the darkness has blinded him.

         Jean hates David Larkin then. Hates him for bringing up money and bringing up the Bible. For reminding Jean that he is poor and that he is Jewish.

         Noises from outside filter in, the shrieks of boys by the pond, somewhere else, a guitar, but inside the room, silence. Jean holds David’s gaze. He will not be the one to break it. David wipes his sweaty brow with a burgundy handkerchief.

         Look, he says. Meet me halfway here. Leave it out of the classroom, OK. I don’t want to hear about it again.

         Jean says nothing. Blinks.

         There are bigger things to worry about, David says. Have you thought about what you want to do next year? I know exams seem like a waste of time. Believe me, if it was up to me, we wouldn’t have any, but the fact is you’ve got to sit them. You’ve got to think about your future.

         Jean picks at a scab on his knee. It begins to bleed. He waits, but David has run out of steam. After what Jean 7considers a suitably long amount of time he says: Can I go?

         David sighs. Fine. Fine.

         
             

         

         Jean shares his dorm room with four others. It is mixed years to foster a sense of collegiate fraternity, as David says. In reality, the younger boys are the older boys’ fags. Not Jean’s – even though he is seventeen and one of the oldest. No, Jean occupies a kind of grey zone outside of the school ecosystem; he likes to think of himself on a cloud, levitating.

         David says brother, Jean says distant cousin at best.

         The dorm is a bomb site. Clothes, records, books, and general crap – model aeroplanes, empty bottles, a whole branch, some pebbles, and three empty peach tins – scatter the floor. Clearly the servants haven’t been doing their jobs. Classes finished ages ago and even though there are still hours of sunlight left, Jean doesn’t want to spend a minute more inside.

         Jean has heard David’s family spiel, or a version of it, many times. When he has been sent to David’s office for misbehaviour or when David gives informal sermons to the common room. Come into the light. Precisely what Jean is desperate to do.

         He finds his way across the sea of junk to his bed. Somehow his things are everywhere too, even though 8he didn’t partake in whatever went on. Panic grips him as he rifles through his trunk, dissipating to dread. But it’s there: his old Allenburys Blackcurrant Pastilles tin. Tucked underneath the games kit that gets little to no use.

         As he heads to the woods, he passes Percy, Theo, Tom, and Hugo coming back from the boating pond. Their hair is wet and they are shirtless. They are the boys who are good at sport and who speak in loud, posh voices, walking around as if they own the school. In some ways, they do; certainly they pay for it. Percy’s mother runs a small hotel dynasty in the Mediterranean; although Theo’s father is a cab driver – an immigrant no less, arriving from Port Maria on the SS Almanzora – he served in the RAF before that, and Theo’s mother is an American heiress to a fortune made from the invention of the dimmer switch; Tom’s father used to be one of the country’s largest mine owners, now he runs a chicken farm in Shropshire; and Hugo, the ringleader, Hugo was born on some estate where little Hugos have been born for centuries, living off the interest on their money. Hugo, Percy, Theo, and Tom are in their final year like Jean (there are only seven last years in total). Unlike Jean, though, in so many ways. Rosa again, paint-covered, the German accent becoming stronger with each glass of wine. This merry band of brothers, David’s saved souls. The thought makes Jean smile and it is this that Hugo picks up on. 9

         Telling yourself jokes again, Yid? I’ve got one: Knock, Knock.

         As Hugo swings, Jean swerves, and in doing so makes eye contact with Tom. It is nearly imperceptible, but there is a slight raise of the eyebrow, a twitch of the lip.

         And then Jean is gone, tripping down the field with Hugo shouting after him: Anyone in there?

         
             

         

         Had the strangest dream last night, Tom says and passes Jean the joint. I was at school, down in the lower field, and I was riding a giant rabbit. It looked like a horse or a bus or a tank, you know like the Russians’, but actually it was one of Charlie’s rabbits. Except it wasn’t.

         Tom stops, out of breath, the last of the smoke escaping in short coughs.

         Weird, right?

         Tom gets out of breath easily. He has epilepsy, which means he takes six pills a day, two each with breakfast, lunch, and dinner. He should be careful he told Jean when, a few weeks ago, he came up to him at the farm that sits adjacent to the school. He should be careful, except that Tom is on the football team and does cross country and can often be seen chasing younger boys down the corridors, or climbing the walls to steal the hanging medieval hunting horn, or driving Matron’s old Austin 1100 through the mud-drenched fields, or dancing wildly 10at the school disco, lithe chest pumping as it did when he ran through the meadow, down to the lake, where he now stands with Jean, smoking, his pale legs reflecting the water.

         Tom is in charge of the chickens at the farm (after all, it runs in the family; the boys call him King Cock). Jean is usually with the pigs but since Tom came up to him, he has been upgraded to chickens. The feel of the warm, fragile egg in the palm of his hand. The smell of the straw and the soft clucking of the birds.

         Tom is shorter than Jean, who is one of the tallest at over six foot. Tom’s hair is brown where Jean’s is blond, his skin pale, Jean’s dark. Jean’s nose is a lumpen thing that follows from his cheekbones whereas Tom’s is smooth, straight, as if it has been cast from marble. Tom has eyes like a cat. Brown, although Jean has never looked in them long enough to know if they are dark, light, or hazel. If there are flecks in the irises, if there is a rim around the edge. He imagines they are like the forest floor. Earthy, textured, full of rot. Jean’s eyes are blue; Rosa calls them galaxies. There is a scar between Jean’s eyebrows and another below his bottom lip. Tom won’t have noticed them, though. But Jean has noticed the freckles on Tom’s nose and cheeks, and a smattering of pink spots along his cheekbones. Sometimes yellow heads erupt. He wants to squeeze them. 11

         Jean looks away, takes a drag. Dreams are stupid, he says.

         Jean did not know why Tom came up to him three weeks ago. Jean was in the back of the pig pen, sweat stinging his eyes as he shovelled shit, wondering if he could survive without food for eighteen hours a day like Buddhists, when he noticed Tom standing there. Jean’s impulse was to crouch, shitty fork held out in front of him in defence – Jean had been at Compton Manor for almost two years, and he could count on one hand the number of times Tom had spoken to him – but he forced himself to remain standing, to lean on the fork and look at Tom from under his fringe. Tom, hands in pockets, toed the straw, told Jean that he had epilepsy, that he should be careful. He asked Jean what part of London he was from, did he like Black Sabbath or The Clash, could he drive, and then: What’s wrong with you?

         At Compton Manor the boys have lots of different problems. There is one who shouts swear words and one who doesn’t speak at all. There are some who can’t look you in the eye and several who have asthma, and even one boy who is in a wheelchair. Jean feels sorry for him; once, his chair went missing, taken while he was on the toilet. He sat for five hours before calling for help. Then there are boys like Jean who, on the outside, look normal. Whose illness is trapped somewhere beneath the layers of his skin. 12

         Isn’t that precisely why Rosa sent Jean to Compton Manor? There was, of course, the specific event, the original crime – at Jean’s last school he stuck a compass in another boy’s face – and then there were all the events, all the crimes, that led up to it. Jean, eight years old, smashes everything glass in the house; or twelve on a Cornish beach, destroying another family’s picnic. Thirteen and a barn is on fire. Fifteen and the long, stupid neck of a peacock lies limply in his hands. The boy at his last school was lucky not to lose an eye, the headmaster reported. It was bad, even Jean can admit that (still, the prick deserved it), but not so bad that it should have resulted in his immediate removal from normal education. It was the preceding events, all the things he had done throughout his childhood and now his adolescence, leading up to that point and which created a sense – for Rosa, and for Jean – that there truly was something irredeemably wrong with him that caused her, finally, to send him to Compton Manor, aka House of Nutters.

         Once, when he was younger, a lady doctor with glasses asked him a different version of the same question. Where does it come from, she said. All this anger? He didn’t know what to say. Where does the sea come from? From the rivers, the streams, the springs, and deeper – from the rocks, the sediment, the fossils, the molten centre of the earth. 13

         Of course, when Tom asked Jean what was wrong with him, Jean did not say any of this. Rather, he thought back to how the wheelchair was found submerged in the lake, one wheel broken, how he had seen Tom and Hugo shortly after, sniggering by the dormitories, and gripped the fork tighter. Then Tom smiled, colouring slightly, and said he heard Jean might have something to smoke.

         Right, Tom says now, inspecting the joint. Don’t dreams mean something though? Like what your man says. That German fella.

         Freud, Jean says, blowing smoke through his nostrils. He was Austrian.

         Tom has sought Jean out sporadically these last few weeks, sometimes once a day, sometimes less. Jean has shown Tom how to smoke – how to crumble the cannabis and mix it with the tobacco, the soft pinch and swift roll. Jean doesn’t mind that Tom is using him. He has enough to share. And it is better to smoke with someone, sometimes. At least, Jean likes smoking with Tom. Tom has shown Jean how to fish: how to tie the tackle, wrapping the line around itself, wetting the end, and pulling it through. How to attach the bait, piercing the soft worm in two places, so it doesn’t slip off, and how to cast, whipping his arm back so the line reaches far across the water, a trail of expanding circles beneath.

         You’re secretly in love with rabbits, Jean says. 14

         Tom screws up his face. Fuck off.

         Outside of these moments together, though, Tom slides back into the slipstream of friends and football and classes. He doesn’t ignore Jean, no, he will lift a hand if they pass in the corridor, nod to him in the dinner hall, but Tom has so many other friends. Tom likes people. He likes to laugh and slap boys’ backs. He likes good, solid, English fun, loud singing and ale and hunting and billiards and lots of things Jean has no idea about and no interest in.

         Jean doesn’t mind that Tom doesn’t talk to him during the day. Jean has his manifesto to work on, his meditation, his music. He has the problems of the universe to figure out. Jean would be lying if he said he had not noticed Tom before; but truthfully he thought Tom was a bit of a wanker, dismissing him as one of those posh boys Jean never would, and didn’t want to, be friends with. These days there is a tightness in his chest and an increase in his pulse when the bell marks the end of school, the day draws to a close, and he knows he might see Tom.

         Jean passes back the joint and bends toward the water. It is soft and cool.

         On the evenings that he does see Tom, they are silent at first; slowly, Tom will talk. Almost to himself. About growing up in the north in a house with grounds larger than the school. About how he shot and skinned his first rabbit when he was only ten (something all the boys 15learn at Compton Manor, and which Tom is so good at he has been promoted to teacher); how his father has a rifle from the First World War in the basement; and how in the lake on their land, there are eels. Dark, long, slimy things like dismembered arms with sharp teeth that will nip you if you fall in. About his brother, George, who owns a sports car and drives fast down narrow country lanes blasting The Beatles.

         Jean likes the sound of it, except for The Beatles, who, he has had to tell Tom, are shit. Tom has told Jean that this part of Sussex, where the school sits, is native to over at least thirty different apple trees, offering him the fruit he nicked from the kitchen garden. And it was Tom who, when the headless pigeon carcass fell from the sky, told Jean that peregrine falcons were roosting on the school roof, eating the brains of smaller birds.

         And now, Jean realises, Tom has told him about his dreams. He smiles, imagining Tom riding one of Charles Burrows’ rabbits. The rabbits the English teacher keeps are Angora. They are his personal rabbits, not for killing or skinning but for making yarn, which he does late at night in the common room in front of the telly.

         Jean has told Tom things too. How in London you can go to a party and stay out all night, following the movement of feet; how upstairs there are the punks and downstairs there are the Rastas, and how it’s fine until 16the skinheads show up. Jean told Tom how in Wing Chun you use your opponent’s force against him; you must protect your centre and establish a bridge, a point of contact between the arms, because information travels quicker through touch than by sight. If your opponent retreats, you must follow, keeping close. If the force is too great, then you must move, restructuring the fight, so you are always poised, perfectly balanced. It is not about the force of your punch but about the speed and mass of your body.

         Like a bird, Tom had said. Yes, like a bird. But if a skin has a knife, it is better to just run.

         
             

         

         Jean has told Tom how Bruce Lee trained in Wing Chun, became a master, and developed his own practice, taking the best bits from different combat forms and combining them with his own philosophy. Jean explained that Tom needed to awaken his inner warrior, let go of attachments, and be open to the world around him. Tom looked at Jean funny then.

         It was late, most of the boys were asleep, and they had smoked a particularly strong joint. Usually, the sight of Tom’s smirk would make Jean shut up, but the grass made him reckless.

         It’s like the moon, Jean said. The moon is, like, truth.

         Tom shifted his weight next to Jean. 17

         And your finger, Jean said, pointing. Your finger is all the human shit.

         My finger is shit? Tom said.

         No, the stuff in your head.

         What you saying about my head?

         Jean tried again. It’s about being stuck on what’s not important. He waggled his finger. Just past it, there’s the moon. That’s what you want to focus on. The stars, the sky, the moon.

         Jean sighed. He wasn’t used to talking so much. He probably sounded like a freak.

         Later, when they walked back to school, the moon was bright at their backs and they followed their shadows flung out before them, darker than the night, across the fields.

         Tom didn’t call Jean a freak. Instead, he called him Master Blondie. Jean laughed, but secretly he was pleased. He didn’t tell Tom that he had copied everything about the moon and the finger from his favourite Bruce Lee film, Enter the Dragon.

         Tom is more open now when Jean speaks about communism, even though his dad is a businessman, even though Commies are worse than Jews, no offence – Jean may not look Jewish with his ice-blond hair and blue eyes, but his surname gives him away – and a threat to democracy and the reason we might have a third world 18war, except this time it won’t be a few Krauts bombing London but total, complete annihilation.

         Hopefully it happens before exams, Jean said.

         
             

         

         There are two months left of school. In the summer they will sit their O-levels – Jean has just turned seventeen; he is one year older than Tom and the others on account of all the school he missed – then what? Jean could go back to London, Holland Park, the King’s Road, parties, music, living. But this also means going back to Rosa. Jean might not know what he wants to do with his life, but he knows he does not want to go home. He doesn’t need to decide now, though. There are still two months, a whole summer, and the end of this joint to finish.

         He takes one of the last burning drags and passes it back to Tom.

         Was thinking about writing a letter to Mao, he says.

         Oh yeah?

         Yeah.

         The lake they stand by sits in the base of the shallow valley that runs along the edge of the land, at least a fifteen-minute walk from the school. It is wide, Jean reckons 600 metres, maybe more, and its edges are dominated by tall, sharp reeds and soft, sludgy mud. The boating pond is closer to the school, with a long pier the boys can dive from and for these reasons – distance and water access – 19it is the preferred location for most, meaning Tom and Jean can go to the lake without fear of disturbance. It is a hot day in early June. The air by the water vibrates with a low-frequency hum – dragonflies skim the water’s surface, grasshoppers lunge – dampened by the heat of the sun.

         Thought he might send us books, Jean says.

         Us?

         What?

         I’m sure Chairman Mao has better things to do.

         Jean squints at the sun; when he looks at the lake again, there is a dark hole in his vision, like a burnt photograph, that grows as he turns his head, eating up the water, the bank on the far side, the dense woods beyond, the buzzing insects.

         What are you doing after?

         Tom lies back in the long grass. By his head a cluster of buttercups glows yellow.

         Dunno. Go for a drive. Lodge a branch in Rory’s wheelchair.

         No, after this. Jean says, lying next to him. School.

         My pa wants me to join the business.

         I’m going to China.

         Oh yeah?

         Jean only just thought of it now, but it makes sense. He will get away from Rosa and go to the source, learn 20martial arts, or become a Buddhist. He wishes he’d thought of that when David asked him. Jean always thinks of things too late.

         Won’t your ma be pissed? Tom says.

         The last time Jean was home Rosa had thrown a glass of orange juice at him when he’d returned in the early hours of the morning. She had been awake all night waiting for him, she said through tears. This wasn’t a hostel; if he wanted to come home at any hour of the day, he could go elsewhere. So he had. For three days, sleeping on the floor of a squat in Westbourne Grove. Eventually he got hungry and smelly and went home again. That time Rosa didn’t throw anything. She grabbed him so hard it almost hurt. Almost. He extricated himself and ran a bath, and she hovered outside the door. That night she climbed into his bed, and he felt her shaking while she held him.

         It’s not that Rosa is bad all the time – not like she shouts and swears and throws things every day – but even when she is good, she is bad. Coming into his room without knocking, dragging him on school trips with her students, making him eat things he doesn’t like. She calls too often. Like yesterday after dinner, when it was another perfect evening and he was dying to get to the lake, but instead he’d had to go to David’s office where the telephone is.

         Hello? Jean? 21

         Hi.

         Darling, I’ve been trying to get hold of you. Where have you been?

         You know where I am.

         You haven’t called me back. You haven’t written.

         I’m fine, he said.

         Remember to eat lots of fruit.

         David was sitting at his desk reading a magazine and smoking. Jean pressed the telephone close to his ear hoping Rosa’s voice would not reach the headmaster. The door to the office was open and occasionally boys passed, peering in with open curiosity. Jean spoke as little as possible. He did not want the others to know his mother was alone, had never married, and was now talking to him about interior decoration. She spoke for several minutes about the rooms she was going to switch around in the house, how he would be in the back room, and how she was extending her studio. Jean couldn’t concentrate. David flicked a page of the magazine, but Jean had the feeling he was not reading it.

         It’s very difficult, Rosa said, To have a conversation with someone who only speaks in monosyllables.

         David’s eyes met Jean’s and Jean turned toward the door.

         I am not one of your brain-dead friends, Jean. I am your mother. 22

         God he wanted to hang up the phone, but he knew that if he did, Rosa would call back; and if he wasn’t careful—too late. She was shouting now. Telling him he could forget about the radio he wanted for his birthday, which she’d already bought at an eye-watering expense.

         Tom flashed past, paused, jerked his head in invitation. When Jean didn’t respond, pressing the phone closer to his ear, Tom’s expression turned from conspiratorial to confused. How Jean longed to say something to him then. Instead he looked away, Rosa saying that even though he had a school grant there were expenses to be paid, expenses she worked herself to the bone for, just so he could get a good education.

         Nah, Jean says now, Rosa won’t care.

         Lucky, Tom says. My ma would go through the roof if I upped sticks.

         Why don’t you?

         What?

         Come with me. Jean squints at the sky. A gauze of cloud is spread across its surface, mottling the blue white. If you want.

         To China?

         Why not?

         I never thought about it.

         Jean stands, shaking out legs that are fizzy with pins and needles. He crouches by the lake, near the reeds. It is 23dark here. The space between the long grass and water is sheltered from the sun, making dark, cool patches of damp.

         Look, Jean says, extending his hands.

         Cupped between them the frog sits, its body pumping. The frog is beautiful, dark green with a fine sheen. Jean feels the throbbing body, its beating heart. He tightens his grip. He wants to crush the frog, to see its eyes bulge and pop, its brains ooze out, thick and grey and sticky.

         Careful.

         Jean thrusts the frog at Tom – What is wrong with him? – swapping it for the joint. He watches Tom stroke the animal – two fingers sliding down its back. The frog is very still, blinking up at Jean as if it knows, knows, what Jean wants to do. Blinking at Jean from two colourless pools of darkness. Jean turns away and rubs his hands on his thighs to get rid of the frog-feel.

         See here, Tom says.

         Their foreheads almost touch and the space in between makes Jean’s face tingle. The cool, dark patches between the reeds. The freckles on Tom’s nose match the dots on the frog’s back. The small body pulsates gently in Tom’s hands. Green slides into blue, then yellow, then silver.

         It’s a pool frog, Tom says.

         Jean can feel the heat between their faces, smell the weed and tobacco and lunch on Tom’s breath.

         They’re rare. 24

         Cool.

         Frogs have accents too.

         Jean can feel a slight breeze, or touch, from Tom’s eyelashes.

         I wonder what this fella sounds like to all the other frogs.

         Hopefully not like you, Jean says, his voice wobbling in a funny, high-pitched way.

         Tom bends down to release the frog and in the space where his face had been there is suddenly nothing. The darkness between their foreheads, hot and close, is replaced by sunlight and breeze.

         Then, from where he is crouched on the ground, Tom says: Why not? I could do with a trip.

         It takes Jean a minute to realise what Tom means, and when he does, a prickling begins in his chest, spreading, like so many ants, down his arms and legs. Imagine, Tom and him, backpacks on, trekking through dark green forests side by side; or he, Jean, slightly in front, showing Tom the way. They stop and take a drink from the canteen, wipe the sweat from their foreheads. At night they camp under the stars wrapped in their coats, a dying fire whispers beside them.

         OK.

         Tom’s shorts have ridden up, revealing the pale, untanned skin of his upper thigh. Tom stands, looks at Jean. 25The proximity of their bodies means Jean can see his eyes, really see them, for the first time. They are lighter than he imagined – amber, like honey pouring from a spoon, late-afternoon light in the classroom, the underside of a butterfly’s wing. The prickling is unbearable.

         Jean takes off his T-shirt and wades into the water.

         Where you going?

         The soft mud beneath his feet, the scratching reeds at his calves, the rim of water that rises around his legs, his waist. He ducks under and then there is the blankness beneath. Jean’s breath leaves him in bubbles. He is immersed in the water, free from the algae and mulch. As he swims farther, the darkness behind his eyes deepens. The freckles on Tom’s nose, the dip in his throat, the milky skin of his thigh, the soft yellow of his eyes slip away and are replaced by the safety of the lake.

         Tom will come to China. He repeats it like a mantra in his mind, the water spreading infinitely around him. Something feathery scales his leg, his arms strain against the pressure. Above, the faint heat of the sun penetrates the surface. Below, it is both thinner and denser. Then another thought appears, breaking Jean’s stride and almost making him choke: Jean won’t get his O-levels, he won’t finish school, and after this summer, he will never see Tom again. He hits a cold patch and his mind stills, the thought disappearing in a stream of bubbles 26that tickle his cheeks. He pushes deeper, toward the coolness, the weight around his ears increasing, away from the light and into the dark.
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            II

         

         One week later, Jean is in English.

         Glory be to God for dappled things, Charles Burrows says. For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow. What might Hopkins mean by these lines?

         There are lots of strange things about Compton Manor, but Charles Burrows is strangest of all.

         He is young, only a few years older than Jean himself (he cannot be older than twenty-six, surely). Charles wears bright, patterned shirts that cling to his body, three-piece suits in red and brown and orange, and oval, purple-tinted spectacles. His hair is always combed, moustache just so. He rarely goes farther than the manicured lawn outside, and never to the farm. In the evenings, he can 28be found in his turmeric-coloured robe in front of Fawlty Towers stroking an Angora rabbit in his lap with one hand and smoking a cigarette with the other. The hand will move across the animal’s trembling body, fingers clawing, nails pulling up fine white fur. Charles will ash his cigarette and balance it in the tray, then gather his bounty and deposit it in a canvas sack on the floor.
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