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Hi there, I’m Jack Horwood—and this, as far as Jackie knows it—is my story. I’ve never quite understood why she’s so obsessed with telling it. Especially when in the first, shorter version, she made it sound as if all I did back then was steal and break into places. Which I didn’t. Not all the time. When you’re hungry and cold and have nowhere to go, you do what you can live with. Work, beg, steal… you do what it takes and I’ve done all of these. Other things I’ve drawn a line at. Running drugs was never on the cards for me. I’ve seen first-hand what that shit does and… no. As for selling my ass in some alley, let’s not even start. 

This isn’t a plea for pity or even sympathy. More an… acknowledgement. A realisation that shit happens. Okay, so I didn’t get thrown out because I was gay or bi or trans; I’m not sure my mother would have noticed, let alone cared about, that. But people end up on the street for all sorts of reasons. And mine was just as valid as everybody else’s.

The important thing isn’t that you’re on the street. The important thing is that you keep your head up and your eyes open, because with your head down you don’t see the danger coming at you. You’ll also never see people reach out to you. When I found Rio’s house, I thought I’d won the jackpot. I settled in and kept my head down. Doing that, I almost didn’t see Rio reaching out to help me up.

Some people think that asking for help, or accepting it, makes them weak or a failure. Maybe that’s their truth. I know that without Rio I wouldn’t be who I am now.  I  might not even be alive.

Rio was determined to help whether I saw his outstretched hand or not, whether I wanted to accept his help or not—and there are plenty of others like him everywhere. People who won’t judge you and who are ready to help. Look around, and find the courage to reach back when they reach out.

Reaching back isn’t easy or simple. Far from it. You may have stuff in your head you don’t want to remember, let alone talk about. That’s okay. You don’t have to go there. Just focusing on the next step is enough. Put one foot in front of the other and you will end up somewhere else.

I’ve been called all manner of things over the years. I’m sure you have, too. We all feel at times like a zero, like we don’t matter. Doesn’t mean it’s true. Zeroes matter because they change things. They’re that powerful. 

So, when someone calls you a zero, thank them. It’s a compliment, after all. Even if they didn’t mean it that way. And thanking someone when they think they’ve insulted you will leave them gaping like a fish out of water. That shit’s funny, you know?

Dealing with the mess in my head certainly wasn’t. I dragged it around for years like a wet, dirty cloak. Then, one night, I went into a club to ID a pimp and everything changed. The misery I was hoarding lost its hold. It wasn’t as important as helping Nico and Daniel through their nightmares and making them feel safe.

That’s what Rio did for me. That’s what people did for Jackie when she stumbled and crashed. That’s what plenty of others out there do for anyone who has the courage to reach back when they reach out.

So, yes, it might bother me that everyone’s suddenly in my business, but I’ll roll with it. Because it is an acknowledgement of the power of zeroes, and a chance to change things.

Keep safe. Keep your eyes open, and your hands ready to reach out.

Jack
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November 1995, Clapham
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The small, back garden of the Victorian terrace house looked like the setting for a fairy tale. A thick, smoke-scented haze hung in the air and pearly moisture clung to every surface like a blanket made from glitter. Tendrils of mist snaked between the bare branches of fruit trees and shrubs, wove along brick walls and paving slabs, and flowed around the garden shed until its edges were little more than a blur. 

Jack had no eyes for the spectacle as he hunched over the lock to the basement door, a grubby backpack dragging on his narrow shoulders. Each breath steamed the air in front of his face until the condensing moisture burned like hot acid on his chilled skin and made his nose run. A scarf would be heaven; thick and soft and long enough to wrap twice around his neck. He’d seen one like it at the railway station, but the trader had been too eagle-eyed for Jack to risk lifting it. He hadn’t reached for the matching gloves either and, as he struggled with the lock picks, he rued his cowardice.

Someone would see him.

Would catch him, if he wasn’t quick.

His fingers were so cold, he couldn’t feel the wards inside the lock. He curled himself closer to the door and strained to listen as he worked the skeleton keys, grateful that the fog dulled the hum of mid-afternoon traffic to muffled snatches.

When it finally came, the tiny snick was barely audible. Jack held his breath and turned the doorknob. It moved at the lightest touch, belying the long minutes of delicate picking it had taken to unlock the door.

Some of the older boys could open doors in less time it took Jack to draw a deep breath. He wasn’t that fast yet. Nor had he ever tried to open anything more complicated than a padlock or a car door. His attempt to break into this particular house had as much to do with the colour of the front door—bright red—as the beautiful car parked in the driveway. 69, Walgreen Road differed from the other houses in the street. In a world of soot-stained brick and black-and-white trim, it had colour. It had a vibe that drew Jack, made him throw caution to the wind and try to sneak inside.

He’d not dared breathe a word of his plan to anyone. Admitting his intention might jinx the outcome, especially as Jack wasn’t after money, jewellery or portable electronics he could sell. Not here, not today.

Jack needed a safe place to sleep. A space that would shelter him from the cold and damp of an English winter. A space that wasn’t prone to erupt into violence in a blink and a heartbeat.

He was vulnerable on the streets. Vulnerable, seeking shelter in parks or underpasses. And he hadn’t escaped Jericho to let himself fall into someone else’s clutches.

He gripped the knife that was his solace and security. The straight, broad blade had helped him escape and had kept other men at bay. Finding a safe place for himself would do the rest.

The latch shifted under his fingers without a sound.

Holding his breath, and praying the hinges wouldn’t creak, Jack slid the door open an inch at a time.

Then he stopped on the threshold and strained to hear past the rapid thump of his heart as blood rushed in his ears.

Not a single sound reached him from inside the house.

Nothing moved in his line of sight.

Jack found the light switch beside the door, flipped it, and stepped into the basement.

Warmth flowed around his chilled form and silence wrapped him up like a blanket. He stood in a small, bare room where unadorned brick walls met a smooth, concrete floor. A rack beside the door held a pair of drab green Wellington boots, along with a few gardening tools and a broom. The coat hooks on the wall above the rack were empty except for an old umbrella.

A hint of mustiness hung in the air, but Jack cared as little about that as he cared about the lack of furniture or a carpet. He welcomed the soft silence in the small space like warm spring sunshine after a long, cold winter. Nothing moved, nobody shouted. Threats and danger were miles away. When he closed the door on the world, the traffic noise faded out. And the house breathed around him, safe and solid and a hundred years old.

The basement room was dry, and warmer than anywhere else he’d slept in weeks. A closed door marked a way out of the room.

Jack pushed it open, expecting stairs.

Instead, he found a second room, smaller than the one he’d come from, with a chest freezer, a central heating boiler, and a low sink with a tap.

Running water.

Jack turned the tap one way and water flowed, droplets hitting the sink in a tinkling shower of tiny sparkles. He swung the lever back the other way to stop the soft noise and glittering stream, and silence settled over the basement once more.

Jack’s deep, shuddering breaths echoed in the empty space. Tears burned his eyes and clogged his throat until he swallowed them down, not ready yet to let them escape. He surveyed the two small rooms—deciding where to sleep and plotting the fastest way out the door if he had to make a run for it—all the while marvelling at the perfection he’d found.

When he spotted the extra key on the hook beside the door, he finally let go of his tight control. He shed his backpack and curled up in his chosen corner, back to the wall and knees tight to his chest.

For two hours he sat and breathed in the silence. Until he’d made himself believe that, for the first time since his escape, he was safe.


      [image: ]Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Jack froze with one arm still stuck in his jacket sleeve. He’d come in moments before and shed his backpack. He’d not even taken his boots off yet, wanting to get out of the soggy jacket first.

Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

The sound echoed through the house and into the basement until Jack’s heart took up the rhythm, beating faster with each footstep on the stairs.

Please, don’t come down. Please, don’t come down. Jack’s thoughts raced like his heartbeat because this… this could be bad.

Jack still didn’t know who owned the house. In the ten days since he’d found shelter here, he’d not ventured beyond his basement room. Neither had he hung around on the street to see who entered or left the house. He’d done nothing to draw attention to himself, and the only thing he’d taken from the house was the spare key he’d found hanging from the hook beside the back door. He could pick the lock, but this was easier. And he didn’t think a key would be missed.

He snuck in as quietly as he knew how late at night and made sure nothing hinted at his presence when he left early in the morning.

He would have liked to stay and listen when music drifted down to his basement from the upstairs rooms one evening, but he hadn’t dared. He simply grabbed his things and disappeared, wandering around the more populated parts of Clapham until it grew late and he thought it safe to return.

For the last week, the owner of the house hadn’t been home, though the beautiful car—Jack had looked through car almanacs when he’d spent one morning in the library to keep warm, and now knew it was a Citroen DS Convertible—hadn’t moved from the driveway the whole time. It was no indicator whether Jack needed to stay away or not.

Now it seemed as if the house was occupied once more. The footsteps on the stairs echoed like thunder, growing louder and louder the closer they came. Then they stopped.

A door creaked.

Slammed.

Front door. Jack breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe he’d get the chance to dry off and warm up after all. He slipped out of the jacket and draped it over the radiator. He’d done this every time since he’d realised the heating came on during the night and that his jacket would be toasty warm when he put it on in the morning. For a time, while he wandered the streets—trying to stay out of the way of anyone who could mean him harm, while earning enough money to eat without having to steal food—the warmth reminded him of his safe space. Of somewhere dry and quiet at the end of a long day.

He was unlacing his boots when the front door creaked open again.

Swift footsteps followed.

They came his way, down a second flight of stairs; the door to the basement opened before Jack was able to grab his backpack and run.

“An’ didn’ Ah jus’ think Ah had a guest.” A huge, dark-skinned man, dressed for comfort in fluffy slippers, jeans, and a thick fleece jumper, stood in the open door. Coffee-coloured dreadlocks hung past his shoulders. His eyes were dark, too, and they didn’t move from Jack’s face.

Jack was trapped against the back door, his boots unlaced, his jacket across the room draped over the radiator. He couldn’t leave without his jacket. He’d freeze. But getting to the other side of the room, back to the door and outside…? Jack was fast, but this was…

“You come with a name, kid?”

The man’s voice wasn’t unkind, but Jack stayed silent. They all started out friendly but changed their tune quickly enough.

“Don’ tell me then. Or tell me later. But, you know, it’s polite to say hello when you’re stayin’ somewhere. Tha’s what Ah came down for: to say hello. Be neighbourly.”

Jack snorted. Neighbourly. Right. The man had either tricked him into thinking he’d left, by slamming the door and staying put, or he had gone out to… what? Call the police? He edged closer to the door handle. If they came for him, he would run, jacket or no.

“Nobody means you any harm,” the man soothed as if he’d read Jack’s thoughts. “Ah’m Rio, Rio Palmer. An’ you are?”

Jack clamped his lips together. He didn’t fall for tricks like that. Not anymore.

“Listen, kid… really, you want me to call you kid all the time? Fine. Listen. Ah’m thinkin’ you’re here because you need a place to stay, right? So, stay. Ah don’ mind. ‘S not as if Ah use these here rooms. Jus’… stay outta trouble, okay? Ah don’ wan’ the law come snoopin’ around.”

And then the man, Rio, was gone.

Jack stared at the closed door. His heart beat so fast he was dizzy. He breathed with his mouth open, taking in big gasps of air, but the dizzy feeling didn’t leave. A fine tremor worked through his skinny frame, grew stronger until his knees buckled and he slid down the door to huddle on the floor.

He hadn’t expected to be discovered so quickly.

Not in the winter.

Summer was different. When the sun came out, people spent time in their gardens. They needed gardening tools and Wellington boots and brooms and brushes.

Not in November. Not now…

The man had said Jack could stay.

Not that Jack believed him.

People didn’t offer homeless kids a place to stay. Even if it was a basement sitting empty. That wasn’t how it worked. He’d probably only said that so he’d have time to call the police or social services.

Jack couldn’t risk the interest of either. Jericho had eyes and ears everywhere. If Jack was put into the system, Jericho would hear of it. He’d come and get Jack back.

Your mother sold you. That means you belong to me. Jericho had told him over and over, as if Jack would forget the events of that awful Christmas Eve unless he was endlessly reminded. Until you’re an adult, you’re mine. To do with as I see fit.

Jericho meant every word he said. He’d made them all watch when he dealt with the father of a boy who’d run. It had been an effective deterrent until Jack no longer cared what Jericho might do to his mother. It wasn’t as if the woman cared what Jericho did to Jack.

Adulthood was years away.

Years of Jericho owning Jack, and using Jack as he saw fit.

Jack didn’t want to be there for it.

When the opportunity came, he hadn’t stuck around.

Surviving on the street wasn’t easy, but Jack preferred it to surviving while Jericho swung the whip.

Is this better than being with Jericho?

Most things were when he considered them this way. So much so, the question had become a useful constant in his life, a measure of truth when he needed to make decisions.

He pushed himself to his feet and checked his jacket. The radiator was warm but the cloth had been pretty much soaked through; the short time it had been hanging there hadn’t been long enough to dry it. Could he risk staying a little longer? An hour, maybe? At least until his jacket was dry?

Jack didn’t have a watch. He slept like a cat. He measured time by traffic noise and church bells, and he’d learned the sounds of the neighbourhood over the last ten days. In Rio’s street, road traffic, beyond the odd van, started between half six and seven. By eight o’clock, the stream of cars was near constant as people left for work. After ten, the road quietened again, with only the occasional delivery van making the rounds, until school finished and the stream of traffic started to flow in reverse. And very little moved in the late evening and the dead of night.

Jack didn’t take his boots off that night. He laced them tight, then spread his blanket beside the radiator and settled his backpack in reach. It wasn’t the safest place in the room, or the warmest, but he wouldn’t have to scramble for his jacket if someone came down the stairs. He could simply grab his things and dart out the door.

He kept the back door open a crack and listened out for the sound of a car coming down the street and stopping outside the house. Listened out for the doorbell, and footsteps on the stairs.

He sat up all night, waiting for sirens or cars that didn’t belong and… nothing happened.

The radiator was warm once more, and Jack’s jacket was dry and toasty, when a hint of grey light crept through the partly open back door.  Could Rio have spoken the truth? Did he really not mind me squatting in his basement? Jack didn’t know. But he wasn’t ready to bet his safety on a stranger and an offer that seemed too good to be true.

He grabbed his dry jacket from the hot radiator, almost sobbing with bliss as he pulled it on.

He folded the blanket and put it neatly into his backpack.

Then he slipped out of the half-open back door to Rio’s house, closed and locked it, and ran off down the garden path to the gate leading to the Common.


      [image: ]One-nil to the kid. Rio Palmer watched as the boy left the basement and quietly closed the door. Turning his head a little to the right allowed him to see the small figure with the dark backpack dart across the garden to the back gate. A moment later, the boy was gone like a tendril of mist on a breeze.

Like his unknown house guest, Rio had sat up all night. He’d been too busy to sleep, instead watching over the kid (whose name he still didn’t know) by means of the camera he’d installed in a vent in the basement. He followed the way the boy assessed his surroundings, how he focussed on priorities—drying his jacket and having early warning of approaching threats over being in the most sheltered corner of the room—and it had choked him up like few things had the power to do these days.

Many adults, Rio knew, didn’t have as much awareness as this boy demonstrated. They trusted strangers with deeply personal information in the most casual fashion when this boy, whom fate had brought to Rio’s doorstep, didn’t even trust the man whose home he had invaded with his first name.

Rio understood the dangers of indiscriminate trust, in the same way he understood its advantages. Not surprising, seeing he spent his business hours prying into other people’s secrets on order of Her Majesty’s government. While he had no problems with his chosen profession, he’d turned his home into a fortress a long time ago.

It hadn’t been a hardship. He loved to tinker with electronics, and covert surveillance was one of his specialities. And, since he was often away from home and didn’t want to come back from an assignment to find the front door open and his possessions gone, the decision to install cameras and a sneaky alarm system inside, and outside, the house hadn’t been a difficult one.

Not when he owned one kickass record collection and a computer system that was worth more than his house and everything in it.

Rio had been at home, watching from his den, as the boy had picked the lock to his back door ten days earlier. He’d watched him explore the two, small basement rooms and hadn’t missed the moment when the boy’s tight shoulders had relaxed all of a sudden. The relief in the kid’s stance on finding a bare room had been like a punch to the gut. Watching him curl up in a corner and simply sit there, unmoving, for two long hours, had pushed a huge lump into his throat.

He’d wanted to go downstairs and talk to the kid.

He’d wanted to see whether the boy needed food, a bath, clothes… but rushing where his heart pushed him to go hadn’t been Rio’s way in a long time.

He needed more data. He also had an assignment coming up and he needed a clear head for that. Getting embroiled on a whim with a seemingly homeless kid, who looked well able to take care of himself, wouldn’t help with that.

Only, he was embroiled already. Had been from the moment he’d seen that quiet, heartfelt sigh of relief.

The boy looked almost elfin with his untidy hair and the grey-green eyes that seemed too large for his thin face. Until he decided to look up, that was. Solid, steel shutters were more inviting than the go-fuck-yourself glare in the boy’s eyes.

Rio’s life, his job, demanded he mistrust everything from the people he met to what his own gut told him.

Facts kept him alive.

Decisions based on facts kept him sane.

And all of those tenets had gone out the window the moment he locked eyes with the homeless kid who’d considered his bare basement a safe space to sleep.


      [image: ]The day that had started so abysmally improved in leaps and bounds as soon as he got going. Since he was out on the street extra early, he made the round of the newsagents. Sometimes they needed a hand laying out the papers or stocking the shelves, and they’d pay him a pound or feed him breakfast for his help.

“Good morning.” He stepped into Mr. Boodle’s shop, and found it looking like a bomb had hit. The morning’s papers sat in untidy stacks beside the blue canvas bags used for the paper rounds. Jack squinted at the clock. It was late for the shop to look like that. By now, all the papers should be sorted and on the way to being delivered.

“What?” An irate voice came from the back. “Just a minute!”

The owner of the voice followed a moment later. Mr. Boodle was a short man with grizzled, curly hair, who usually wore black trousers with a striped shirt and a dark blue jumper. This morning, the jumper was gone, the shirt was half unbuttoned and the sleeves were rolled up to the man’s elbows. He looked dusty, hot, and rather annoyed.

“Yes?”

“Do you maybe... need help?” Jack waved at the disorderly piles. “I could sort the papers for you and lay them out?”

“Can you do a paper round? Kid who’s usually working for me didn’t show. Again. Gonna get the sack next time he turns up. Round’s up the estate on the other side of the road.” He pointed to the street that joined the one his shop was on. “Up one side, and back down the other.”

Jack had done paper rounds before. Not for this particular shop, but paper rounds were all the same. He could see the houses he was supposed to deliver to from where he stood.

“Yes.” He nodded for good measure.

“It’s late and the papers aren’t all sorted yet,” Mr. Boodle cautioned.

“I can do that.” Jack took the list of house numbers and papers and turned to the untidy piles.

“You sort the odds, I sort the evens, how’s that?”

Mr. Boodle held an identical list and reached for one of the canvas bags. Between them, they got the papers arranged, and then Jack took off on his round, the two heavy canvas bags slung over his shoulders and his pack on his back. It didn’t even occur to him to leave it behind.

Knowing they were late, and also knowing how angry people could get when their papers weren’t on the doormat when they should be, he ran all the way. He returned out of breath and with shaking knees, but none of the shop’s customers had been kept waiting.

“You’re a good kid,” Mr. Boodle told him as he brought the empty canvas bags back to the shop. “Thanks for helping out.” He reached into the till and held out a note. “Here.”

Five pounds. Jack held the crinkled blue note between finger and thumb as if it were gold dust. He wanted to shove the small rectangle out of sight and run. But he wasn’t stealing. He’d earned that money, even though he’d not expected to be offered so much for his help.

Five pounds could buy a lot of food if Jack was careful. He was planning where to go shopping when—

“Here, take this.” A flapjack and a cheese sandwich joined the five-pound note in Jack’s hands and Mr. Boodle waved away his stuttered thanks. “Think you could be here again tomorrow morning? And every morning?”

Jack stared. Every morning?

“Jay, right? You seem the steady sort. I’ve seen you come past most mornings; you’ve been quick to step in today. So, if you wanna job, there’s one right here. Pay’s two quid a weekday, three pounds on the weekend. If you’re reliable and there are no complaints, I add a bonus on Sunday.”

Jack worked it out. Sixteen pounds guaranteed each week. And then a bonus. He nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll do it.”

“Okay, then. Just make sure you’re here tomorrow morning.”

Jack intended to be there good and early.

He couldn’t quite believe his luck. Five pounds, breakfast, and the offer of a steady bit of work each morning. And he didn’t even have to give his real name. Did winning the lottery feel like that? As if he could do anything?

The day didn’t feel so cold after that.


      [image: ]Jack ate the sandwich part of his breakfast in a quiet corner of the cemetery. He’d spent a lot of time hiding out between the tombs when he’d first run away from Jericho and the peace and quiet drew him now as it had then.

Better yet, the gravel covering the paths let him hear well in advance when the place wasn’t only his anymore.

He’d occasionally found shelter in a corner of the church, though most churches were locked now, even in the daytime; this church was no exception. Jack didn’t think churches held much worth stealing, but he’d heard tell of silver, lead, and candlesticks. And ready money where the candles and guidebooks were kept.

Jack’d never bothered hunting for such treasures. To him, an open church meant shelter, running water and—sometimes—a working kettle. Instant coffee, teabags, and hobnobs were a bonus.

An unlocked church could be a godsend. And, yes, Jack had recognised the phrase for the joke it was the first time he’d heard it. But even an unlocked church couldn’t compare to the perfection he’d found in Rio’s basement.

Ah’m thinkin’ you’re here because you need a place to stay, right? So, stay. Ah don’ mind.

The memory of Rio’s voice, his offer, didn’t let Jack rest.

What if Rio had spoken the truth?

Jack would have a place to sleep that was dry and warm and… safe. He could spend his days on other things than looking for shelter. Could earn money for food. Hell, he’d been offered a job minutes before. One that paid him money every single day. If he didn’t have to find a safe place to sleep, he could…

What if Rio had meant his offer?

And what if he had not?

Jack’s head ached with the constant back and forth. If Rio’s offer was a trap, he’d end up in a home. Or with foster parents. Or, heaven forbid, back with his mother. And once that happened…

His breakfast threatened to make a reappearance at the thought.

Jack swallowed convulsively. He breathed through his nose, willing the sudden nausea away. His memories where harder to silence. The small room in Jericho’s house, with nothing more than a bed, table, and a couple of battered paperbacks, had haunted his waking hours far more often than his sleep. He’d hated what happened once the door opened, every minute of it. But dreading what was to come, waiting with fear strangling his breath while he strained to listen for footsteps, had been worse. His mind could inflict torture more effectively than Jericho and hoping for change had been the worst torture of all.

No way in hell would Jack return to that.

And trusting Rio’s offer to be genuine was a step Jack was not prepared to take.


      [image: ]The market was busy with shoppers; when the office workers came out for their lunch breaks, it would be busier still. As always, Jack circled the area in a wide arc before he ventured into the alleys between the stalls. He looked for police constables, for familiar faces in the crowd, and only relaxed a tad when he didn’t catch sight of either.

Jack knew the market like the back of his hand. He’d started to hang out here while he still debated whether staying in this part of London was wise. Moving to somewhere totally new, or even venturing across the river as some of the older boys suggested, was scary. The maze of stalls and small alleys was useful if he needed to disappear in a hurry, and the bustle was great for grabbing an apple, a banana or warm pie from a display without being caught.

A busy market was good. Not only for picking a pocket or raiding a stall; people in a hurry seldom paid attention to a boy scurrying across their path. They didn’t stop to ask why he wasn’t in school. And they wouldn’t remember him from one week to the next, until he did something to draw attention to himself.

Over the weeks, the market had become a safer place for Jack. No longer standing out to the regulars as a complete stranger, no longer jumping at each sudden move, he’d learned to blend into the background. Nobody knew his real name. Shoppers and most stall keepers looked past him, through him almost.

Unless they wanted his help.

Being safer didn’t mean the market was ever truly safe. Jack had learned that. He’d avoided the men, at first, had shied away from loud, booming voices, aftershave, and sweat. But the men, even the big ones, would take a cautious step back when he drew a knife. It was the women Jack hadn’t anticipated. Having only his mother to compare them to, he didn’t believe the women would see him, let alone care about him hanging out at the market at all hours.

They’d done both.

They’d also guessed the reasons for his actions and had tried to do something about it.

If it hadn’t been for Felicity, the Jamaican greengrocer with the foot-high, pitch-black hair, bright pink, fingerless mittens and black nail varnish, the social workers one of the women had called would have caught him.

Felicity had warned him, had hidden him, and lied for him.

Jack still didn’t know why. He’d never told her anything about himself. Not even his real name. But Felicity understood. She’d told him she didn’t believe the system was the safest place for a boy like him, told him to stay away from the market for a couple of weeks. And, as soon as Jack had dared to show his face again, she’d asked him to fetch and carry, or handed him a banana or an apple when he drifted past without making a fuss.

The traders took their cue from Felicity and Jack had little jobs all over the place. Unpack this, mind that, bag something else… Jack did as he was asked. He could sense when it would be in his best interest to disappear, and he’d marked the women it was best to avoid.

Jack had started to vary his routine after the near disaster and had added the library and the newsagents to the places where he spent his time. If the weather was good, he stayed in the park. He also turned up at the market at a different time each day. The traders still recognised him, the customers not so much.

This morning, Felicity was waiting for him. She had one foot in plaster, a paper cup of hot chocolate ready for him, and a question.

Jack never turned down work, legit or not, unless it involved running drugs. Today’s job was easy. Weighing out vegetables and fruit for the display, and bagging them for the customers, kept him warm and moving. Despite Felicity’s broken foot—he heard the story how that had happened several times during the morning—she made good money. More than she’d expected.

“It’s good with you here,” she explained in a lilt reminding Jack of Rio. “I can entertain one customer while you help another.” Her blinding smile said she found plenty of entertainment.

“I want six aubergines,” one of her regular customers requested as soon as he stepped up beside her. Jack didn’t need to see his black-and-white checkered trousers to know him for a chef. “Nice, plump ones.”

“What’s an aubergine look like?” Jack stage-whispered, but the man heard him and cracked up laughing.

“The purple ones over there,” Felicity pointed, and Jack hurried around the table. The purple fruit? vegetables? were heavier than they looked. Jack shook one carefully, but it was solid.

“The best ones are shiny and smooth,” the chef educated him while Jack placed them in a paper bag. “When they get wrinkly or look dull, it’s been too long since they’ve been picked.”

“Curry?” Felicity wanted to know as she exchanged vegetables for money.

“No. I’ll roast these and turn them into a dip with olive oil, garlic and parsley.”

Jack went back to weighing and bagging satsumas. He now knew what to call the purple things that didn’t rattle when he shook them. He even knew how to cook them.

Not that he knew how to cook.

The stall next to Felicity’s sold clothing. Racks of jumpers, coats and jeans were set out under the blue-and-white striped awning. The first thing Jack saw every time he turned his head was a coat. Olive green, with a hood edged with fur… simply looking at it made Jack feel warm. It reminded him of taking his jacket off the radiator in Rio’s basement that morning and how it felt to pull it on. Like a hug or… like finding Rio’s basement in the first place.

It would be a good coat to have for the winter. He checked the price tag when the woman running the stall wasn’t looking. £39.99. A lot more money than he possessed. A lot more than he’d ever had.

It was late when Jack tidied away the last of the vegetable boxes. He was taking the key back to Felicity, who waited in the van, when the rain arrived. Big, fat drops hit the cobblestones, turning them slick and slippery in an instant.

“Do you want a lift?”

Jack would have loved to say yes, but he shook his head. “I’m fine, thank you.”

She handed him a twenty-pound note. “Here. You’ve worked hard all day. If you come back tomorrow, I’ll have more work for you. It won’t be so busy. We had the deliveries today, but I can always use an extra hand. ‘Specially at the moment.”

Jack nodded, too tired to properly appreciate his good luck. Felicity was always generous when she paid him.

She’d offer him food or a hot drink even when she didn’t need his help.

She’d never handed him a twenty for a day’s work.

With the money he’d earned delivering newspapers that morning, he was two thirds to affording the coat with the fur-edged hood. He’d looked at it all day, had made countless plans to get his hands on it, and discarded each one. Stealing it would be easy, but it was out of the question. He wouldn’t be able to come back to the market if he wore it, and Felicity needed help while her foot recovered.

If he wanted the coat, he’d have to pay for it. Maybe Felicity could help him haggle with Jenny Wade, the woman who ran the stall. Or he’d save for another week or two. With his jobs at the market, and now with a paper round each morning, he might have enough money to buy it anyway if he didn’t spent too much money on food.

A warm coat for the winter… Jack couldn’t quite wrap his head around that idea. Not after the way the previous night had spiralled out of control.

Or had Rio’s offer been the good luck charm that changed Jack’s world?

Jack had no way of knowing. But, as he stood in the rain and watched Felicity’s van draw away, he realised that, busy as he’d been, he’d had no time to find a safe place to sleep.
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He couldn’t sleep when other people were anywhere near him.

He’d tried going to a shelter, once, thinking it might be safer than staying on the streets. It hadn’t turned out that way and Jack hadn’t gone back.

Now it was dark. He was wet through, and starting to worry his backpack might not be able to hold off the rain much longer. Wet clothes were bad enough. If his blanket got wet too…

He’d kept the key he’d taken from the hook behind the door. And, without a touch of moonlight, he managed to fit it into the lock and turn it soundlessly.

The room was as quiet as it had been every time he’d come here before. But it smelled a little different. Jack took one cautious breath and then another. It smelled like… washing? The scent was flowery and a bit like the fancy soap they had in the washroom at Debenhams. The one that came in coloured bottles with silver writing on, rather than the usual wall dispensers.

Jack had no idea what kind of aftershave a man like Rio would wear, but he couldn’t imagine it smelling like flowers. So, maybe… maybe Rio wasn’t here.

Actually, Jack was sure the man was nowhere near the basement. Jack had read a book in the library about how to be quiet. He’d practised, and he’d started to notice how much noise people made. They snuffled when they breathed. They cleared their throats. And when they had to wait anywhere, they shuffled their feet and rocked. Jack hadn’t heard anything since he’d stepped through the door. Not the rustle of slipper soles on concrete, not the soft rubbing of fabric or the catch and snag of wool against the wall. And there’d been no sound of breathing.

Rio hadn’t changed the locks, either.

Or placed obstacles in Jack’s way to trip him up.

It made no sense that Rio didn’t mind Jack squatting in his house. People always minded. They yelled and threatened. They called the police or social services. Jack hadn’t believed Rio would be any different. But, maybe… maybe he was.

He reached for the light switch, keeping one hand on the door handle in case he needed to run, and turned on the light.

An air mattress, thick blanket, and a sleeping bag occupied the space where he’d spread his blanket on other nights.
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“What d’you think you’re doin’?”

Jack swallowed. “I’m trying it on,” he said, forcing himself to look right at her. “To see if it fits?” Jenny narrowed her eyes and wrinkled her nose. Jack could see the insult coming a mile away. “I want to buy it,” he said, louder.

“Yeah, right. An’ I was born yesterday.” She reached for him and Jack stepped away.  He didn’t want anyone’s hands on him, whether they meant him harm or not.

“That parka costs forty quid. Take it off right now before you dirty it.”

“I said I want to buy it.”

“An’ I told you I wasn’t born yesterday. I don’t do charity, either.”

Jack drew himself up. “I don’t need charity. I can pay for it.”

“Nicked the money, did you?” She nodded as if Jack had just confirmed something she already knew for a fact. “I don’t want trouble with the law.”

Jack wanted to run. He wanted to rip the coat off and throw it at the woman. He wanted— He swallowed and took a deep breath. It’s winter. He reminded himself. I need a warm coat. “I saved the money,” he tried again. “I really want to buy the parka.”

“And next thing we know, I’ll have your mother reporting me for ripping off a kid.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and Jack’s heart sank. He’d seen the move before. It never boded well when an adult grew so defensive they let it show.

“Take off that coat an’ give it here. You can buy it if you come back with your mother an’ she tells me it’s okay.”

Jack rolled his eyes at the ridiculous request. He wouldn’t go within ten miles of his mother. Not for anything, and certainly not for a coat. He hugged the fabric around himself, revelled in the fresh, clean smell and the warmth it wrapped him in. The green parka was perfect... and Jack had worked hard to afford it. It was so unfair that—

“Don’t dawdle. Come on, come on. Give it here.”

“Well, aren’t you a right Good Samaritan?” Felicity said from behind Jack, sounding angry and disgusted. Focussed on Jenny Wade, he hadn’t heard Felicity approach. She came and stood beside him, close, but not close enough to touch.

“I told him,” Jenny pointed out, “I don’t do charity.”

“We know. Believe me, we know. And has he asked you for charity?” Felicity got right into Jenny’s face and Jack took another step back. This wasn’t going to be pretty. Most of the time, Felicity was fairly laid back, but if something riled her up, she didn’t hold back. Jack had seen it close up and personal when she’d hidden him and lied to the police for him. “I bet he hasn’t asked you for charity,” Felicity said. “This boy works damned hard for everything he has. He’s saved up for weeks to buy that coat and all you can do is throw insults? You have no heart.”

“How would you know he saved up for it?” She made air quotes with her fingers, making it clear she thought Jack was lying.

“Because I paid him most of that money, you stupid cow. He’s been here at all hours helping me while I was laid up with that damned cast. If you paid attention to the people around you, you’d have seen him. He does odd jobs all over the market, but you’ve got your head so stuck up your arse, you wouldn’t notice the Queen of Sheba if she walked past.”

The spirited tirade left Jenny gaping. Felicity turned and held out a hand to Jack. “You have the money?”

Jack handed her the twenty-pound note she’d given him three weeks earlier, plus two tenners he’d saved from his paper round.

Felicity took the money and smiled. “Go mind the stall. I get your coat for you.”

Jack didn’t need telling twice. He turned and scurried away, only drawing breath when he was as far away from Jenny as he could get and still mind Felicity’s stall. He settled on an upturned crate, huddled into his new parka, and tried to control the shivers that shook through him. He hated loud voices. Arguments and fights brought bad memories, and he couldn’t afford those when he was alone in a sea of strangers.

“Jay. It’s okay. She’s a stupid cow, but she’s harmless. Look at me, please.”

Jack raised his head and found Felicity crouching in front of him. Her gaze was full of concern, but she kept her distance, and she didn’t touch him. She reminded him of Rio, who had started to come down to the basement every now and then to check on Jack, but never came so close that Jack felt the need to run.

“You’re shaking. Are you okay?”

Jack nodded. “I’m fine. It’s just... she looked at me like—”

“She’s stupid. Ignore her.”

“Can I... Did she sell you the coat?”

“No,” Felicity said, voice gentle even as Jack’s heart froze. “She sold you that coat. You worked for it. You paid for it. It’s yours. I was just the messenger. Okay?”

Jack plucked at the fur edging the hood, not quite ready to believe yet “I can keep it?”

“It’s yours.” She held out a receipt. “Keep that in case someone else gives you grief. And here.” She handed him a blue fiver along with the receipt.

“You’ve already paid me for today,” Jack pointed out.

“So I have.” Felicity’s smile was warm and just a tiny bit cheeky. As if the two of them had won a battle against the odds. “This is a gift.”
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Jack huddled deeper into his parka. It was at least one size too large, loose enough that Jack could wear both his jumpers underneath to keep warm, and the cuffs ended well past his fingertips. The olive-green coat was brand new, smelled like fresh air and chocolate, had a fur lining, and a fur-edged hood. Jack snuggled into its folds as if he could disappear.

“You listenin’ to me, kid?”

The voice and a brisk wave startled Jack alert. He pushed his back tighter against the wall and squinted through his ragged fringe to make sure Rio, the dark-skinned, dreadlocked Jamaican who owned the house, wasn’t coming any closer.

Rio talked in a soft, comforting lilt, and had the sense to stay back far enough that Jack couldn’t catch his smell. Almost as if he knew the smallest wave of scent would send Jack running. More than insults, pain and rough hands on his body, Jack hated the smell of sweat and booze and stale aftershave. The scents used to cling to him so he’d catch a whiff at odd times, as if he had needed reminding how trapped he was. Even now, a hint of it would send his heart racing, and his mind spinning in panic.

Jack was glad he couldn’t smell this man. He liked the small, safe space he’d found. It was clean, dry, and a much-needed shelter from the November cold. It was also his, alone, and he guarded its location like the charm it was. Jack was happy to share his food and any money he got his hands on, but he didn’t find solace in company.

He’d grown up with an addict for a mother, with someone who’d do pretty much anything to pay for her next fix. There hadn’t been any kids his age in the block of flats where his mother lived. And the farther he stayed from the men his mother brought home the safer he was.

He’d learned those lessons early and he didn’t forget.

He took long detours around Clapham’s back streets and alleyways when he made his way to Rio’s house.

He always checked none of the other street kids was following him. 

“Tha’s no’ the way to hold a knife,” Rio said again. “No’ if you want to use it to defend yourself.”

Rio sat cross-legged on the bare concrete in the middle of the room, elbows leaning on his knees and chin resting on his hands, while he surveyed Jack and the tight hold Jack had on the handle of his knife. He’d left an air mattress, blanket and sleeping bag for Jack, but he only came down to the basement now and then.

Infrequent enough that Jack could relax.

When he came, he talked, brought food, and even books for Jack.

Jack loved the books. He looked forward to evenings now; sitting, wrapped up in his blankets, finding out about places he’d never get to, or animals he’d never see. Like the library in town, Rio had books about all sorts of topics. And in Rio’s basement, Jack could take his time over the text and pictures.

The books gave him something new to look at, and things beside the past to think about.

And the food was heaven.

Rio brought ham and cheese sandwiches, he offered apples and pears, and soup, kept hot in a deep green thermos flask. One afternoon, Rio had brought cake and hot chocolate, so sweet it had burned Jack’s throat.

While the books made his life interesting, the food made it easier. Food always came first. If he didn’t have to beg for food—or steal it—he could spend his time finding work or acquiring other things. Like his parka or the boots he had his eye on. Maybe even another knife.

Jack pictured the knife he’d seen, the blade narrower than the one he currently held, with a grip wrapped in dark brown leather. He didn’t want to believe a word Rio said, but maybe Rio knew what he was talking about. What if Jack wasn’t holding the knife right? What if…?

“How do you know?” he demanded.

Rio shrugged his broad shoulders. “Ah fight when Ah need to.”

“With a knife?”

The dreadlocks swung with Rio’s nod and the fluorescent lighting added odd glints to the long strands. “You want me to show you how?”

Jack considered the offer.

Having a knife was an advantage. Simply showing he carried a knife had got him out of trouble the other day. Maybe being able to use it right…

“You stay back there.” He got to his feet, pushed his too long sleeves back and his hair out of his eyes. “You can show me from there, right?”


      [image: ]The next two weeks sped by. Getting the knife stuff right wasn’t easy, but Jack had an empty room to practise in without anyone knowing what he did. Rio even brought a mirror—on a roll!—and stuck it to the wall. He drew chalk marks on the concrete floor to guide Jack’s steps and came down some evenings to watch Jack work. For the most part, though, he stayed away and Jack was glad about that. He’d cut himself more than once and didn’t want an audience for his ineptitude and clumsiness.

When Rio left on a business trip, he stuck a note on the door for Jack to help himself to the food in the freezer.

At first, Jack did nothing of the sort. Even after his experiences with Felicity and Mr. Boodle, he was too suspicious to believe anyone would offer him food without Jack having to ask or do something in return. But on one cold, rainy afternoon when he’d come in wet and couldn’t get warm, even with two blankets around him and the radiator going, he went to investigate.

The small room beside the one he’d made his no longer merely held a tap and a freezer filled to the brim with food. In the weeks since Jack had been there, Rio had added a small table and a kettle, as well as a couple of plates, mugs and cutlery.

Now there was a microwave.

Jack had to scrub at some traitor tears before he could make sense of the instructions Rio had taped to the front of the newest appliance. He wasn’t used to have things easy. But he pulled himself together and dined on beef stew and dumplings that night.

The dish was hot against his palms, a spot of welcome warmth against his jeans-clad thighs. The rich, thick stew made his mouth water and brought back memories of school dinners. Before he found Rio’s house, those memories had seemed as unreal as the stories in Rio’s books. Now Jack wasn’t so sure. Holding the bowl of hot stew in his lap, he recalled rows of tables and sturdy benches, saw himself walking in a long line to the dining hall, surrounded by the delicious scents of cooking food. And he remembered the din created by the incessant chatter of his classmates.

That level of noise masked threats like a coat of paint masked the dilapidated state of an old wall. Maybe it hadn’t bothered him when he’d been little, but now too much noise made him wary. Made him jump at shadows and reach for his knife. It was one of the reasons he much preferred silence and solitude.

It felt like a treat he hadn’t earned and didn’t deserve, but he followed Rio’s instructions to make himself a large mug of hot chocolate before he curled up and went to sleep.

The weather was even worse the next day.

For once, Jack didn’t feel the need to go out to find food or earn money once he’d completed his paper round. He was content to stay in his basement and practise his knife work.

Rio came back a week later.

Jack heard the front door bang shut and the stairs creak under Rio’s tread. The steps went up the stairs at first, to where Jack surmised Rio’s bedroom and bathroom were. It wasn’t long before the steps clunked back down the stairs and neared his hideout.

The big Jamaican moved as if every part of him hurt. Even the bouncy ebony hair looked tired, but he didn’t say where he’d been and Jack didn’t ask. Rio made a face at how little of the food in the freezer Jack had actually eaten before he settled himself cross-legged in the middle of the room and observed Jack with his knife. Every now and then, he called out corrections or instructions, but he no longer got up to demonstrate each move.

Jack was proud about that, and kept practising far longer than he’d ever done before.

“How about you come upstairs?” Rio asked when Jack’s arms shook so badly he had to stop or drop the knife. “We can eat dinner together. You can take a hot shower and sleep in the spare room in a real bed.”

I knew it!

Knife tight in his fist and in front of him as he’d learned, Jack backed up against the wall. Fear rushed him like a wave of heat, and his heart sped until he struggled to draw breath.

One of his first clients had started out like this. He’d come night after night simply to sit with Jack, doing nothing more than talk. Later… well, Jack still had the scars of what had happened later. He wasn’t going to be that stupid twice.

When Rio renewed his offer, Jack tuned him out. The words reached him anyway: a room with its own bathroom and a door with a lock.

Right.

Jack would bet the key was on the outside.

He so wasn’t going there again.

It took a long time for Rio to concede defeat. For the Jamaican to leave Jack’s sanctuary and head back upstairs to his own rooms and his own life took even longer.

Once the sound of Rio’s footfalls had died away, Jack slid down the wall and hugged his knees. He ignored his shaking hands and ragged breath, ignored the moisture blurring his vision and faced the facts: his cosy basement was no longer safe.

It was late in the year to find a good place to squat.

The shelters weren’t safe. Street corners and underpasses weren’t safe either. He hadn’t kept up with the neighbourhood in the last few weeks. He had no idea where to go. At least he had a coat and boots and a little bit of money. That had to be enough until he found another place.
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And it didn’t look as if the boy planned to come back.

The thick, woollen blanket Rio had brought down for Jack lay folded on top of the air mattress and Rio’s spare sleeping bag.

Jack had piled the books beside the blanket in a neat stack.

His backpack and his few belongings were gone.

Rio swallowed around the lump clogging his throat when he saw the spare key back on its hook beside the back door. He’d wanted to help and what had he done? Fucked things up beyond repair. He’d driven the kid into leaving when he’d never meant to turn Jack away from the safety he’d found in Rio’s basement. When all he’d wanted to do was offer Jack a home, no questions asked.

Jack didn’t talk much.

He didn’t ask for help.

He was suspicious of even the smallest kindness.

He didn’t believe a word anyone said to him.

But his resourcefulness and determination appealed to Rio, as much as Jack’s magpie mind.

Rio had been careful not to ask any personal questions beyond Jack’s first name. He didn’t know Jack’s age and he didn’t know how long Jack had been homeless. In the beginning, he had wondered whether Jack could even read. Then he’d watched Jack devour the books Rio left for him, had watched him smile while he read, and pore over the science books with rapt fascination. Jack couldn’t simply read: he was smart, street smart. But then Jack had misconstrued the meaning of Rio’s offer, and Jack’s reaction told Rio in no uncertain terms what the boy was running from.

Rio had kept his temper in the face of Jack’s terror. Now Jack was gone, Rio felt rage so pure he could have traded it as a commodity. What was the point of the government sending him all over the world to rescue people, if he couldn’t rescue the ones landing on his doorstep?

The thought brought him up short.

Jack might believe he didn’t need to be rescued, but that didn’t mean Rio couldn’t do it anyway. Jack was like a feral cat, wary and distrustful and not easily convinced by words.

Action might convince him in time.

So, Rio would take action. He would find the annoying brat and drag him back by his hair if necessary. Kid needs a haircut, anyway.

Rio turned his back on the basement where barely a hint of Jack’s presence remained, returned upstairs and set to work. He called friends working for social services, talked to charities running homeless shelters, and cruised the backstreets of Clapham at all hours, looking for Jack, praying for a little bit of luck or guidance to aid his search.

He couldn’t explain why it was important that he find the boy and make him understand Rio would keep him safe. He only knew that it was.
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Rio trusted his instincts.

His instincts told him Jack was close by.

He wasn’t surprised when, a third into December, he tripped over Jack as he went down the underpass leading to Clapham Junction railway station. A perishing draught whistled through the space. Water ran down the walls and pooled in the gutters until they could no longer contain the flow and spilled over. The paving slabs were slick with moisture, but the brick tunnel kept the worst of the wind out and maybe that was all Jack had been hoping for when he’d sought shelter down there.

Dirt streaked Jack’s olive green parka.  Every single thing he wore—coat, jeans, boots, and even his pack—were dark with moisture, a drab mix of green and black. Without the familiar neon green tags on the backpack, Rio might not have recognised the boy at all.

Jack didn’t run when Rio stopped beside him, nor did he react when Rio called his name.

He huddled on the wet concrete, his back against the clammy bricks, and stared into empty air. Sweat slicked his skin and a deep flush burned in his cheeks, despite the chilly damp of a gloomy December afternoon.

He was barely conscious.

“That’s it, Jack; I’m taking you home.” Rio slid one arm around Jack’s shoulders and the other beneath his knees and reared backwards, caught out by Jack’s slight weight.

The unexpected touch brought Jack to a hint of awareness. He struggled in Rio’s hold, fought to get away. The knife flicked out as Rio had taught him and Rio squirmed like an eel to avoid the blade without dropping Jack in the process.

It never occurred to Rio to disarm the boy. Instead, he wrapped his hand around Jack’s wrist and kept the knife away from his skin.

“You’re safe, Jack; Ah’m tryin’ to help. Ah’m takin’ you home. You’re safe.”

The words turned into a mantra, Rio repeating them over and over while he carried the feverish, struggling boy out of the underpass and flagged down a cab.

“You’re safe, Jack. You’re safe,” he reminded while he called a GP friend and asked her to come and treat Jack, while he stripped the wet clothes off Jack, while he put him into a bed piled high with blankets, and while he held him against the pillows to stop him trying to escape.
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“Long day?” He closed the front door, took her coat, and followed her into the living room.

“We have a norovirus going around and flu season has started. What do you think?”

Rio dismissed the norovirus—Jack was burning up, not throwing up—but, flu? Rio hadn’t even thought of that. Was that what Jack had? His confusion must have shown, because Michelle snorted in a wholly undignified manner.

“Of course, you wouldn’t think of the obvious. Come on, out with it. Who’s dying?”

“Jack. And I think…” Rio swallowed. “I think he might be. His fever is so high, he’s incoherent. And he passes out every now and then.”

Michelle straightened in alarm. “Explain later. Let’s go. Where is he?”

Jack hadn’t moved: he lay on his side, in a loose recovery position, exactly as Rio had placed him. His eyes were closed, his breath came in shallow, wheezing gasps, and despite the cool, damp towel Rio had placed on his forehead, he was flushed and sweating.

The moment Michelle touched him, Jack lashed out.

“Whoa there! I’m a doctor, Jack. I’m just going to…”

Rio’s hand flashed out and caught Jack’s wrist.

“What are you… is that a knife?”

“Yes.” Rio didn’t sound troubled. “It’s okay, Jack,” he said, voice slow and almost hypnotic. “You’re safe. Ah told you, Ah’m bringin’ a doctor and this here’s my friend ‘Chelle. She’s goin’ to listen to your chest an’ check your neck. You’re safe, Jack. Nobody else is here. You’re safe.”

Michelle watched, spellbound, until Rio poked her and mimed an impatient get on with it. Jack was restless now, tossing and squirming with his eyes half open. Whether he was truly aware of what was happening was anyone’s guess. Rio was taking no chances, keeping a close eye on Jack and a firm grip on his wrist.

Because, even when he passed out, Jack clung to his knife.

“You were right to call me,” Michelle told him when she’d finished her examination. “He’s not at all well.”

Rio caught her hand as she reached for her phone. “Who are you calling?”

“We’ll need an ambulance to move him.”

“No hospital.”

“Rio—”

“No hospital.” Rio was adamant. He slid a hand under Jack’s shoulders and lifted him high enough to pull the sweat-soaked t-shirt aside. Thin, pink scars crossed Jack’s clammy skin. Too many to count. “He was squattin’ in my basement,” he explained. “Quite happily, too. He ran when Ah offered him his own room. No hospital.”

“Rio, be reasonable. We need to inform Social Services and the police. Missing persons…”

“There’s no open missin’ persons case tha’ matches Jack’s description.”

“Are you sure? He can’t be older than eleven or twelve. He has to belong somewhere.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’ you?” Rio hummed. “If he’s run away from foster parents or a home, then so much the worse.”

“He really needs a hospital.”

“He really doesn’. Tell me what to do an’ Ah’ll take care of him.” Michelle brushed lanky, blonde strands from her face, looking tired and careworn, and Rio hated to make her job harder. But it didn’t change his mind. “Tell me, Chelle.”

“I’ve known you for almost twenty years and I’ve never seen you like this. Why, Rio?”

“Because he was safe in my basement for over a month until Ah said the wrong thing an’ drove him away. Ah wasn’ even sure that Jack’s his real name, but Ah had to go an’ ruin it. He’s smart an’ tough an’ a survivor. He deserves a chance. If we make him go back where he came from… and Ah don’ care if that’s his family or a foster home; he won’ get that.” His tone grew harsher as it often did when he was out of sorts and not paying attention, his voice showing his anguish when he didn’t have the words to explain.

Rio was sure Michelle would hear him.

“What happened all those years ago wasn’t your fault, Rio. Part of you may still be looking for absolution, but you can’t save them all.”

“Ah know Ah can’t save them all. But Ah can save Jack. No hospital. No police. He stays right here.” Rio felt like an avenging angel standing guard over the road to hell. He didn’t care. All he cared about right then was getting Jack the help he needed, without putting him in more danger than he was in already.

Michelle sighed but put the phone away. She had known him long enough to recognise when he was serious.

“He has bronchitis,” she told him. “He needs antibiotics, fluids and complete rest. He also needs careful watching. He mustn’t overexert himself, or he might end up with pneumonia. And food: we should test for anaemia and deficiencies when he’s better, he’s much too thin. God knows what he’s been eating. He needs to put on weight.”

“I’ll take care of the food once he’s actually able to eat. What do you suggest I feed him right now?”

“Sweet tea or hot lemon with honey, chicken broth with ginger, porridge if he feels up to it. Once he’s awake… anything he has a fancy for. He won’t want much, at first, but try fruit, juice, ice lollies…” She opened her bag and hunted for a syringe and ampoules. “I’ll give him the first dose of antibiotics as an injection. It’s pills after that, two every twelve hours. Make sure he takes them all, even when he’s feeling better.”

“Which will be when?”

“I’m hoping the fever will break towards morning. Then he’ll sleep. If he’s still running as hot as he is now by lunchtime tomorrow, call me. Otherwise, I’ll come by on my way home.”

“You remember tha’ thing my mum did when we had fever?” Rio asked as he accompanied Michelle to the door. He’d held Jack down while Michelle had given him the injection, glad the boy wasn’t coherent. Fighting him when he was awake and aware what he was doing might have ended in bruises for all three of them. “She’d wrap our calves in towels soaked in vinegar an’ water. Would that help cool him down?”

“Oh, definitely. He’ll hate you for it, but it works. Cool sponge baths do, too… but for that he’ll hate you even more. With fever this high, even his skin hurts. So, you’d better take that knife away from him.”

Rio closed the door behind her with a snort. Yeah, right. As if that was even an option.
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As Michelle had predicted, Jack hated to have his calves wrapped in cold, wet towels. He screamed blue murder at the cool sponge bath, and not for a moment did he let go of his knife. Rio had to be on his guard at all times. A feverish Jack was prone to jerk away at an unexpected sound and lash out at the lightest touch. And giving him his pills proved as tricky as medicating the cat Rio had grown up with.

“You’re safe, Jack. You’re home.”

Rio hummed old melodies, sang snatches of his favourites songs, and talked until his voice grew hoarse. Seeing Jack settle down when he heard Rio’s voice was its own reward. Watching him grow restless when Rio fell silent caught at something hot and heavy in Rio’s chest. Jack might fight and shrink away from touch, but Rio’s presence soothed him on some level.

It was almost as good as Rio thought it would ever get.

Fourteen hours after Michelle’s visit, two hours after the fight to get Jack to take his second dose of antibiotics, Jack’s temperature was still climbing. He tossed and squirmed on the bed, maybe in search of a cooler spot. Rio changed linens and pillows. He replaced the quilt with a blanket, only for Jack to start shivering and complain of being cold.

Then Jack grew still. The wheezing breath softened to barely audible sounds. The flush faded from his face, leaving him marble pale. When the knife slipped from Jack’s grasp Rio, who hadn’t prayed to anyone in years, bowed his head and asked for help.
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Jack’s fever had broken. Sweat had rolled off him in streams and he didn’t only sound wrung out, he looked it, too. He drank when Rio offered mango juice and water. The exertion left a thin sheen of sweat on his forehead and upper lip and he complained—very quietly—of feeling sticky and uncomfortable.

When Rio suggested a bath, they found Jack couldn’t stand on his own. He could barely sit up, and his eyelids drooped every few minutes. Rio brought in a bowl of warm water and a wash cloth. Piling pillows behind Jack’s back, he helped him strip his sweaty t-shirt. Jack was too exhausted to be embarrassed and too weak to do anything but hang on to his knife and let Rio take care of him.

“We made a mess of the bed,” Jack pointed out when he was dressed in fresh pyjamas and picking apple slices from a plate in his lap.

“Don’ mind the bed.” Rio had spread a space blanket over the soaked mattress, foil side down against the damp fabric, and more blankets and fresh sheets over that. He’d also made up a spare quilt and extra pillows with fresh covers. “Ah’ll call a friend an’ have them bring in a new mattress. We’ll swap it over an’ then we’ll get this one dried out. Michelle… do you remember Chelle? She’s a doctor an’ she came yesterday to check on you. She’ll be back at dinnertime to see how you are.”

Jack didn’t say anything else. He leaned against his pillows, gnawed on his apple slices and watched as Rio grabbed the sheets and threw them in the wash before stacking blankets in a pile and then calling the dry cleaners to order a pickup.

Knife right beside him, Jack fought off sleep while Rio was near, and Rio bit his lip bloody rather than say something that would send Jack into a panic. Instead, he brought books and more juice and pretended not to notice when Jack dropped off to sleep, only to jerk awake a few minutes later.

Jack slept in snatches throughout the day while Rio occupied the desk by the window. He had work spread out in front of him but spent far more time watching Jack.

The fever didn’t return and between the antibiotics, his naps, and Rio’s food, Jack was growing visibly stronger. The next morning, once Rio had coaxed Jack to drink a little soup and the fever had still not made a comeback, Rio decided that maybe the way to gain Jack’s trust was to offer a visible slice of it.

“Ah promised you your own room with a key.” Rio set the key on the quilt. “This room will always be your safe space. Now that you’re better, Ah’ll  not come in unless you ask me to.”

Rio would have denied it under torture, but it hurt when Jack took the key and locked himself in the moment Rio stepped out. It would have hurt more had he not installed a camera in Jack’s room and seen that, after locking the door, Jack curled up in bed and went to sleep.

Rio felt better for seeing that tiny sign of Jack feeling safe.


      [image: ]Shortly after eight the following morning, the key turned in the lock to Jack’s door. Jack stepped out a few moments later, as if pulling the door wide and taking those steps across the threshold had needed a deep breath and a prayer. He was pale and much thinner than he’d been while he slept in Rio’s basement, but he’d got out of bed under his own steam and he wore the clothes Rio had left in the room for him: black jeans, t-shirt, fluffy socks, and a thick, deep green, fleece hoodie. He even looked up at Rio with something hinting at a smile.

“Good morning. May I please have breakfast?”

“Sure.” Rio didn’t tease Jack about his pretty manners. The wary look hadn’t faded from the silver-green eyes, and like a suspicious, feral cat, Jack was ready to run at the first hint of a threat.

He wasn’t ready yet to be teased.

Rio picked up his coffee mug and turned towards the kitchen. “Come on then. Ah’ll even let you watch me cook it for you.”

Watching Jack sit at the breakfast bar, unable to decide between cornflakes, porridge, or eggs and toast, shoved another lump into Rio’s throat. He swallowed it down, squeezed three oranges and handed Jack the glass of juice and the bottle of pills.

“You need to take two every mornin’ and evenin’ until they’re all gone,” he told him as he picked a carton from the shelf. “They’re the antibiotics to treat your bronchitis. Do you like scrambled eggs?”

Jack shook two pills from the bottle and swallowed them while Rio watched. “I like eggs,” he said, replacing the lid on the pill bottle.

“Good. Chelle says your stomach might be delicate for a while from the pills. Scrambled eggs aren’ too heavy.”

Jack nodded again, accepting  the explanation without question. “I like hot chocolate, too,” he confided after a while, almost as if he was trying to make conversation. “And fresh bread, and baked potatoes with cheese. And pizza.”

“No’ one for fruit an’ veg, are you?” Rio teased, before it occurred to him that, with Jack living on the streets, fast food would have been easier to come by than fresh vegetables. He wanted to take back the words or apologise for his ignorance, but there was no need. Jack wasn’t in the least bit bothered by Rio’s words. He was examining the pineapples and mangoes Rio had ripening in a bowl with bright interest and little else.

“The green one’s a mango, in case you’re wonderin’,” Rio said when Jack picked the fruit up and sniffed it. “You had the juice yesterday. These fruits need a couple more days until they’re good to eat.”

Jack put the mango back. “I like apples,” he stated.

“Well, help yoursel’.” Rio waved a hand around the kitchen. “To anything you feel like eatin’, okay? You don’ have to ask or wait until I’m around.”

“Why do you even bother with me? I’m a zero.”

“Oh really? Tha’s good to know.” Rio broke three eggs into a bowl and reached for a whisk. Since he’d brought him home from the underpass at the railway station, Jack hadn’t been well enough for any kind of discussion. Rio had told him, firmly, that he would stay at Rio’s house for the foreseeable future. Rio wasn’t surprised Jack would question that as soon as he was better. And, judging by the frown, he didn’t enjoy being teased. “Wha’?”

“Why is that good to know?”

“Zeroes are important,” Rio explained while he poured the beaten eggs into a frying pan. “A one is a lonely thing. Add a zero an’ you’ve got a party. Add a few zeroes an’ you’ve got a crowd. There’s no maths without zeroes, an’ computers wouldn’ work at all. Zeroes change things. Tha’s how powerful they are.”

Jack didn’t comment; he drank his juice and ate most of the eggs Rio dished onto his plate, lost deep in thought.

“Jericho always said I was worthless,” he confided as Rio washed the dishes and Jack sat at the counter, drying as Rio passed them to him. “He called me a zero.”

“Jus’ goes to show how lil’ the man knows, eh? Bein’ called a zero… well, in my book, tha’s a compliment.”
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