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  Magic is a marriage of hope and rebellion. It’s everywhere in the world. Always has been. But in most of the world, it’s unknown. People stopped using it, believing in it even, thousands of years ago, and hundreds of years ago, and tens of years ago. It seems that each culture and each generation rejects magic a bit more than the one before. Some cultures more or less than others, but the general trend is to ignore magic and eventually to forget it.

In every culture, though, in every generation, there are people who don’t ignore it. Some of them stick around in the normal world, and they are often persecuted because of what they know, what they practise.

But many don’t stick around. They go into the Wild.


Dedicated to the memory of Toni Morrison.


“This is precisely the time when artists go to work. There is no time for despair, no place for self-pity, no need for silence, no room for fear. We speak, we write, we do language. That is how civilizations heal.”

– Toni Morrison


Book I:

Quarter Square


You’re lost, aren’t you?

I’m curled up on the stage, listening to rats scratching in the darkness high above. At least, I hope they’re rats. The thought that something else might be stalking about among the rodents up there, its claws clicking on the dusty floor, brings my old fear of wolves bursting to the surface.

Stupid phobia. I’ve never even seen a wolf in the flesh, and there’s no way one would be prowling the roof space of an abandoned theatre in Plymouth.

No reason to think the creatures above me are anything other than rats.

It’ll serve Tony right if his building is infested. I might call the local council tomorrow and tell them. After all, I was supposed to be surveying the place today. Might get a pest-control inspector in and make it official before Tony even knows he has a problem.

On the other hand, I’ll probably walk away and leave him to his rats.

The place smells old. Not damp. Not rotting. Just dusty and very old. I roll onto my back, give my scalp and beard a good scratch, and try to concentrate on the noises and the smell of dry centuries. I prefer them to the sound of my thoughts and the stink of betrayal.

But the scurrying rats and deep darkness offer no distractions. My haunted mind slides back to the source of my misery, the bright hotel room to which I returned twelve hours ago and found my naked wife riding my naked best friend.

I can’t blank out the memory of her hair swaying across her back, or their moans of pleasure as I walked into the room, or Tony’s grunt when Carole twisted off him to crouch by the other side of the bed.

“Joe!” they gasped in unison.

They tried to talk to me, but I didn’t want to hear any of their shit. Tony took a step towards me, covering his genitals with a pillow and spouting some pacifying crap, until I punched him in his lying mouth.

He went down, spitting blood, and had the sense to stay down.

Carole wrapped herself in a bed sheet and stood tall. She raised her chin to me, as if offering a second target.

How could she think that? I’ve never lifted a finger to her. She might have felt better about her own behaviour if I had hit her, but that isn’t my style.

Even hitting Tony isn’t my style. I’m not a violent person.

I sigh into the darkness. So here I am, alone in a strange city, at the lowest point in my life, spending a night on the dirty stage floor of my friend’s latest auction purchase, with nowhere else to go and no one to turn to. Great.

New noises break into my thoughts, footsteps and low-pitched voices from somewhere inside the building. Sounds like men are walking up the corridor from the fire exit towards the foyer on the other side of the wall from me.

I scramble around for my boots, grab the heavy lamp without switching it on, and push open one of the double doors a crack.

Three lithe, muscular, young men dressed in dark clothing file purposefully across the moonlit foyer. Their supple movement puts me in mind of cats. They don’t break stride as they approach a blank wall, but before he hits the old plaster, the front man snaps his fingers, and a door appears in the wall.

My jaw drops, but I manage to stay silent.

The finger-snapper holds the door open for the others, then follows them through and leaves it to swing shut behind him.

I hurry across the foyer to catch the door before it closes, open it carefully and slip through, then stand on the pavement and stare out to where a modern office block should be but isn’t. In its place, a raggedy square of half-timbered Elizabethan houses surrounds a small public garden.

Is it a film set or something? Coloured lamps twinkle in the trees, and the warm night air carries the murmur of voices. Someone barks a friendly laugh. A violin plays a jig, and dancing movements flash on the other side of the high bushes. People are having a party in the garden.

I squeeze my eyes shut and shake my head, but when I look again, the square is still there, under a three-quarter moon so bright it throws strong shadows. I reach behind to touch the door, just checking, and lean towards it as if I’m standing on a cliff edge.

Soft footsteps sound on the cobbles, and a woman of about my age rounds the nearest corner, clicking her fingers to whatever music is in her earphones. Full-figured and curvy, Rubenesque, beautiful, she’s a real person in a possibly unreal place. She’s wearing a pink T-shirt with a retro Debbie Harry image and black skinny trousers tucked at mid-calf into lightweight combat boots. Her dark, bobbed hair has pink streaks. She crosses the road and shoots me a pretty smile as she removes her earphones. The music is tinny, with a jazz beat.

“You’re lost, aren’t you?” Her voice is clear and sweet, her skin colour like someone from a Mediterranean country. Southern Spain or Portugal, perhaps. Her brown eyes promise warmth and kindness.

I inhale her light scent and stare across the square. “I don’t know.”

She starts singing.


But first: coffee

Running on a dry riverbed, stumbling over rocks and logs and other obstacles hidden by the night, terrified for my life, I’m surrounded by the pounding and scrabbling and thunderous panting of the monster behind me, and I know there will be no escape. In the end, when hot breath hits the back of my neck, I can’t help it. I glance back. It drags me down, hauls my head back savagely to bare my throat, and its hideous jaws gape.

*

Dusty sunlight streams through the theatre’s high windows like diagonal spotlights into the gloom. I start my daily coping routine, which entails lying quietly for several minutes while I seal the nightmare in its box. I’m determined to fight this fear and kill the monster that has hunted me in my dreams for as long as I can remember.

I replace the horror with pleasant scenes from my earlier dream. The old Elizabethan square, the garden hung with lights, people dancing to violin music, and the lovely woman. Her voice and her delicate scent, like freshly cut oranges and lemons, seemed so real both in the dream and remembering it now. The entire experience did. Does. Except for the magic door.

Well, that’s something I can check out. I sit up and pull on my boots.

The foyer wall is as blank and featureless as it was yesterday during my survey. No matter how I prod and poke, there’s no opening or even any edge I can prise to make one.

Shaking my head and feeling foolish about chasing a dream, I leave the magic door and the woman where they belong. It’s time to deal with real life.

Thirty minutes later, after washing and tidying myself in one of the old dressing rooms, I leave the theatre with a clean face mask on and walk uphill from the mediaeval Barbican Harbour to the modern hotel on Plymouth Hoe.

I watch Carole and Tony eating breakfast for a minute before they notice me.

They look more like a married couple than Carole and I ever did. Well-dressed in similar styles and exuding the same casual confidence, they are like two peas in a pod. How come I’ve never noticed that before?

Too busy with my own stuff, I suppose. Certainly, that’s how it’s been for the past year or so. Too concerned with the new direction my life has taken and always on the defensive against Carole’s complaints about the changes.

She sees me first, and Tony’s shoulders tense in response to her expression. I pause by their table without making eye contact and tell them, “I’ll wait upstairs.”

A face-masked waiter notices me and moves to lay another place at their table, but I shake my head. This time yesterday, I was enjoying a full English here. Today, I don’t belong.

Somehow it doesn’t feel right to go into the room I shared with Carole, but I don’t have to wait in the corridor for long. I guess their appetites for breakfast are no better than mine. Carole opens the door, and I make a beeline for the armchair with a view from the window.

I don’t want to look at them. And I don’t remove my mask. It’s an unspoken statement. I’m not in their bubble anymore.

“I’m sorry, love.” Carole is close to tears.

I stare out at a yacht sailing across Plymouth Sound. It’s a picture-postcard view. “Don’t call me love.”

“Joe…” Tony whines.

When I glare at him, he glances at my white knuckles on the arms of the chair and licks his bottom lip. It’s swollen and shiny.

“I’m not going to hit you again. You’re not worth it. I’ll say my piece and you’ll say yours, and let’s get this finished.”

They don’t speak.

I return my attention to the little yacht out on the Sound. “How long’s it been going on?”

“For a while,” Carole admits. “We’re in love, Joe. It isn’t just sex. We’d never do that to you.”

“How. Bloody. Long?”

Tony bites the bullet. “Two years.”

“We were going to tell you,” Carole says. “Honestly, love. But it was never the right time.”

“Well, now it is. Tell me.”

“We want to be together,” Tony says. “We didn’t want to hurt you.”

Enough is enough. I stand and prepare to leave.

“Wait.” Tony extends his hands, fingertips splayed and quivering as if I’m a hot plate and he doesn’t want to get burned. “We can’t leave it like this.”

“We should sort it out,” Carole says.

“We can sort out the legalities later,” I reply. “Right now, I don’t want to talk to you.”

“Carole and I are going to live together,” Tony blurts. “We’re going back to London today. What will you do?”

What the hell do they expect me to do? Sit in the car with them? Make small talk? Hang around the house like a spare part while Carole packs up and leaves me?

Well, none of those things are going to happen. That much is certain. But what am I going to do?

A woman’s song echoes in my memory.

“I’m staying here.”

“Plymouth?” Carole’s tone holds a familiar London-centric assumption. “Why?”

“The theatre,” I say to Tony, determination and something else, something I don’t recognise, building inside me. “You don’t really want it, do you? I’ll take it off your hands.”

“It’s a dump. What will you do with it?”

“None of your fucking business.”

Tony shrugs. “If you put it straight back into auction, it’s worth half a million as it stands.”

I nod towards Carole without breaking eye contact with him. “It’s worth a Carole. I’ll sell her to you.”

I sense her clenching her jaw. It must nearly kill her to stay silent in response to my deliberate and very unusual sexism. For the first time in years, I don’t feel responsible for her unhappiness.

Tony stiffens. “If that’s how you want to play it.”

Typical him. An instant decision and no haggling. He never wanted the theatre anyway. It’s the least attractive property in a job lot he bought at auction last month. He calculated as soon as we saw inside the building that a conversion to apartments would return little profit. My demand will enable him to offload two liabilities while keeping the asset he wants.

“Arrange the transfer,” I say over my shoulder as I leave. “Address the paperwork to me at the theatre.”

I make it around the corner from the hotel entrance and out of sight of their window before I give way to tears.

Leaning against the sea wall, facing a stiff, salty breeze, I unhook my mask and face the full force of their betrayal. I don’t stand with my shoulders shaking, so a passer-by wouldn’t know there’s a problem, but my pounding heartbeat makes my throat ache.

Our marriage has been difficult for some time, and it’s mostly my fault. I, not Carole, moved the goalposts. She wasn’t the one who abandoned a good salary and excellent prospects in order to work at making a dream come true.

As she never tired of telling me, she’d married a chartered surveyor, a junior partner in a family business, not a carpenter, and certainly not a bloody eco-protester.

She ganged up with my parents, and they all poured hot disappointment over me from the moment I announced my decision.

Tony scorned my life change. “Thirty-one’s a bit early for a male menopause, isn’t it? Carpentry’s your hobby. Get a grip, for fuck’s sake.”

It dawns on me that betrayal by my best friend hurts more than betrayal by my wife, and somehow this realisation makes me feel a bit better about things.

Truth be told, Carole and I fell out of love a long time ago. But a friendship as solid as Tony’s and mine should last a lifetime. We’ve been like brothers for twenty years.

That’s why I punched him. Not for screwing Carole. For screwing me.

For pitying me.

For knowing exactly what he wants and taking it instead of overthinking everything, which is what I always do. What I’m doing right now, in fact.

I’ve spent my entire life wondering who I’m supposed to be. I went through the motions with a good degree, a good middle-class career, and a good marriage to a clever and ambitious woman. But none of it was ever solid for me.

Only my dreams have ever had any substance. I dreamed of working in wood from sustainable sources to protect the environment. And I dreamed of a great love that none of my real-life loves have ever lived up to.

I’ve never found a soul mate. But two years ago, right after our first Covid lockdown, I finally took the step I was dreaming about when I binned my salaried security and set up as a self-employed carpenter.

Working in wood hasn’t made my life blissful. Nor has turning up at protests time after time, chaining myself to bridges, getting punched and kicked by the police while the corrupt politicians they work for allow our world to burn so that the obscenely wealthy people they work for can extract their maximum profits from the destruction.

Carpentry and protesting are only two parts of the whole. What’s missing in my life is the third part, a lover as wonderful as the soul mate of my dreams. That’s what I yearn for. But at least in her absence I’m now working at what comes naturally and feels right.

My phone vibrates. I know who it is before I look at the display. Carole. I watch the screen flash until voicemail kicks in. Then I hurl the phone, high and spinning, into the sea.

It’s time to pull myself together. I need coffee.

Then I’ll need bedding, cooking and eating stuff, basic toiletries, and some cleaning gear. A camping shop will be the place to start equipping myself for my new life.

But first: coffee.

I replace my mask, turn my back on the past, and walk into the city.


Quarter Square

Breakfast is a bacon bun and a big coffee from a fast-food place. I sit outside to eat it while seagulls scream overhead and street dancers perform in the shadow of a department store. Three acrobatic men with rippling muscles throw a dark-skinned woman between them in high flips and somersaults. At the top of every dangerous loop, the woman’s dazzling white dress catches the sun and makes her fly, bringing a smattering of applause each time from people who’ve stopped to watch.

I snap the plastic lid off the cardboard cup and sip the scalding liquid. Not coffee. Whatever it is, it isn’t coffee. I snap the lid back on and dump the muck in a bin. Now I know what I need to make my day better.

Down the road is a decent-looking café, and behind its counter are shelves of vacuum-packed ground coffees and machines and stuff.

“A strong black coffee to drink in, please, with two bags of ground Italian Roast and your biggest French press to take away.”

Carole calls ours a cafetière and always smirks when I say French press, which is what Mum and Dad called theirs when I was a kid. Whatever.

The café has free wi-fi, and I want to let my activist friends in London know I’m okay. They deserve a message so they don’t go worrying about me doing a disappearing act. Only I threw my bloody phone into the sea. But the guy behind the counter kindly lets me use his to send a quick email.

Hi Bill

I’ll be working away for a few months. Hope you and the kids are okay. Will let you know when I get back.

Simba

Our protest cell stays anonymous in our online communications. Bill is Karen, a retired teacher about the same age as my parents. She’s Scottish but taught for many years in a London high school, retiring from there a short while before the first Covid pandemic. The kids are a young woman called Pen and her boyfriend, Poke, whose real names I deliberately never learned despite getting arrested with them more than once. I have the impression they’re postgrad students.

The four of us met at my first ever protest, which was also Bill’s first, and after that we became regular protest partners.

Bill’s disabled with arthritis so doesn’t go getting herself arrested like we do. As far as she knows, the authorities aren’t aware of her real identity, and our emails only ever contain arrangements for meeting. No secrets or sensitive stuff. Ours isn’t that sort of cell. I chose Simba for my username on a whim and keep to it more for Bill’s security than anything.

It was Pen and Poke who introduced me to the concept of hopepunk, during a long conversation while we were chained to a bridge and stopping traffic in that part of central London one bitterly cold December day. Pen’s mention of hygge as one of its components is what attracted my interest, but hopepunk turned out to be far more than that. Their approach was literary and for the most part concerned recently published novels, which is where I got the idea that they’re postgrads, probably in modern literature.

“It’s a storytelling template for resistance,” Poke said.

Pen gave him a pointed look as if he’d quoted someone without attribution or something. Her, perhaps?

I thank the café man for the use of his phone and order another bucket-sized cup of black coffee. Like all the retail and hospitality workers and many members of the public I’ve seen in this city, he’s wearing a fabric face mask. Different places respond to the pandemics in different ways. I like what I’ve seen of Plymouth’s approach. The café man’s mask features some funky design like a computer game graphic.

“Go on,” I encouraged Pen and Poke on the bridge that cold day. We’d all been wearing masks too, but pre-Covid, they were intended to thwart the police’s face-recognition technology.

Poke had the hump, so Pen took over. “Artistic movements sometimes seem to appear out of thin air, almost ready-made. But they often result from big cultural changes, especially in response to big political shifts.”

It occurred to me that I was receiving a lecture one-to-one that she would normally deliver to a class of undergraduates.

“Hopepunk is such a movement,” she continued. “It was born in 2017 when the American writer Alexandra Rowland posted on her Tumblr that the opposite of grimdark is hopepunk. You know what grimdark is?”

“Doom-and-gloom fantasy fiction.”

“Yes.”

“Like our reality.” Poke was over his hump. “With neoliberal governments here and in the States for all of our lives. Then, when the world was already in enough shit, they put Trump in the White House and Johnson in Downing Street, purely to show us they could, and laughed at the danger of climate disasters.”

“They’re gone now, though.”

His look was intense. “Yes, but the establishment always gets its favoured candidates elected. And you know who isn’t gone? Millions of people who voted for those two dangerous clowns. That’s who we have to persuade, the misled millions.”

Pen nodded. “What Rowland and others say is that grimdark isn’t compulsory. And neither is pessimism in response to it. Hopepunk encourages optimism and determined activism. It says we have to keep fighting, no matter how unlikely our prospect of victory might appear.”

It didn’t sound all that new and different.

“There’s more.” Pen listed and described a few novels. “It’s about cooperation, with gentleness and conscious kindness. Self-awareness. Bravery and strength, yes, but while caring for others. Softness. Comfort.” She winked, knowing my soft spot. “Hygge. And empathy. Always empathy. It’s anti-cynicism. You know the hero’s journey?”

I didn’t.

“Classic fiction model involving a chosen one, a noble warrior hero battling evil and leading his people to victory over a massive enemy. Aragorn in Lord of the Rings. Well, hopepunk doesn’t have a chosen one. Or if it does, they’re more likely to be a facilitator than a great warrior. Someone who inspires, encourages, supports, or enables people to work together and keep fighting the evil, no matter what. Samwise Gamgee.”

“The act of choosing hope and cooperation over despair distinguishes the movement,” Poke said. “It’s how we’ll win this war without innocent people getting hurt.”

I liked that, and still do. It speaks to me. And it has hygge.

By midday, I’m back in my theatre, properly caffeine-fixed and sorting out my living space. Two of the six old dressing rooms have cold running water, but only the bigger of them has an intact handbasin and a flush toilet, so that room chooses itself for my bedroom.

It will need alterations. A cold-water birdbath is okay during this May heatwave, but the English weather can turn at any time of the year, and I have no intention of living like this for long. At the very least, I’ll buy a space heater and get a decent shower unit installed.

Swept out and mopped down, with the camp bed and sleeping bag set up in one corner and the camping stove sitting on a trestle table across the room, it feels like an okay place to nest while I lick my wounds.

That’s what I need. A nest. It’s what I always needed, even as a boy, and then later at university where Carole used to make fun of the cosy hobbit-hole I made of my room there.

Years later, when we married and moved into our first home together, her style of furnishing and décor was smart. Modern. Minimalist. And I was fine with that. As long as she left my workshop in the garage alone when during our first winter there it quickly became my cosily heated soft bolthole.

I’ve always needed the warm and cosy. I fell in love with the concept of hygge on a family holiday in Denmark when I was a boy and brought it home with me long before it ever became a thing outside of that country.

“Ha-oooo-ga!” Carole used to exaggerate its pronunciation like her version of some submarine’s surfacing klaxon when poking fun at my desire for a comfortable hidey-hole.

Bless her.

I take an evening walk down to the mediaeval harbour. In the queue for a bag of fish and chips, I read a tourism leaflet that says the Barbican was the only part of Plymouth to survive the Blitz in World War Two. According to the leaflet, it was ‘the place from where Sir Francis Drake sailed, from where the Pilgrim Fathers departed to settle the New World (the Mayflower Steps) and where Britons danced in defiance of Hitler’s Luftwaffe’.

The area certainly oozes charm. Even from within my emotional numbness, I can appreciate its visual qualities. Narrow, cobbled lanes of Elizabethan buildings radiate from the harbour and give the place a higgledy-piggledy character. It’s easy to forget that a modern city enfolds this bohemian quarter against the sea.

I eat my fish and chips on a harbour wall bench and then sit outside a bar on the ground floor of a converted old warehouse to wash down the meal with a long, cold beer.

Two young women are spinning big fire-string things for an appreciative circle of passers-by near the Mayflower Steps, while along the road, an artist is doing rapid business sketching charcoal portraits of tourists.

Yes, it’s charming. I wish I could enjoy it. But I’m still numb to everything. I don’t belong anywhere or to anyone.

The air is heavy with summer smells of beer and cigarette smoke, diesel oil from the harbour, food from all directions, and a hundred different perfumes and aftershaves. It tastes like life and makes me feel even more of an outsider.

As I watch, the Barbican changes character from a daylight tourist trap to a nighttime party place. At nine o’clock, I leave the streets to strutting boys and whooping gaggles of girls and retreat to my dusty, old theatre.

Surveying the inside of the building by the light of a battery-driven lamp isn’t the most efficient method, but I repeat the process to keep my mind busy. And because I’m more invested in it now.

Will Tony’s idea to convert the property into apartments work? Or can I do something else with it?

I’m not sure it’s ever been used for its intended purpose. Or any purpose. Stacks and piles of building materials sit here and there under centuries of dust. Despite ornate scrollwork across the curved front piece of the upper circle and gold paint peeling from plaster cherubs everywhere, the place feels more like an unfinished construction project than a former working theatre.

My theatre and me, perennially unfinished business, both of us trying to figure out what we want to be.

Eventually, inevitably, I find myself in the foyer, looking for that bloody door again and still haunted by the lovely dream woman’s song. I fail to find the door, scorning myself for trying to substitute a fantasy for lonely sadness, and go to bed.

When I stretch out on the camp bed, I realise the bedroom has no ceiling. I can see straight up to the false roof, fifty feet above me, and the rats are still scratching up there. I’ll check it out in daylight tomorrow.

As soon as the intruders break into my dreams, I pull on my boots and jog to the back of the arena and get there as a boy and girl pass through the magic door. The foyer smells of chips and vinegar.

I step into the square and cross the road cautiously, wary of attracting attention.

The garden is busy, filled with people of all colours and ages. Lanterns glow in the trees. A folk band is playing some manic tune with maybe a Russian origin while several couples whirl about and a wide circle of seated revellers clap along. The youngsters I followed through the door join them and open their paper bags of chips. No one is masked.

A second group of people are sitting slightly apart from the main crowd. They’re cooking and eating around a low campfire. One of them is the lovely woman, and she is looking directly at me.

I move out from behind my bush as if I’m not spying on her while she walks towards me. She’s so beautiful I nearly forget to breathe.

“Hello.” Her light scent fills my mind. Her voice warms me like central heating from a good slug of brandy on a cold day.

I find my voice. “Hello. Is that a magic door?”

“Yes.” Her eyes twinkle with humour.

Is this happening, or am I dreaming? Maybe I’ll find some sort of rational explanation if I stick around. “Are you going to send me away again?”

“Send you away?”

“Like you did last night, singing, charming me, whatever it was you did.”

See, I tell myself, here’s the thing. I don’t believe any of this is actually happening, but at the same time I totally believe this woman is real and last night she sang some sort of enchantment onto me.

She tilts her head and studies me. “What’s your name?”

“Joe. What’s yours?”

“Min.”

It’s like someone dropped a pebble into deep water somewhere far back in my memory. But the sensation lasts only a second because she’s talking again and drawing me back to the present.

“How did you find us?”

I nod at the theatre. “I just moved in.”

“Ah, I see.” She glances back at the garden and starts walking towards an open gateway in the perimeter hedge. “Would you like to meet some of the others?”

Her four companions watch our approach. A lean man of about sixty dressed up like Plymouth’s answer to Davy Crockett, an old woman in a dark bundle of skirts, and a couple in their twenties wearing skinny black jeans and T-shirts with studded belts and their hair dyed black to match.

Min sits on a cushion and gestures for me to take a place among them. “This is Joe,” she tells her friends. “He’s all right.”

How does she know?

“Evening, Joe. I’m Andrew.” The old man has a gravelly American accent. The turquoise stone threaded into his shoulder-length white hair sways away from his jawbone when he reaches across to shake my hand. He nods towards the old woman. “This is Flo. And these two are Jimmy and Fliss.”

The others say hello as I sit cross-legged on the grass opposite Min. Then Andrew and Fliss resume, I assume, a conversation about fixing a roof, while Flo massages Jimmy’s right forearm. A big blackbird sits on Flo’s shoulder, observing me intently.

Jimmy catches me watching his treatment. “Hurt it last week and haven’t been able to work.”

I wince in sympathy. “What do you do?”

“I’m a juggler.”

The old woman releases his arm. “A couple more days. Don’t rush it.”

“Ta.” Jimmy hands her a coin. “Flo’s our fixer,” he tells me, then nods at the blackbird. “Ouzel’s her assistant.”

“What do you juggle?”

He grins. “What have you got? Clubs, knives, and swords mostly. Fire sometimes, if the crowd’s worth it.”

A piercing whistle sounds from over near the theatre, and two young women burst into the garden, laughing and skipping through the gateway. They dump their haversacks on the ground and join the dancers.

Jimmy waves to the new arrivals with his good arm. “Cindy and Debs are our fire girls.”

I recognise them. “They were down at the harbour earlier, spinning fire on ropes. They’re good.”

“They’re called poi. The fire ropes.”

“Are you all performers?” I ask.

“Some of us,” Min says. “We have all sorts here.”

Flo and Ouzel are staring at me. They’re starting to make me feel uncomfortable.

“What do you do, Joe?” Fliss asks.

“I’m a carpenter.”

*

He works in wood.

Min studies the serious young man while images tumble through her memories and her heart thumps so hard it makes her throat ache.

He works in wood, and it feels so right.

Can it be him? Finally, after so many years?

Can it?

Flo leans to her and murmurs, “He’s clean.”

Virus-free, she means. Good to know, confirming what Min sensed from the first, but that isn’t what’s pulling her to him like a magnet to its partner.

*

Her stillness draws me in.

I forget about the unsettling old woman and her blackbird. Everything else blurs around the edges of my vision. The music fades into the distance.

I know only Min. I don’t struggle against the pull. I’d be happy to fall into those warm, brown eyes forever.

Then she says something to Andrew, and it’s as if my inner ears pop clear. What’s going on? Is she enchanting me? How else can I explain the powerful need that filled me for those moments?

“Joe’s living in the theatre,” she tells Andrew.

“Why?”

“Sorry.” I have to switch my brain back on. “Why what?”

Andrew’s gaze is steady. His eyes are morning-sky blue, and the deep crinkles at their corners suggest a lifetime of studying horizons. “Why are you living in the theatre?”

“Thinking I might do it up.”

They all glance at one another. Andrew looks uncomfortable.

“What is this place?” I ask Min.

“This is Quarter Square. It’s a haven.”

With these eccentric types dancing, playing musical instruments, eating and talking and laughing, it feels as if I’ve landed in a Roma camp in some fantasy film. “You all live here?”

“Most of us. Some move around a bit, stopping for a while in various havens along the way.”

“There are more havens?”

“Yes.”

“This takes some getting used to.”

She chuckles. “I know.”

The violinists call her to sing with them.

She waves back. “I won’t be long,” she promises me.

I admire the swing of her hips as she walks away.

“She’s a beautiful woman,” Andrew says.

“She is.”

The band plays a sad piece, full of soaring violins and a slow, melodic drumbeat. Min closes her eyes and sways with the music, apparently in a world of her own. Then she sings in a strange language.

Her voice transports me. I close my eyes too and fly with her, glimpsing swirling visions of snow-capped mountains, a city of polished marble, and rivers flowing across green plains to a sea.

I don’t know how long the song lasts, but at its finish, I return to myself refreshed, as if I’ve enjoyed a long sleep. The band plays something livelier, and a passing dancer sweeps Min into the stream.

“You know,” Andrew says, “that theatre is the last anchor for this place.”

“Hmm?” I murmur, watching Min dance.

“We’re losing it.” He waits until he has my attention. “Over the centuries, building developments around here have destroyed all the anchors except the theatre. It’s the only structure left standing in the footprint of an original building. The only physical link to the outside. If that theatre goes, Quarter Square goes too.”

I’m about to reassure him that I have no intention of removing the building, but he continues.

“All those changes in the outside world have affected the square. It hasn’t lost its shape, but the texture of the place is damaged.”

The houses surrounding us are clearly outlined in the bright moonlight. None are in as good a condition as I’d thought at first glance. The black-and-white-timbered chocolate-box prettiness of the place hid the fact that several buildings are crumbling at the edges.

“Nowhere is solid,” Andrew says. “Not unless it’s used regularly. People have died or moved away, and the place has gotten unreliable.” He scans the surrounding rooftops. “Oh, we can keep repairing it, bit by bit, but no one wants to spend all their time maintaining the neighbourhood.”

Jimmy winks at Fliss.

“This square is disappearing,” Andrew says, “and these kids don’t care.”

Jimmy flutters the fingers of his good hand. “If we have to, we’ll move on. There’s always somewhere else.”

Andrew fixes me with his forceful stare. “See? We’re losing it.”

Min returns from her dance, breathless and glowing. Seeming to sense a tension in our group, she looks from me to Andrew and arches a questioning eyebrow.

I’ve had a thought, but there’s no way I’m ready to discuss it until I can think it through. It isn’t my habit to blurt out ideas without weighing them first. And to be honest, I’m not completely sure this is my idea at all. Feels like my world has been placed on a tilting board and is sliding out of my control.

Old Flo and her bloody blackbird are still staring at me. Are they playing with my head? It won’t surprise me if they are.

No, I’ll say nothing about this strange idea.

Min has other plans. “What?” Her eyes twinkle, and a smile tugs at the corners of her mouth.

“Andrew’s nagging Joe about the theatre,” Jimmy says.

She focuses on me. “What is it?”

I want to tell her. But I don’t want to say anything until I have a clear head. But I want to tell her. “The guy I got the theatre from planned to convert it into apartments.”

Andrew groans.

“I only just arrived here and haven’t decided what to do with the place,” I continue, “but I’m thinking, could I renovate it? As a working theatre, I mean. Would that help? If you could all perform in it for a paying audience, would that help keep your community alive?”

“Bloody hell,” Jimmy breathes.

I could say the same thing.

Andrew gives a long, low, interested whistle, while Min and Fliss grin, and Flo kisses Ouzel on the beak and murmurs something to him.

“I’d need help.” I’m talking myself into this and thinking maybe it isn’t such a daft idea after all. Not completely strange. Probably. “You’d have to provide money for materials and as many labourers as possible, especially at first when we’re clearing all the junk out. But I don’t see why not.”

Jimmy’s eyes are wide. “That’s very cool.”

Min regards me with something like quiet pride.

My cheeks flush.


Insiders

Enjoying an evening meal with a group of our friends, I look around the living space of my cousin’s new home.

It’s a simple dwelling, furnished with the turned timber pieces I made as a wedding gift for him and his wife. Through the window shutters we hear the rumble and tumble of our merchant town coming to the end of its working day.

Someone says something funny, and we all laugh.

Before our mirth dies away, a massive blow bursts the door off its hinges, and a hideous beast springs into the room. Everyone screams. It is man and wolf at the same time, standing on its powerful hind legs, its head brushing the ceiling, with a fury of madness in its bloodshot eyes and saliva splattering from its fangs.

It charges at me and rips out my throat.

*

After breakfast, I find a public telephone and arrange for a skip to be delivered outside the theatre the next day. I get back to find Min, Andrew, Jimmy, and five other residents of the square have turned up and started to collect rubbish from all over the building.

They’ve brought dozens of candle lanterns. For the first time, I see the arena the way its designer meant it to be seen.

It’s horseshoe-shaped, with a tier of private boxes on the side walls aligned with the upper circle of the auditorium. The orchestra pit is full of rubble. I’ve estimated the building to be about two hundred years old, and left-over construction materials stacked about the place appear to confirm this.

The only signs of more recent times are some twentieth-century additions backstage, a fifty-foot steel wall ladder up to the roof space, and the flush toilet in my bedroom. These suggest that someone once started doing something with the building but didn’t get very far.

Andrew agrees. “I guess the insiders back then made it difficult for whoever tried to change the place.”

“Insiders?”

“Haven people.”

“I suppose that makes me an outsider.”

He wrinkles his nose. “Everyone has to start somewhere.”

I stoop to pick up another armful of rubbish to dump in the open space at the front of the arena.

Andrew lays a light hand on my arm. “Don’t worry, son. You’re doing a good thing here. You’ll be on the inside before you know it.” He bends to pick up a pile of junk.

“Hey,” he calls over his shoulder, “we talked things over last night after you left. We agreed to help towards the cost of materials.”

“That’s why there aren’t too many of us here today,” Jimmy says. “We’re having a fundraising push. They’re all out, taking advantage of the good weather.”

“Not you, then?”

“We thought I might be more use to you here. I’ve worked on building sites, so I’m your first labourer. And my arm is nearly better.” He throws me a scruffy salute, then points to a big man carrying his own weight in sawn timber to the stack of usable materials we’re creating in the centre of the stage. “That’s Big Luke. Good as gold. He’ll be our heavy lifter.”

I wander backstage and peer up into the shadows. The roof space bothers me. I know there will be nothing unpleasant or scary up there, but I need to check it out for my peace of mind. If I don’t, I won’t thank myself when every night I lie in bed staring up and imagining things. I stand at the bottom of the ladder and struggle with the idea of climbing it.

Jimmy appears at my shoulder. “Want me to check the loft?”

I should do this myself. His arm isn’t completely healed. “Is your arm okay?”

“It’s fine, honest. Go on. I want to take a look up there.” He adopts a pirate drawl and a wild-eyed grin. “There might be treasure.”

It’s my job. I shouldn’t let him do it. “Would you mind?”

“’Course not. Lend me your torch.” He hooks my lamp over the back of his belt and shinnies up the ladder like a monkey. At the top, he pushes the hinged hatch cover back with a loud bang and hoists himself into the darkness.

The back of my neck prickles. A cold, damp shiver runs up and down my torso. I’ve never experienced one of my nightmares while wide awake, but blanking out mental images of a wolf savaging Jimmy to death comes horribly close to the pounding dread that always accompanies them.

His face appears in the hatch opening. “Lots of rats up here but nothing else.” He coughs. “It’s bloody filthy, mind.”

He slams the cover shut behind him and comes back down, favouring his injured arm as he nears the bottom rungs of the ladder.

He sees my frown at that when he reaches solid ground. “It’s a bit sore, but we don’t need to bother Flo about it. I’ll rest up again, and it’ll be fine. Okay?”

“Okay.”

He winks as he hands me the lamp and leaves me at the foot of the ladder.

I’m pathetic. I should have gone up there, not let someone do something I was too scared to do myself. Shame burns my cheeks. I close my eyes and vow never to do anything like that again.

Never. From now on, I will face my fears and fight my own battles.

I step into my room to grab a long drink of water, swallow my shame with it, and get back to work.

When we’re ready to break for lunch, I realise I haven’t seen Min for hours. Jimmy says she’s working out back in the dressing rooms, and I find her finishing off my bedroom. She and an older woman have spent all morning washing the walls and floor in there, and they’ve done a far better job than I did when I moved in. The room is spotless.

“You deserve it,” is Min’s simple response to my sincere thanks. “And we’ll get you some soft fabrics for in here. Make it nice and cosy. Now let’s go find some food.”

That evening, she comes to collect me, filling my bedroom with her delicate scent. “We’re having a party in the garden tonight. Would you like to come?”

When we reach the blank wall in the foyer, I stop her from snapping her fingers. “Do you think I could learn how to do that?”

“It’s easy. Once you know the door is there, all you need to do is break the glamour. Click your fingers.”

Yeah, right, just like that. But I do as she suggests. When I click my fingers, my hand tingles with pins and needles, but nothing else occurs. I shake my itching fingers.

“Try again. This time, see the door when you do it.”

I click while visualising the magic door. The tingling happens again, and the door appears.

“Yay.” She pulls it open. “Now you can come and go as you please.”

I thrill from head to toe when she links arms with me. We walk in step easily and fit together as if we’ve been doing this all our lives. Her delicious citrus scent makes me feel fresh and clean.

The party is well under way. Children are running around. It hasn’t occurred to me that there might be families among the insiders. Do they party like this every night? What about school next day?

The youngest ones look about three or four. I see no babies. The global birth rate is still in its post-pandemics low, and it looks like that applies for insiders the same as for outsiders.

We head to what I think of as the elders’ campfire, where Andrew introduces me to the young black woman massaging Jimmy’s forearm.

“Meet Tara, Flo’s apprentice. Tara, this is Joe.”

Tara is lithe and strong, sitting cross-legged in a long cotton dress and open sandals. She raises her head of intricate plaits and welcomes me with a calm smile.

The campfire is bigger, its glowing coals filling a shallow trench two feet wide and ten feet long. A dozen or so people kneel around it, cooking, and Andrew and Min introduce me to each of them.

People respond with varying degrees of warmth, which doesn’t surprise me. Inevitably, some will doubt my integrity.

The only properly cold welcome comes from three dancers, Dish, Blue, and Sab, who are the quiet men I followed into the square that first night. Someone mentions that they’re a street act with a Spanish acrobat called Delores. They seem to prefer their own company.

Delores is friendly, flourishing a bottle of red wine while she practises her heavily accented English on me. She’s delighted when I recognise her as the spectacular flying dancer from the shopping centre.

But her warmth towards me doesn’t spread to her partners. They look right through me and remain silent in my presence.

I hope things will turn out okay, even with people who treat me with such open suspicion. This is their home, and I’m some outsider who’s strolled into their lives promising rescue. I want to be accepted into this community where no one is telling me what to do and how to live. I want to belong here. But I need to be patient.

Fliss takes my hand. “Dance.”

“I don’t dance.”

“Yeah, you do.” She hauls me to my feet.

The next hour disappears in a whirl of dancing like nothing I’ve ever done before. When the music slows and the cooks call everyone over to the fire, my cheeks ache from laughing.

Beer and wine have been flowing freely all evening, and the group I return to is merry and loud. Someone shoves a can of beer into my hand, and someone else hands me a plate of roasted chicken pieces. “Help yourself to spuds and salad.”

A second fire has been lit away from the cooking fire. People sit around it, eating, drinking, and talking. Still sweating from my physical jerks, I sit beside old Flo.

Jimmy and Fliss wave to me from the other side of the fire, and Flo gives a single short nod as if she’s made a decision. “You’ll do fine.”

Ouzel ducks his head in agreement and chuckles away in her ear. They’re not doing their stare routine on me anymore. My head stays clear.

Maybe that was some sort of preparation to wash my memory, in case I turned out to be someone they didn’t want around.

While I eat, I study the people gathered in the garden. There are about eighty of them, twice as many as last night. Quarter Square is more like a secret village than the strange circus troupe I thought at first.

Beyond the fiddles and drums and tree lights of the garden, and the silhouetted Elizabethan houses that enclose it, is Plymouth’s Barbican. Out there is all the hustle and bustle and heavy air of a summer evening in the old harbour. Inside here is peace and lightness, music and magic.

High above, on the opposite side of the square, a movement catches my eye. The chimney and ridge tiles on one of the houses shimmer briefly and then fade away.

Of course. Everyone is eating or making music or dancing. No one is maintaining the structure and fabric of the place, which Andrew said is an ongoing task. It comes home to me that the square would disappear forever without their magical repairs.

I find myself looking for Min all evening. Our eyes meet often, and every time, I feel like I’m glowing.

After a while, I become aware of a young white man I haven’t seen before who also keeps making eye contact with me. His stare isn’t friendly. He has a teenaged boy in tow.

“That’s Will and his apprentice Danny,” Flo says. “They’re magicians. Been working the streets up in Bristol all this week.”

For some reason, I can’t stop watching Will, although I try to do it surreptitiously. He’s the sort of person I instinctively never like, supremely self-confident and always smiling with those dark eyes in that predatory way. He is suave, elegant, easy in his own body, and with well-groomed good looks. He must spend hours getting his hair swept back like that and keeping his little beard trimmed perfectly.

But the thing that really pisses me off is his manner around Min. He keeps touching her, draping his arm across her shoulders or stroking the back of his hand against her cheek in a proprietary way, and watching me the whole time to make sure I’m seeing it.

His message is loud and clear. He is Min’s lover.

Min notices this silent exchange yet does nothing to deny his message. She doesn’t reciprocate his affectionate touches, but neither does she push him away, and she continues to make friendly eye contact with me.

Instinct tells me Will’s behaviour is for me alone, that he heard about me when he arrived back from his week in Bristol and feels threatened by the quick friendship Min and I have struck up.

Instinct also tells me that Min wouldn’t put up with his mauling of her if they weren’t intimate.

I’m off-balance.

Have to be honest with myself. The whole thing makes me deeply uncomfortable and jealous as hell. Thoughts of Carole and Tony keep surfacing, regardless of how I push them back under.

Jimmy and Fliss flop down again, flushed and still laughing from another dance, then canoodling and giggling quietly. Their happiness makes me happy.

Fliss whispers something to Jimmy, who glances at me before he nods to her.

“We’re going to bed soon. Would you like to come with us?” Fliss pitches the question for my ears only. Not from any sort of shame, I guess, but as a courtesy to me.

Jimmy’s smile is welcoming.

There’s no ambiguity here. They’re inviting me to make up a threesome in bed.

I’m not opposed to the concept in theory. I’ve always been attracted to men as well as women. Some men. Not to men nearly as often as to women, but in sufficient numbers to be self-aware of my interest.

That’s where it has always stopped, though. Attraction has never developed into action. And my feelings have always remained private.

I’ve never been very active, sexually, with people of any gender. Certainly, I’ve never been promiscuous. Fumbling with two or three girlfriends was the extent of my explorations before university. Then I met Carole there, and that was pretty much that.

Sex for its own sake never gets me fired up. I have to really warm to someone before I’m interested in having sex with them. Have to love them, in fact. I accepted years ago that I only want sex with someone I love.

With Carole, well, nowadays I think with her, I mistook comfort for love. It worked for a while, but looking back, it was doomed from the start.

Fliss and Jimmy are smiling encouragement at me. Waiting patiently for my answer.

I like them. The last thing I want is to hurt their feelings. They’re attractive, both of them, and fun. But I feel only friendship, and I don’t want to complicate things.

“It’s no, isn’t it?” Fliss says. “Don’t worry. It’s okay. We’re not upset.”

She must be reading my body language. I’m grateful for her gentle kindness and hope she’s telling the truth about not being upset. When they leave a minute later, Jimmy gives me an understanding smile, and Fliss squeezes my shoulder. “It’s okay.”

I wonder if Carole ever wanted to ask if I’d like Tony to share our bed. And how things might have worked out if she had.

He was my friend. Valued and trusted. That’s why the betrayal hurt so badly. But I didn’t love him. It wouldn’t have been right for me or him or Carole. They wanted each other. I was on the outside of their love.

And I’m okay with that, because now I have a new life, a second chance, and from my new vantage point, I feel released like a strong spring from the captivity of my old life.

Danny sits next to me and starts chatting. He’s a friendly lad of eighteen or nineteen, about ten years younger than Will, whom he talks about like he’s some sort of film star.

It irritates me, but I understand hero worship. It’s how I used to feel about Tony when I was struggling to stay focused long enough to graduate from university, while he’d already joined his family business and was enjoying early success as a young property developer.

Will comes to sit on the other side of Danny. In my peripheral vision, I see him lean in to murmur something in Danny’s ear, and I can’t help but notice the stiffening of the boy’s shoulders and the sideways glance he gives me.

I ignore what’s going on. Will whispers something more to the lad, grins at nothing in particular, and saunters off to dance with Min.

Danny doesn’t move away immediately, but his attitude turns noticeably cooler. I decide to win him around, not only because I like him and want to be liked, but also to thwart Will’s game.

The man himself comes to stand beside me later, when I’m talking with Andrew. He waits for a gap in our conversation. “You’re a builder then?”

I match his steady look and pause before answering. I hate to admit it, but his voice is melodic and pleasant. I can’t quite place his accent, which sounds like a warm blend of West Country and Irish. When I reply, I keep my voice cool. “And you’re a magician.”

“You’re going to do up the theatre for us. Out of the goodness of your heart. And we’re supposed to believe you.”

I eye him down to the ground and back up again, feeling the familiar brain fog creeping in, the same as when Flo and Ouzel did their number on me last night. “Believe what you want, and don’t bother with your Vulcan mind-meld shit. It doesn’t work on me.”

His knowing smile says I’m a liar.

Andrew watches him walk away. “He’s a firebrand, that one. Give him time.”

I nod but decide to call time on myself. The evening is spoiled.

Later, lying on my camp bed, I try to resist the disappointment crowding in on me. Most of the insiders have been friendly, and I have no reason to think that will change. Will’s jealous. He doesn’t trust me. He doesn’t believe my motives. But mainly he’s jealous about Min and me. And he’s just one man. Sod him.

I’m not worried about Dish, Blue, and Sab, either, because the acrobatic dancers don’t mix with anyone, never mind me.

But I can’t stop Will from getting under my skin, and I don’t try to fool myself that my sensitivity has nothing to do with my jealousy over his relationship with Min.

I try not to imagine what they might be doing together right now.

*

Hiding in a dark city alleyway, buried beneath a stinking pile of food scraps and domestic waste, ignoring the vermin that shove around me and nuzzle against my tightly compressed lips and squeezed-shut eyes, hearing only my own heartbeat hammering in my throat and ears, I know the monster is coming.

A heavy shuffle sounds close by. The rats in the midden heap freeze.

A terrible grip takes me by the scruff of my neck and hauls me out, and I stare into the raging red eyes of my nemesis, my final thought a silent thanksgiving for my lover’s safety.


To work

A deep boom vibrates through the building and wakes me with a start at eight o’clock. By the time my feet hit the floor, I recognise the crashes, bangs, and hydraulic squeals in the road outside. Our skip is being delivered.

I’m not the only one who’s been alerted by all the noise. On my way to the front door, I’m joined by four insiders.

Jimmy salutes. “Ready for work, boss.”

“How’s that arm?”

“It’s good.”

I raise an eyebrow.

“No, really, it’s fixed and I’m right to go.”

“Good. Let’s start shifting that rubbish.”

He checks we can’t be overheard. “We didn’t upset you last night, did we? Me and Fliss. I’m sorry if we made you feel uncomfortable.”

“No. Honestly. I was worried I’d upset you.”

“You didn’t.” He grins with relief. “We’re good then.”

I leave them to their dusty work and wash my hands and face. Today, I want to get around all the timber yards and builders’ merchants in the city to get a feel for the different places and order all the tools and materials we’ll need.

I call into the square to see if Min wants to come with me, but she’s busy teaching in the garden.

It’s interesting to see all the kids together in one place. The youngest ones, sitting cross-legged with their scruffy exercise books on the grass under a tree, look like any class outside on a summer’s day in any real junior school.

I wander over and catch some of Min’s lesson.

“The Mayflower sailed from Plymouth in September 1620 with a crew of thirty plus one hundred and two passengers. Thirty-two of them were children.

“Next time you’re down by the Mayflower Steps, take a look at the bronze plaque on the wall across the road. All their names are there. It wasn’t a big ship, just a fat-bellied, creaky, old wooden boat with sails. There wasn’t even enough bed space for everyone, so some passengers had to sleep in boats on the upper deck.

“It took them sixty-six days to reach America, and it was an uncomfortable crossing. Most of the passengers had never been on the sea before, and they were already scared before they left, especially the families with little ones.

“The weather was already turning bad while they were still in Plymouth, but they’d run out of money for mooring fees and food stores, so they couldn’t wait it out. They had to go.”

Her descriptions are vivid. It sounds almost as if she’d been right there, watching the ship leave the harbour. I tell her so when she sends the kids off for a break.

“Maybe I was.” Her eyes glitter with mischief.

“Those kids are a credit to you.”

“Thank you, but it isn’t down to me alone. We all muck in.” She nods over to a bench where Linda, one of the insider mothers, is using tattered National Geographic magazines to teach the older group.

I recognise Linda from my first evening down at the harbour. She’s the artist who was doing rapid charcoal portraits for tourists.

“As far as the outside is concerned,” Min says, “these children don’t exist. They’re totally free. No one out there knows their real names, and no one ever will. We each have our own list of aliases. If the police want a name, the kids know to give a different one every time. That’s why you won’t see many insiders with tattoos. Distinguishing marks can make things difficult.”

“That’s why the kids stay in the square during normal school hours,” I realise.

She nods. “To avoid drawing attention. And that’s why they need to know how to read and write, at least. Anything that makes them stand out from the crowd is dangerous. They need to look and act like outsider children. It’ll be a lot easier for them a few weeks from now when the outside schools close for summer.”

She calls them back from play and settles them under the tree again as I leave for my shopping trip.

I spend five hours, and nearly a thousand pounds on my credit card, buying tools and materials and arranging for everything to be delivered as soon as possible.

The timber yard smells like heaven. I spend twice as long there as I need to. I usually do in these places, wherever they are, and always leave them in a good mood.

Back to the city centre to buy a Cornish pasty for lunch, and I’m attracted by the deep, breathy, plaintive notes of a woodwind instrument somewhere nearby. I follow the mellow sound into a tree-lined pedestrian area, where Andrew is playing a pipe of some description. His tune is slow and thoughtful, sad even, although not mournful. I’m pretty sure it’s a Native American flute. I’ve never seen one before but have heard them played on the radio.

A young couple drop coins into his upturned leather cowboy hat on the pavement as they pass and smile back at the little thank you trill he adds as they walk away.

He’s certainly an engaging character, and his music is hauntingly beautiful. I slip back around the corner so as not to disturb him.

I’m enjoying getting to know Plymouth, especially because I know Min will be at home when I get back there.

Home. That’s how I’m thinking of the square and the theatre and my cosy little nest in the back of it that Min is furnishing in soft fabrics of deep reds and blues.

Hygge.


I’ve never felt so free in all my life

The tools and timber arrive next morning while a gang of insiders are filling our second skip with rubble and rubbish, and I get to work.

I estimate it will take three months to complete the structural repairs, mostly on my own but with some labouring help from Jimmy and as many insiders as can be spared from the fundraising.

They’ve agreed to keep me supplied with food and coffee so I can concentrate on getting it done as fast as possible. This haste is for my benefit. Payment in kind is all very well, but sooner or later, I’ll need to start earning real money from outside work.

For now, though, my full focus is on the job in hand. I clear a space on the stage, set up two sawhorses and select lengths of oak, maple, and ash to build a monster eight-by-three-foot workbench.

A big job needs a big bench.

I’ve bought a manufactured clamp for one end of it and plan to make a heavy-duty second one by hand for the front edge, complete with dogholes and a quick-release lever. Now I tack my bench sketch to the nearest wall, strip off my shirt, lick my new carpenter’s pencil, and start measuring and sawing.

The smell of fresh sawdust is exhilarating, and I ride the customary rush of happiness, so completely in my element that I’ve sung all the way through my blues-rock repertoire before I surface from the rapture.

When the final planed length of maple sits alongside its brothers and a dozen bar clamps, all ready to be glued together like a huge butcher’s block for the bench worktop, I wipe sweat from my face and chest with my balled-up shirt, stretch my back with a long luxurious groan, and hear a giggle from somewhere in the wings.

Min, Cindy, and Debs have been watching me. I don’t know how long for. The poi girls’ amusement is obvious and appears to be directed at Min rather than me. Her shining eyes seem to say more than the smile she’s trying not to show, and she arches an eyebrow at the girls. They jostle friendly shoulders against hers before giggling off into the darkness backstage and leaving us alone.

We stare at each other across the stage until, eventually, one of us has to say something.

“Care to lend a hand with this? I need someone to help clamp these pieces together so I can glue them.” I don’t need any help with it, but she isn’t to know that.

“Sure.”

And that’s how Min becomes my carpenter’s assistant.

I subcontract the electrics and plumbing to two local tradesmen Jimmy recommends and put them to work immediately, installing a water boiler and shower in my room. They get the unit fitted and operational by the end of that very day, which makes me happy.

Ten minutes into my inaugural shower after work, I think of Carole and realise I’m not even slightly sad without her. My mental image of her is replaced by one of Min, who’s invited me to hear her sing in a jazz club this evening. I grin and break into a driving blues song, stamping its bass drumbeat in the shower well.

Min’s gig is brilliant. Her voice is incredible. She brings the house down.

We leave the club arm in arm and walk into the city centre, where she says some of the insiders will be performing for evening strollers. It feels natural for us to walk this way in perfect rhythm. I love the intimacy of our bare forearms pressing together and our gentle shoulder-to-shoulder bumps every second step. Her scent fills my head, and I resist the strong temptation to fold her into my embrace and kiss her.

I wonder how she would respond.

It’s a lovely evening, and there are plenty of people out walking. Sure enough, we find a small crowd gathered in the middle of the pedestrian shopping precinct, applauding Will and Danny’s magic act.

Min slows as we approach, clearly intending to stop and enjoy the act, but I keep moving.

She catches my eye and smiles.

I smile back, all innocence. “What?”

“Nothing.”

We stroll through a wide paved area between department store buildings, where two more insiders are busking for a growing audience. When we get close, one lowers her violin and calls Min over to join them.

“I’ll help them out,” she says. “You go on. We’ll be here for ages if the audience is generous.”

I cross Royal Parade and leave the city streets behind as I head down towards the harbour. Within a few hundred yards, the roads change from concrete paving to cobblestones, their lighting from electric orange to moonlight and shadows, and I imagine I’m travelling back in time four or five hundred years.

I’ve only been living in the Barbican for a few days, but already I love it.

I turn the last corner by the theatre and walk straight into a gang fight, a vicious brawl happening in one of the tight crossroad spaces between terraces of crooked old houses.

Forty or fifty men are beating one another savagely with fists, boots, baseball bats, and even a couple of tyre levers. Knives too. The fight takes place in near silence, apart from grunts and scrapes and heavy blows. It seems almost unreal.

It’s a scene from a film, surely? A remake of Highlander or something? That’s the impression I get from the whole thing, a battle of the clans.

But even as that thought suggests itself, I know what I’m seeing is horribly real.

And these aren’t teenaged boys having a punch up after a night on the beer. These are adults, big, heavy men like bikers, battle-hardened warriors battering and stabbing one another right there in front of me.

I stand frozen to the spot, appalled, too scared to even twitch in case I draw attention to myself.

One of them staggers from the mob with the ornate handle of a knife sticking out of his abdomen between his clenched, bloody hands. He crashes into me, and I clutch at him automatically as we fall to the ground. He sprawls on the cobblestones and stares up at me in mute agony while I smell his rank old sweat and watch the life leave his eyes.

Police sirens sound in the distance.

The combatants disengage and melt into the shadows, still stealthy but for the clink of weapons and the scuff of heavy boots, taking their dead and wounded with them, except for the one lying across my legs.

They’ve left me holding a dead man.

While sirens wail closer and closer, I sit there in shock, waiting for someone to come and take charge of the nightmare I’ve walked into.

Then Will is there, shoving his hands under my armpits from behind and lifting me to my feet while Danny rolls the heavy man off my legs. I stare at them mutely, not knowing what to say, but they’re not interested in conversation. They drag me away and we make it inside the theatre before the police arrive.

As I close the front door, four fighters hoist the dead man between them and disappear into the darkness as if they were never there.

We stand and listen to police cars screeching to a halt, doors slamming, and men shouting.

Danny nudges my arm. “You might want to change your shirt. There’s blood all over it.”

I touch the sticky wetness.

“Don’t hang around,” Will tells Danny. “Exeter early in the morning, remember?” He strides away without a word to me, up the sloping corridor to the foyer.

My eyes are growing accustomed to the gloom, and I glare at his back as he leaves.

Danny grips my shoulders and shakes me. “Come on, Joe. Pull yourself together. You need to burn the shirt. We don’t want to be linked with shit like that.”

He stays with me while I change. Then we walk into the square, where I throw the bloodied shirt on the fire and sit next to Flo.

She and the others watch calmly as the shirt burns. No one passes any comment.

I stay late in the square, long after most people have gone to bed. Flo, Ouzel, and I sit in companionable silence for hours, talking occasionally but mostly just enjoying the fire and listening to the night.

Flo breathes slowly and rhythmically with her eyes shut as if meditating. Her presence is healing.

Maybe she feels me watching her. I don’t know. But one time she lays a gnarled hand on mine. That’s all she does, but instantly, I’m filled with peace. My anxiety about the fight evaporates. She leaves her hand there and I’m comforted by the contact.

“I’ve never felt so free in all my life,” I say.

Her dark eyes shine in the firelight. “Me neither.”


This is Flo Crow

Min crouches beside my bed and wakes me soon after dawn. “Flo has died.”

I struggle to take in what she’s saying, still smelling woodsmoke in my beard and feeling Flo’s warm hand on mine.

“Come on.” Min pulls me to my feet. “She liked you. Come and see her.”

I splash cold water on my face, and we go back to the garden.

And there’s Flo, sitting peacefully next to last night’s smoking ashes, where I left her two hours ago.

Ouzel sits on her shoulder and regards her assembled friends calmly. He doesn’t complain or even flutter when Big Luke lifts Flo’s body and carries her from the garden like a sleeping child.

“Would you like to come to her funeral?” Min asks me.

“Yes. Where?”

“In the Wild.”

I’ve never heard of the Wild before, but this isn’t the time to start asking curious questions.

We all follow Luke down an alley between two houses, across a wooden footbridge over a stream, and into a forest. The mood is quiet, but no one seems particularly upset, despite having lost one of their friends. Even Tara, Flo’s apprentice, strolls along as if we’re off for a walk.

I can’t understand their lack of emotion. I’m deeply affected by the old woman’s death, close to tears, and I’ve only known her a few days. How can the insiders not care? What are they going to do? Dump her in the woods?

Min squeezes my hand and I’m heartened to see her eyes glistening too. Thank goodness for that.

My body gives a vigorous jump, as if I’ve fallen asleep and woken with one of those multiple muscle jumps. It’s odd.

We walk a long way into the forest before we stop in a clearing, where Luke lays Flo on the ground.

Ouzel flies to a nearby branch and watches.

People find places to settle, while three of the women attend to their friend. Fliss and Cindy straighten Flo’s body into a comfortable position, tidy her clothing, and place her head on a pillow of woven grass and flowers. Tara takes a jar of red powder from her shoulder bag and rubs the dull colour gently into Flo’s brow and cheeks, hands and feet.

The clearing fills with strangers. All around, people step from the trees, greeting various members of the square respectfully and talking quietly in groups.

“Friends and relatives from other havens,” Min tells me. “From all over the West Country by the looks of them. Those are Flo’s cousins from Bodmin Moor.” She nods at the latest newcomers, a group of twenty or so people who enter the clearing and move among the mourners, handing out stone flagons. “Cider,” she says. “Be careful. It’s rocket fuel.”

I smile my thanks to an old man when I accept a flagon from him.

“Hang on.” I turn to Min. “How did they know about Flo? And how did they all get here so fast on foot? She only died a few hours ago.”

“We’re in the Wild,” she says. “Time and distance don’t always work the same way here as they do outside. Not for everyone, anyway.”

She shakes her head to fend off any further questions. “I don’t know. If you want theories, you should talk to Andrew.” She taps a fingernail on the flagon I’m cradling. “Are you going to open that?”

Tara is sitting cross-legged above Flo’s head. When everyone is settled, she claps for attention and speaks clearly. “I am Tara Hand. Flo Crow is my friend. She grounded me and taught me as healer and midwife. We’ve birthed five new babies together. We always thought my first birthing of an old one would be hers, and here we are.”

She puts her fingertips to the old woman’s temples and says tenderly, “Go with love, my friend.” Then she looks around the clearing and announces, “This is Flo Crow.”

People stand to speak their memories of Flo, while Tara maintains a serene presence beside her mentor and everyone else sits in respectful silence, passing around flagons of cider. There are many people, so the speeches go on for a long time.

I lean back against a tree and get pleasantly mellow while words of love and fellowship flow, feeling a sense of belonging I’ve never known before.

Min sings for Flo. Her song starts low in some lyrical foreign language and builds to a stunning soprano celebration, as if she’s climbing the mountain of Flo’s life with her.

Sunlight flashes in the treetops. For a second, I think a golden angel has landed there to listen.

Min stays in the heights for some time before returning to the lower slopes with softening refrains, and then she finishes with a whisper of childlike joy that carries clearly.

Andrew plays beautiful tunes on his flute while various groups take turns dancing around Flo’s body. When Min pulls me to my feet to join the dance, I sway, surprised at how drunk I am. After our dance of respect, I slump back against the tree and my mind buzzes sleepily.

A movement in the undergrowth across the clearing draws my attention when a lion’s huge head pushes through a clump of foliage. He studies me calmly for long moments and then withdraws back into the greenery without a sound. I recognise him from my boyhood dreams. His presence at Flo’s funeral fills me with a deep sense of well-being.

Lamps are lit at some point, and I drift off, comforted by the cider and lulled by the murmur of a hundred quiet conversations.

When I open my eyes, Flo is standing up.

My heart lurches. Shock wakens my brain sharply.

Her old body remains supine on the ground. She is still dead, as far as I can tell, but she is also standing on tiptoe, smiling broadly, stretching her hands into the air and showing none of her aged stiffness.

She is a young version of Flo.

I gasp with delight at seeing her spirit.

Ouzel launches himself from his branch and flies directly to Child Flo’s shoulder. She kisses his beak and giggles.

Everyone in the clearing studies her keenly. It feels like the world is holding its breath.

Child Flo looks round at all her family and friends with a blissful smile, gives Tara a big hug, and skips away into the woods with Ouzel fluttering on her shoulder.

Silence hangs in the air, and then everyone is clapping and cheering.

Music starts simultaneously from three different places and the tunes blend together. There is singing and dancing and laughter everywhere.

I hug Min and cry happy tears. In my bones I feel her sweet humming.


Cayal

Next morning, Min wants a cooked breakfast to soak up the cider effects. She invites Joe to walk down with her to Cap’n Jaspers on the inner harbour wall.

The café is quiet. It’s too early in the day for tourists and definitely too early for the regular crowd of bikers, for which she is grateful and assumes Joe will be too, so they get one of the bench tables all to themselves.

Joe gazes past his boots into the dark, oily rainbows lapping against the harbour wall, lost in thought, while Min buys breakfast and watches him out of the corner of her eye.

“Look at me.” She deposits a plate of bacon rolls and two mugs of coffee on their table and brushes wood shavings from her shirt. “Sawdust everywhere. No wonder I keep dreaming about joinery. You have a lot to answer for, mister.”

Joe inhales steam from his coffee. “You’re a natural. Should have been a carpenter.” He bites off a chunk of bacon roll.

“Well, maybe, and I do like the smell of fresh wood shavings. That’s your smell. You should bottle it.” She chuckles. “But usually, I prefer my dreams to be more fun than doing woodwork.” She opens her roll, folds a bacon rasher, and pops it into her mouth.

Joe stares across the harbour to the marina, where hundreds of yachts bob against jetties. “Dreams can tell us stuff sometimes, can’t they? Guide us, I mean. I had a significant dream last year. It led me here, indirectly.”

Min’s mouth is full. She raises her eyebrows and makes a rolling go on gesture with her forefingers while she chews.

“When I was a kid,” he says, “I used to dream about a lion.”

Her heart sinks. She hides her dismay by swallowing her bacon and blowing across the surface of her scalding hot coffee.

Joe’s gaze is distant. “He was a male lion in his prime. In my dreams, he’d watch me walking to school. I’d look over my shoulder and there he would be, always in the same place, sitting tall, watching me. I wasn’t scared. I knew he wouldn’t harm me. I thought of him as my lion, even after the dreams stopped when I moved up to secondary school.” He chews his last bit of bacon roll.

She waits for him to continue.

“Early last year, it happened again. I didn’t see him. I had a lucid dream in which I remembered my childhood ones and realised I am my lion. He’s a symbol of my spirit.”

He is searching her eyes, looking, she imagines, for a sign of amusement.

She knows he is seeing only seriousness there.

“That’s when I decided I couldn’t carry on fantasising about leaving the old job and setting up on my own. I had to do it. I had to do it right then and sod all the risks. Lion spirit. So I did it. And here I am.”

“Here you are.” She smiles to hide her anxiety.

They sip coffee and watch the lock gates opening to allow a yacht into the harbour.

It always unsettles her when he talks about his lion. Every time. Not that she’ll freak him out by saying so at this early stage, of course. And she can always cope as long as the lion stays in his dreams.

“I saw him yesterday in the Wild. My lion.”

Her heart sinks again, like a rock dropped into quicksand, but again she doesn’t reveal it. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

Again, he looks to see if she is teasing him.

“Sounds like he’s your spirit companion,” she says. “If you’re going to see him anywhere, the Wild is the most likely place.”

He holds her gaze. “Do you have a spirit companion?”

She studies his innocent, serious, honest face, and decides to let the conversation take its natural course. “Yes. His name is Cayal.”

He copies her pronunciation. “Kai yal.”

“He’s a noble spirit,” she says. “Peaceful, powerful, and gentle. My best friend. My Cayal.”

“Have you met him in real life?”

“You can’t half tell you’re a newbie. People don’t ask people things like that, you know.”

He winces. “Sorry.”

“I’ll tell you, because you need to know some of this sort of stuff. And I trust you to keep my story to yourself. Okay?”

“Okay.”

She suspects he’s more excited about her trusting him than hearing her story.

“Cayal comes to me in dreams, and, sometimes, in my waking life. When he’s with me I truly come alive. When we’re together, if I think back to the times I’ve been without him, it’s like remembering a dream, as if I’ve been functioning okay but not firing on all cylinders. Sometimes I go a long time without seeing him. But I know he will always find me again.”

She stares across the harbour, aware that she’s mirroring Joe’s mood when he told her about his dreams. “He always finds me.”

*

Her dream man is very real to her. And there’s a kind of purity coming from her when she talks about him, so my instinctive jealousy makes me feel childish. “What’s he like?”

“Magnificent. Huge. Not in body, not a physical giant, but in spirit. Bigger spirit than anyone else I’ve ever met. He’s majestic.”

A noisy family clatter about happily as they occupy the table next to ours, unhooking their masks ready to eat and drink.

Min stops talking, and we share The Look. It still thrills me.

“Shall we go back?” I suggest.

We return our plate and mugs to the counter and head back to the theatre. As soon as we’re clear of people on the streets, I encourage her to continue her story.

“He’s the most wonderful person I’ve ever known.” Her voice falls away, and she studies the cobbles ahead of our feet. There’s a faint blush on her cheeks.

“You love him, don’t you?”

“I love him. We’re beautiful together. Too beautiful to describe.” She halts and touches my arm. “This is private, Joe. Okay? This stays between us.”

“I’ll never tell a soul.”

She stares into my eyes. “I trust you.”

A shiver runs right through me at the intensity we are sharing.

We continue up the lane, our forearm hairs brushing together innocently, deliciously, and the theatre comes into sight around the next bend.

The sudden blast of a motorbike engine bounces off the walls of surrounding buildings and is gone instantly as its rider speeds past the bottom of the lane.

I tense instinctively and wince at the loud noise.

“Will told me about the big fight outside the theatre the other night.”

Yeah, of course he did. I roll my eyes at the mention of his name and catch her sympathetic smile before she hides it. The subject needs changing.

“What is the Wild? Yesterday, it seemed so solid and real, but today, it’s like remembering a dream. Is it really as dangerous as it felt in there outside of our gathering?”

“The best person to ask about that is Andrew.” She smiles fondly. “He’s a bit of a scholar.”

“I will.”

For the rest of the day, while I strengthen the leg joints for my bench with countersunk screws and teach Min how to fashion walnut plugs for a decorative finish on each one, I wonder about this Cayal character who fills her dreams when he isn’t around in the flesh.

I also wonder where Will fits in between her and this towering love of her life.

Does he know about Cayal?

I put these questions aside. They’re unanswerable and only confirm my status as an outsider in the most important sense of the word. I focus instead on my thoughts about the Wild and decide to ask Andrew about it this evening.


The Wild

The garden is quiet at first. Min has a second gig in the jazz club, and the other performers are taking advantage of the fine weather to extend their working day. Later in the evening, people dribble back in, and things liven up.

I sit across the small fire from Andrew and watch him conduct one of those concentration sessions with Fliss and Linda, repairing bits of the square.

Linda selects certain faded sections to sketch as if they’re in good condition, and then somehow all three of them transfer each charcoal image on Linda’s sketchpad to the actual buildings. They say little while they work, but their focus is intense. They finish the session with closed eyes and slow breathing, holding hands in silence.

I can’t figure out how it works. I’m studying Andrew when he opens his crinkly eyes and returns my gaze with amusement.

“What?”

“Sorry. I was just trying to work out how you do that.”

“It’s magic.” He chuckles. “And you want to learn.” It isn’t a question.

“Yes. Will you teach me?”

“Maybe. You might be able to learn my kind of magic.”

In my head, Freddie Mercury is singing the soundtrack to this conversation.

“Or you might have a better chance learning some other kind,” Andrew continues. “Not everyone can learn any of it, you know. Doesn’t matter how they try, some people never get it.”

“I understand. Can we try?”

“Yes, but not tonight.” He looks at the women sitting either side of him. They both look drained. Him too. “I’m tired now. We’ll give it a go tomorrow.”

“Thanks. My job will be a lot easier if I can pick it up.”

“I don’t think so. Not how you mean anyhow. If you’re talking about using magic to renovate the theatre, forget it. You’re doing a good job with your hands and tools, with your fine skills, and once the work is finished, it’ll stay finished. Making a magic structure is one thing, but maintaining it is a whole nother thing.”

He inhales deeply and holds the breath for a while before exhaling steadily through his nose. His shoulders sag with the release. “It takes a lot of energy to keep things upright.”

Fliss and Linda share a tired you’re not wrong look with him as they stand and leave us to our conversation.

“How many kinds of magic are there?” Freddie’s still there in my head, bless him.

“That’s like asking how many magic users there are. The answer is many.”

“What different kinds do people here use?”

“You know, people don’t tend to ask questions like that in polite conversation around here. I’m not offended, but some might be. Okay?”

“Okay. Thanks for telling me.”

“You’ll figure things out as time goes on. Be aware, though, that a lot of folks will let you see some of their magic while keeping some hidden. This is not a community of open books.”

“Got it.”

“Some kinds are more obvious than others. You already know about Min’s song magic, I think.” He smiles innocently across the fire.

My face floods with warmth. “Yes.”

“Surface magic is easy to see when you know it’s there,” he continues as if he hasn’t noticed my embarrassment. “Like glamour. All the kids use that on the street.”

“Glamour?” Min said the word once, about the secret door, but I don’t know what it means.

“Illusions. Making something look like something else.” He nods at Will in the centre of a rowdy group of newcomers as they settle at the far end of the big fire and flip tops off bottles of good German beer. “Will’s entire act is glamour. He and Danny use it to mask the real magic.”

Will goes still and stares at us, apparently having heard his name somehow through all the noise.

Andrew seems unaware of the sudden tension. “Flo and Tara’s healing talent is magic, of course. That’s as obvious as any you’ll find.”

He falls silent, staring into the glowing embers, looking old and tired.

Ask him now. “What’s so dangerous about the Wild?”

Someone starts playing a fiddle, and people get up to dance, but Will remains sitting where he is, leaning forward slightly, his dark eyes shining like coals in the firelight.

He calls out to answer my question in that bantering, challenging voice that drives me mad. “Nasty things in there, Joe. Things that’ll get you. Things that’ll eat you.”

I regard him calmly for a moment, trying as always to hide my irritation, before returning my attention wordlessly to Andrew.

He speaks as if Will hasn’t interrupted. “The Wild is dangerous because it’s lawless. It’s a different world.”

“Give me a clue.”

“Here’s the thing. Magic is a marriage of hope and rebellion. It’s everywhere in the world. Always has been. But in most of the world, it’s unknown. People stopped using it, believing in it even, thousands of years ago, and hundreds of years ago, and tens of years ago. It seems that each culture and each generation rejects magic a bit more than the one before. Some cultures more or less than others, but the general trend is to ignore magic and eventually to forget it.”

Linda brings him a bottle of chilled beer, beads of perspiration rolling down its dark-green glass. He accepts it with an elegant kiss of her hand.

“In every culture, though, in every generation, there are people who don’t ignore it. Some of them stick around in the normal world and they are often persecuted because of what they know, what they practise. But many don’t stick around. They go into the Wild.”

He takes a long, slow drink.

“Also, there are times when a culture that uses a certain kind of magic is conquered by another culture that won’t accept the native magic. Alongside the migrations and wars in the history books, there have also been migrations of magic. There are feuds and wars in the Wild too. Some have been going on for centuries. You’ll find people from any era you wish to name. Roman Britons? They’re there. Ancient Britons? They’re there too. Prehistoric people? Yeah, but don’t go looking for them, will you? Some of the earliest ones will eat you.” He chuckles and winks.

“Do only humans live in the Wild?”

“No, and I think you guessed that already. There are other creatures. Lots of them.”

“What kinds?” I’m on a roll. I don’t know if I’ll find him in such an informative mood again, and I’m not about to waste this opportunity to learn. I visualise the golden angel I thought I saw for a second in the sunlit treetop yesterday. “Just magical versions of normal animals like we see in the outside? Or are there fantastic creatures too?”

“There is every kind of fantastic creature.”

“Ha!” Will bursts into mocking laughter, and even Andrew pauses to look at him, but Will’s scorn is for me alone. “That’s right, Joe baby. There are monsters in there. Monsters and werewolves and vampires, and they’re all gonna come and get you.”

“There are,” Andrew insists.

“Yeah, right.” Will turns his sarcasm on Andrew. “So how come none of us has ever seen anything like that, old man?”

Andrew turns back to me. “Some dickheads think their reality is the only reality. That their knowledge is the only knowledge. Even so, such things do exist.”

I’m about to reply when a new commotion heralds Min, home from her gig. Her eyes shine hello from forty feet away, but before I can return her smile someone gets in the way.

Will has jumped to his feet, and he grabs her, sweeps her towards the dance and keeps her spinning around in that skilled way of his.

She squeals happily and they join the dance.

I watch them in my peripheral vision, hoping jealousy isn’t burning a visible hole in my face. I try to come up with something intelligent to say to Andrew, but the music changes and I catch Will’s eye.

His face is towards me, his chin resting on top of Min’s head as they circle slowly to a romantic melody. For a moment, a split second, his face changes. A wolf is grinning at me.

Time shudders to a halt. A heavy pulse pounds my eardrums, once, twice, and the moment threatens to last forever.

Then Will’s normal sneer is back on his normal face, and the dancing couple disappear into the crowd while my blood runs cold.


Your heart is a lion

I can neither move nor utter a sound. Only a few feet away, on the main road, hundreds of people stand chatting outside the opera house. A cry for help would bring at least some of them into this shadowy side lane, but I am frozen with terror and cannot even squeak.

After an eternity compressed into an instant, the monster crosses the distance between us in two huge strides.

It has my throat in its jaws. The last sound I hear is my own destruction.

*

I wake early. Once my determined mental and physical banish-the-nightmare routine is completed, I consider Will.

Yes, he pisses me off. And, yes, his wolf-face stunt scared the shit out of me. Does he know about my phobia? How could he?

Andrew said something last night about glamour hiding the real magic. Might mind-reading be Will’s real talent?

I don’t think it is. He simply responded to the way the conversation had turned. He can’t know I’m terrified of wolves.

Moving on deliberately from the scary stuff and leaving Will’s annoyance factor out of the equation, I realise he’s like lots of other insiders with his blind spot about the Wild.

Clearly, insiders consider themselves to be freer than outsiders and more in the know. They feel superior, actually, and the youngsters definitely think they’re more street. Well, they are more street.

Do I sound embarrassingly middle-class and middle-aged using that expression?

Probably.

Yes, even in my head I do.

Anyway, if Will is an example, insiders also tend to think the Wild doesn’t matter much to them and their way of life. Despite all the differences between them and outsiders, their connections to the normal world appear to be far stronger than their connections to the Wild.

Insiders aren’t so different from normal people in their worldview. They might mock outsiders for being blinkered by their failure to see havens or do magic, but at the same time, many insiders fail to see the significance of the Wild that I understand instinctively. And which Andrew’s knowledge confirms.

Not Min, though. She doesn’t say much, but I get the strong impression she knows all about the Wild.
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