


[image: 001]




Also by Rachel Billington

Fiction

ALL THINGS NICE 
THE BIG DIPPER 
LILACS OUT OF THE DEAD LAND 
COCK ROBIN 
BEAUTIFUL 
A PAINTED DEVIL 
A WOMAN’S AGE 
OCCASION OF SIN 
THE GARISH DAY 
LOVING ATTITUDES 
THEO AND MATILDA 
BODILY HARM 
MAGIC AND FATE 
PERFECT HAPPINESS 
TIGER SKY 
A WOMAN’S LIFE 
THE SPACE BETWEEN 
ONE SUMMER 
LIES & LOYALTIES

 



For Children

ROSANNA AND THE WIZARD-ROBOT 
THE FIRST CHRISTMAS 
STAR TIME 
THE FIRST EASTER 
THE FIRST MIRACLES 
THE LIFE OF JESUS 
THE LIFE OF SAINT FRANCIS 
FAR OUT! 
THERE’S MORE TO LIFE

 



Non-Fiction

THE FAMILY YEAR 
THE GREAT UMBILICAL 
CHAPTERS OF GOLD




 
 
 

 
The Missing Boy

 

 
RACHEL BILLINGTON

 
 
Orion

www.orionbooks.co.uk




 
An Orion ebook

 



 
First published in Great Britain in 2010 by Orion Books This ebook first published in 2010 by Orion Books

 
Copyright © Rachel Billington 2010

 
The moral right of Rachel Billington to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 



 
All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

 



eISBN : 978 1 4091 1138 2

 



 
This ebook produced by Jouve, France

 



 
The Orion Publishing Group Ltd 
Orion House 
5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane 
London WC2H 9EA

 



 
An Hachette UK Company

 



 
www.orionbooks.co.uk





To Kevin




The Day Breaks not, it is my Heart

JOHN DONNE




PART ONE

The Runaway




CHAPTER ONE

The car was not a car: it was a limousine, one of those drawn-out white vehicles with darkened windows you see swimming through London streets. The boy had imagined them filled with pouting blondes on their way to film premières or veiled dark-eyed beauties taking a break from their sheikh owner. The word ‘limousine’ was identified with glamour, sex, money.

He took a step closer. He shivered. This limousine lay in the far corner of a field, just outside a broken-down shed littered with old farm implements, disguised by nettles, brambles and bulging bales of straw.

How are the mighty fallen! He remembered that line from somewhere. He might have read it, although it was the sort of thing Eve would say. He shivered again. He wasn’t cold. The sun was shining. It was fear of the strangeness of everything and now this car. It was also excitement.

He climbed over the gate, which was padlocked with a rusty chain, and began to walk towards the car. He didn’t want to think about his mother. It felt like days since he’d left home. As if he’d gone on the longest plane trip in the world and landed up on another planet. Actually, he’d travelled by train that morning and it was still afternoon. Just look how the sun glinted off the limo’s chrome even though the body of it was bog filthy.

His backpack was beginning to feel heavy so he unhitched the strap from each shoulder and let it fall to the ground. In a moment of glee, he thought there was no one to tell him where to put it or ask him what was inside it.

In fact, he could hardly remember what he’d put into it. His leaving had been so sudden and had so disturbed him that his exit from the flat had been carried out in an emotional haze, noises too,  strange vibrations in his head as he dashed about the house grabbing whatever seemed like a good idea. He did remember throwing in a large jar of Marmite because he’d heard explorers in the Himalayas took it for its vitamins.

Once again, the boy advanced on the car. He had to trample down an army of nettles, which he did with some relish, before he could reach the door handle, which had a kind of push-in button. He pressed it without much hope of anything happening but, to his surprise, it swung slowly open, creakily, and only halfway, but still enough for him to peer in.

Not too bad. It smelt of damp, and a shiny trail of some animal or other, slug or snail, he supposed, criss-crossed the seat. It would clean up. He put his head in further and was beginning to form a plan when there was suddenly an enormous bellowing, which gave him such a fright that he came out too quickly, cracking himself painfully on the head.

He stood upright, rubbing the place. He’d also been stung on his hand, a cluster of red bumps. The noise wasn’t repeated but he wasn’t crazy enough to have imagined it.

He moved cautiously round the car and saw, on the other side of a hedge, a whole gang of cows or bullocks. Anyway, the sort of animal that could moo in a bellowing sort of way. So this wasn’t such a forgotten corner after all. Someone must look after them. Of course, nowhere in southern England was remote, he knew that, but the abandoned car and the derelict shed beyond had given the impression that no one ever came to this little bit of the world.

Perhaps they didn’t. Not just here. The hedge was thick, backed up by a barbed-wire fence. Still cautiously, because of course he must be trespassing, he headed for the shed.

That really was in a bad condition, the corrugated-iron roof rusty and pitted with holes. The earthen floor was uneven, damp in some places, dusty in others. A trail of feathers led into one corner where the remains of a largish bird lay ransacked.

The boy came out again quickly, blinking in the sunlight. He preferred the limousine. The back of it was facing him now, the word ‘Lincoln’ marked out in silver letters. So that was what it was. He’d always liked cars. Eve said all boys liked cars because they wanted to drive away and escape. Too right! Annoying that he was quoting her again.

All the same it was funny to think this ‘Lincoln’, all six doors, stretched length of it, wasn’t going any place soon. He kicked a black tyre as flat and wide as a puddle. Not ever.

From the back it looked roadworthy. It still had number plates. And another smaller name: ‘TownCar’. That really was funny. Bird muck on the roof, cow pats under the wheels. The name would have suited him well, though: ‘TownBoy’. Born and bred. In a foreign world now: the countryside. Perhaps that’s why he was clinging to this car.

He walked round to the front and only then noticed there was no glass in the windscreen. Heaving himself half on to the bonnet, he stared down into the dark interior. The front seats were mouldy and unwelcoming, as he’d already noticed, and there was some kind of barrier - perhaps the back seat raised up - so that he could only partly make out the interior but it seemed much cleaner.

He slithered down again, stood staring at the darkened windows for a moment before realizing that, as he’d opened the front door, he could most likely open the back. What a loser!

He leant forward, pressed the button on the handle and swept the door open - as if he was a doorman at a grand hotel, he thought, pleased at the image. He even gave a little bow before sticking his head in.

Just as he’d hoped: dry and relatively clean. One seat had been turned forward, making the barrier; the other, black and spongy, was just where it should be. Without hesitating, he eased himself inside and half sat, half lay on the cushions. Pity they weren’t leather but beggars can’t be choosers. He smiled to himself. To his right was smart polished wood - bottle holders with three champagne bottles - empty, guess what. Above them dangled a row of wine glasses, quite clean. They might be useful.

The boy put his feet up. A great weight of tiredness almost overwhelmed him; he longed to shut his eyes. He hadn’t slept properly for weeks - months, even. He let out a long breath. He’d hardly taken a relaxed one since he’d left home - or longer than that. The silence was awesome; he’d never heard silence like it.

Half dreaming, he imagined he’d known about this limousine-in-a-field all along and had been running towards it. It had been waiting for him.

Forcing his eyes open, he stared at the golden light beyond the  open door. The sun was shining from that direction, which must mean it was south or south-west. He looked at his watch: four thirty. He continued looking at it. Somehow it seemed different out here among all this greenery, all this grass and hedges and trees, all this nature. It seemed out of place. Too urgent. Too demanding.

He felt very tired again. At night when he couldn’t sleep, he’d look at the luminous dial every few minutes, sometimes for a long while. Sometimes it seemed like a comforter, sometimes an enemy, racing along, pushing forward to the next day before he’d dealt with the night. Yet he wanted the day to come. Out here under this quiet sky, the watch seemed insignificant, cheaply man-made. After all, it wasn’t the watch that kept him awake.

Time had stopped. He could breathe now. He opened his mouth wide and took a deep gulp of air, then let it out slowly from his nose.

The sensation was good but something niggled at him. Of course! It was Eve again, one of her stupid exercises before her drama lessons.

Abruptly, the boy began to walk, almost to run across the field. Squeezing himself through a broken barbed-wire fence and a straggly hedge, he continued across another field that sloped steeply upwards. At the top there was a further thicker hedge. He stopped there, panting, and turned round.

Immediately his mood changed. In front of him spread a gentle pattern of green fields, rough land and wooded areas. Not a house to be seen and the only road the little lane, partially surfaced with rubble and old bits of tarmac, that he’d walked along. There was a stone barn and a couple more sheds further away but, apart from the cows he’d seen earlier, there were no other signs of man.

He couldn’t even see the car because it was hidden below the curve of the land. It was nice to know it was there, though. His base. Everybody needed a base. Soldiers, mountaineers, explorers in the jungle, Shackleton, Fiennes, Ray Mears on the TV. He was linked to an intrepid lot who pushed through normal boundaries.

Unconsciously the boy, who was skinny and too tall for his weight, straightened his shoulders. This was the first day of his growing up and he was doing it on his own. No bossing, bullying, cajoling, caressing, competing, pretending, disagreeing. Just himself deciding what to do next. Or to do nothing next.

He could do with a drink. It had been yet another hot day. His  eyes followed the lines of the terrain in front of him. The lane was at the bottom of the valley, which then rose up steeply. Before it did so, there was a line of shrubs and small trees that could easily hide a stream. He imagined water sparkling in the sun, cascading over shiny stones.

He’d bought a bottle of Fanta on the train, empty now. He could fill that and drink from the champagne glasses. That’d be a laugh. Faces of boys at school whom he didn’t usually enjoy thinking about - they were the daring ones, never him - hovered admiringly.

He’d lounge in that spongy seat in the back of the car, sipping now and again, laughing, between sips, at the world he’d left behind.




CHAPTER TWO

Eve was doing the thing that most excited her: taking a group of difficult inner-city kids and impressing them with her personality. Very few teachers could do that and it was the only way you’d get them to listen. Make them follow you like the Pied Piper - not too PC an image, that - make them forget all their competitiveness and self-consciousness, grudges and misery and think of nothing but her. It was a kind of falling in love - not really, of course, she couldn’t ever let that happen, although some boys, and girls too, got a bit over-obsessed. That was a small risk for the prize: children who suddenly found confidence. She was their stimulant, their source of energy, their paradigm (for the girls), their escape route from their own disastrous lives, their enabler, although she didn’t like the word.

As a drama teacher, words were her business, true, but attitude, appearance and behaviour were much more important. That was why she dressed as she did: flamboyant, spectacular, eccentric. Every other drama teacher in the world wore black. It was the kids who were supposed to shine. She saw the point, all right, but she wanted to give the kids something to look at, make fun of if they liked, but that didn’t last for long. No surprise that the Piper was called ‘Pied’, meaning he wore a multi-range of colours.

Today she had her long blonde hair in a tumbled, waterfall look, kept in place by an orange and turquoise scarf, which echoed her turquoise T-shirt, and gold bangles up her arm. She liked the clatter as they slid down. Let’s see how this lot reacted to the traditional flat hand in the air for quiet and attention.

Eve looked assessingly at her students scattered about in the room. All except one were on their mobiles or pretending to be. The age group was fourteen to sixteen, her usual, ten of them, all English speakers - she’d insisted on that - but from various ethnic groups,  three white and one of those Irish by his white skin and orange hair. Pity about the acne. Most were in trouble, permanently excluded from regular schools or dubbed at risk. Made it a bit different for her.

Question was how quickly she laid down the ground rules: no mobiles, iPods, drugs or knives. Didn’t think she’d have a problem with the second two - these kids hadn’t been forced to come. Usually she’d go heavy straight away but with these kids she’d been taking it a little easier. She didn’t want them making a mass run for the exit. In the end is the beginning. She’d done OK with the two groups in the morning. Charisma. Get them on your side.

Her regular job was as drama teacher in the high school - the one she was standing in now, except it was holidays. Ten years at the same school gave her a few rights, like using one of the rooms for this initiative. She’d raised the money herself, taken her nearly three years so this was a big day - surprised the mayor wasn’t here celebrating. Get the kids off the streets was the way her backers were thinking, but she had higher ambitions. The school had chipped in too, knowing she knew they had left-over money going begging.

‘OK, guys!’ she called suddenly, in her rich, deep voice. She’d trained as a singer and done very well until her vocal cords had let her down. That was when she and Max had decided to get married. Otherwise she might have become seriously depressed. So she’d trained to be a drama teacher. Brilliant! Absolutely brilliant. Hooray for her dud vocal cords.

‘OK, guys,’ she said again, because nobody except a couple of girls had reacted - but, then, she hadn’t expected them to. ‘It’s lying-down time.’ A boy sniggered, setting off a couple of others. So they had been listening.

‘Lying on the floor, Miss?’ mumbled one of the girls. ‘It’s fucking dirty.’ ‘Chelsea Jane’ was scrawled on her name badge. They hated wearing them but she’d insisted. Just till she got them straight in her head.

‘Health and safety, Miss,’ complained the sniggerer - Ibou - managing to sound outraged.

‘Then get the mats out of the cupboard.’

‘Fucking cupboards’re locked,’ said—

Eve peered at his T-shirt, just near the line ‘Suck shit’: Louis.

Of course they weren’t. She opened one herself and took out a  mat. Ostentatiously, she lay on it. This gave them a problem. The boys playing bad would instinctively want to kick someone who was lying down, defenceless.

Around her, she heard nervous laughter, swearing, shuffling; a mobile phone rang with a line of rap. She’d deal with that later. So far it wasn’t out of control. At least the boy turned it off. These kids were supposed to be mad keen on acting.

Two mats arrived on either side of her. Two figures, couldn’t tell if they were boy or girl, struggled to lie down. After all, a teenager spent his time trying to hold himself together. It felt like giving up, letting go, making yourself vulnerable.

Out of the corner of her eye, she watched them contort their bodies into non-lying-down shapes while lying down.

‘Do you want us right down?’ shouted a girl, which kicked off a chorus of ‘Fucking sleep time’ and ‘Acting, my arse’. She’d have to get on to the swearing too.

Time for her to stand up. ‘Right, I want total relax. Then we’ll start the exercise.’

It made her sad to watch them. How could anyone live with so much embarrassment? The girls were as bad as the boys. In particular, a fat one - Carla - was hating the way her flesh fell all over the mat.

The boys had their willies to think of too. One was lying on his face, partly to be clever but partly to hide - who knew what?

‘Lie flat on your backs with your arms stretched out - make sure you’re not touching anyone.’ She waited for more giggles. ‘Legs straight. Good. Fine. Louis, shut your mouth.’ More giggles. ‘Ibou, open your eyes. We’ll be shutting them later. Good. Very good. Now you’re going to concentrate on each part of your body, starting at the feet. Bottom to top.’

Dirty laughter and a different mobile went off playing. She’d have to deal with the mobiles. Nothing would be too hard now she’d got them on the floor on their mats. She’d got their curiosity, that was the most important thing.

The girl whose phone had rung got up and walked to the back of the room. You had to remember with kids like these that it could be something important. No one took responsibility for their lives. It might be a baby sister needing help or a sick mum. Even so, she needed to have them turned off now.

They made surprisingly little fuss, almost as if it was a relief to be out of touch for an hour or two. They were the first generation who never had a moment’s peace, day or night. No wonder they made bad decisions, got into trouble.

She had them lying down again in no time. Most of them were already better at letting go and some of the girls were thinking they looked pretty neat on the floor with their breasts perking upwards.

‘Work up your body. Fingers stretching and relaxing. Mouths opening, shutting, breathing in and out.’ Some of them were really going for it. ‘Eyes. I want you to focus on your eyes. Scrunch eyes and release.’

In a day or two she’d have them do their whole routine without thinking. Now she’d got them on their feet, a shambling lot, shoulders hunched, eyes glazed as if they were afraid of seeing too clearly. So much self-protection!

She’d break down all that and give them something better. That was the buzz of it. Not the money. She wanted to see them stand straight, filled with real confidence, not the sham stuff they put on. ‘We’re into Speed Dial. Anyone know what that is?’

Of course not. It sounded easy enough. ‘Kids’ games,’ a girl muttered scornfully. True in a way: walking from slow to fast, one to five, and not bumping into anyone else or making any noise. She held up the number of fingers.

There were a couple of boys and at least one girl who had real charisma, with swagger that was more than the usual nervous disguise.

‘Number one is slow, very slow, Louis.’

She tried not to favour the bright ones but, with any luck, it lifted the level of the rest. Unless they were recalcitrant. More ‘at risk’ because of their talents.

After this she’d get them on to Freeze Frame. Harder still but more like acting. They’d enjoy that. Put them in groups and make them give her an image for something or other. ‘Lost in the Woods’ was one of her favourites.

She had five fingers up and they were all careering around like mad horses. But they were silent, that was tops. Now she’d cool them down.

‘That’s right, Carla. Drop your shoulders.’ She was the fat one. A bit sad. She had a sweet face, though, and had taken trouble with her  hair. First it was plaited close to her head in a pattern of lines like a spider’s web and then allowed to spurt out in little fireworks of black curls.

‘Pretty,’ said Eve, lightly touching her head, although she shouldn’t, going by the rules. The girl smiled. Perfect white teeth.

Shit! Two girls pushing each other about in a corner. But at least they stopped when she got there. Chelsea Jane was clearly one to watch. Long, streaked hair and far too much makeup for a fourteen-year-old. Not that she would ban that. This was the holidays.

‘Two groups of five. Ibou, Louis, Carla, Dave, Jade.’

‘I’m the leader, am I?’ Ibou punched a fist.

‘No leaders.’ But she needed him on her side. That he was showing off to her meant he cared.

‘Don’t we ever get to speak? Or sing or something?’

‘When you know how to move.’

Of course they all wanted to sing - rap, pop, musicals. Whatever would make them rich and famous.

Eve moved among them, watched the two groups, made them watch and listen to each other.

‘Now we’re going to breathe from our diaphragms,’ she allowed a pause for a few sniggers, ‘and produce a supported sound on “Ooooh”.’

‘Ooooooooh.’ Silly sounds.

The kids’ concentration was slackening, reflecting her own tiredness. The backchat was starting. Someone - Andy - had picked up his mobile.

‘Deeper breathing, Ibou. Louis. Think X Factor.’ She showed them how to do it by placing her hand on her own diaphragm. They were quick learners. She wasn’t a singing teacher. Just all-round drama. But why not? Who’s telling her what to do?

‘OK, guys, on your feet and in a huddle.’ She needed a bit of bonding here. She used to find it strange that kids who thought of nothing but sex could hardly bear to touch each other. Now she knew it mattered too much to be easy.

‘Arms out and round each other’s shoulders. Heads down. Right. I’m going to say a word and you pass it round.’ Heads moved up and down, bodies swayed. They didn’t seem a bad group. She could work with them. If they turned up.

‘Cross-legged on your mats.’

They sat, boys’ legs every which way. You’d think they had three or four. Then she let them up, told them to jump to the sky like a jack-in-the-box - a modern reference. But they jumped. Whooped. End with a bang not a whimper.

‘Games over. See you tomorrow, guys.’ Nice that guys did for girls as well, these days.

Eve sat on the one plastic chair in the room. She hadn’t made the kids put away the mats; that was bad. Bad practice. Everything needed ritual, good manners.

For the first time since she’d left her home, she thought of her son. Dan hadn’t been out of bed, of course. First Monday of the holidays. He was a nice, sensible boy. A bit too quiet but, then, she was a bit too noisy. Eve began to feel more herself. She’d left him money to buy himself a sandwich for lunch but she’d cook them a hearty supper, pasta and chicken. Boys were always so hungry, she thought indulgently.

She stood up and did a few stretching exercises. It was satisfying the way she could place her hands flat on the floor, legs straight as a soldier’s.

On the whole she would not think of her stupid husband. He would come back to her. Briskly, she gathered up the mats and slapped them into the cupboard. She picked up her coat and bag.

The Polish caretaker, Stefan, was peering through the glass panel in the door. His pale face was distorted.

She waved cheerfully. ‘Just leaving!’ Why had his face given her a turn? She put her hand to her heart theatrically. It seemed to be beating too loudly and too fast. He’d looked like a ghost, full of anguish. Nothing was wrong. She’d just had a hard day. The sort of day she liked, she reminded herself, and banged the door behind her.




CHAPTER THREE

Max was chatting up Alison in her office. It was hardly more than a cupboard, filled with a desk, chair, computer and files. She had lured him in - something to show him on the Internet - so now it was difficult to avoid their flirtatious routine. It had been going on almost since the first time he’d visited her bookshop about five years ago. He was striking, tall and dark and rugged; she was small and fair. Their behaviour towards each other was inevitable, dogs sniffing, meaningless. It led nowhere, nothing more than the smallest touch, the look exchanged, the what-might-be-if-we-let-ourselves-go. It spiced the day a little, more for her than him, he thought.

It was business for him. She ordered more books from him than from other reps. Not that he would have behaved any differently if he’d had nothing to gain. He’d been very young when he realized women admired him. Even as a boy he’d been handsome. Girls hadn’t cared what was in his head. He hadn’t particularly liked it then and still kept a core of resentment.

He was also flattered, played along as expected, followed the easier route. What was inside his head soon became his business.

‘See?’ Alison pointed at the screen. She was sitting on the chair, he was bent over her. He smelt the freshness of shampoo.

‘The book’s not on the database. It was really embarrassing when the author came into the shop.’

‘Local authors.’ Max smiled. ‘The scourge of the independent bookseller.’

Alison turned round to smile back but she was reproving too. ‘He’s right, in this case. It really isn’t recorded.’ She was wearing a rather low-cut T-shirt, and as she moved, her breasts squeezed together making a long crease in her skin. A small medallion hovered  on the edge. Max thought of a photograph he’d seen of the Grand Canyon and a light aeroplane.

‘I’ll try to get it sorted.’ He moved away a little, which meant he was partly out of the door. He felt the sun slanting in over his shoulder and turned round so that he could look across the shop and into the street beyond. The brightness gave him a sense of yearning mixed with hunger. He’d left London at seven and not taken a break for lunch. ‘I think I’ll have a sandwich at that pub round the corner.’

‘The Rose and Crown.’ Alison followed him out of the office into the shop. Her assistant behind the till, a well-educated young Irish-man called Dermot, whom Max actually liked more than Alison, was watching them. ‘I haven’t eaten yet either.’

So, Alison would come with him. This had happened a couple of times before. Last time, over half a pint of lager (he drove in the afternoon too), he’d told her about his poetry. Maybe that had been a mistake, seeming to her like a chat-up line - ‘I am at heart a poet’ or ‘The publisher’s rep you’ve seen over so many years is not the real me.’

Max felt his heart squirm with embarrassment. It had been a mistake. He had talked to her like a bookish friend, not a woman with soft breasts that squeezed together. Now she would want more, more intimate talk, revelations. She might even ask about his wife. His marriage was the last thing he wanted to talk about at the moment - ever.

Max and Alison strolled across the road together, Dermot still watching, probably the whole small town watching.

When they sat down, outside at a grubby wooden table, Max looked at his watch. ‘Twenty minutes,’ he said uncompromisingly. He felt the sun warm his face.

‘Absolutely,’ agreed Alison, putting on sunglasses.

Despite his fears, she seemed in no hurry for a conversation. They both sipped their drinks, Diet Coke and a coffee.

He thought of a poem he was working on. It was about the sun; too ambitious for him. Donne dared far more, making the sun villain, an interruption to love. Busy old fool, unruly sun,/ why dost thou thus,/ through windows, and through the curtains call on us? His poem would be more conventional: the sun as healer, yet never to be relied  upon. As he thought this, Alison took off her dark glasses. They were in shadow. A cloud or the light moving.

‘Quite a summer we’re having.’ She smiled.

‘We’ll be heading for autumn soon.’ Max knew a lot about the weather. His job involved hours of driving each day so he saw a lot of it. Heading west in the evening, the sun pierced his eyes in golden shafts; heading east in the morning, it got him again, although paler and less penetrating. He drove in heavy rain when the car seemed like a snake under water, and through high winds when the car moved from under him and he thought of Dorothy’s house twirling up to the sky. The weather made his job interesting.

‘Don’t say that.’ Alison looked mournful at the thought of autumn. People often did. Max pictured leaves scattered across his windscreen: dark green, lime green, lemon yellow, butter yellow, orange, ochre, scarlet, crimson, copper brown.

‘Oh, you’ve got a couple more months.’ He could see Alison was a summer girl. Her skin was tanned to a soft gold. He felt tolerant and rather patronizing at his imagined simplicity of her needs.

‘Do you mind if I tell you something?’ Her sunny look had waned.

‘Be my guest.’ He did mind. Why did women want to tell him things? Why did they trust him?

‘I’ve just got divorced. It’s all right, I’m not upset. It’s been a long time coming.’ But tears were filling her eyes. ‘It’s not a come-on. I know you’re married.’

She knew nothing about him.

‘I just needed to say it.’ She made an attempt at a smile. ‘I needed it out in the open and you being almost a stranger but someone I like makes it easier.’

‘Yes,’ said Max. He felt sorry for her, although he could see she didn’t want pity. All the same, ‘Yes’ was an inadequate response. He wondered whether she had children but didn’t want to encourage her to further intimacies. ‘You’re very pretty,’ he said.

‘Thank you.’ She looked serious, as if he’d complimented her on her sales figures, then relaxed. Complimenting women on their appearance was always the right thing to do.

Max said, ‘On my way here, I saw two buzzards on the horizon.’ This was true; it had been an exciting vision of freedom and the nearest he could get to returning the conversation to the weather.

‘This summer the countryside’s been full of buzzards. Maybe it’s  something to do with the heatwave. People keep spotting a buzzard here and a buzzard there. Naturally, I haven’t seen any.’

Max liked her again. He felt light-hearted watching her generous pink mouth chewing her sandwich. Eve had that same warm physicality. It was very strange what had happened between Eve and him. Bewildering. Even more so that this wasn’t the first time.

Sometimes he felt it wasn’t his decision at all, that the sisters called the shots and handed him backwards and forwards in a pass-the-parcel game, each of them unwrapping a layer. He might have examined the analogy further but realized that Alison was wearing the face of someone expecting a response. Women often wore that look in his company.

‘Sorry. What did you say?’ He daren’t risk a generalization. The sun had come out again, lighting up her fair hair, naturally fair, pale down on her cheeks.

‘I should get back to the shop.’

She wanted nothing more from him, then. Not till next month. ‘Yes. I must get on the road.’ Obscurely, he was disappointed. As they walked together, he took her arm just above the elbow and felt her bare skin respond. She desired him. She knew he knew. He felt a rising attraction.

They said their goodbyes in the street and talked a bit of business. He reminded her of a soon-to-be-published thriller. She renewed her commitment to order five, a good amount for the small shop. He promised to investigate the matter of the local author who wasn’t on the database.

Max walked back to his car in the town car park. A large pigeon sat looking at him from a small maple tree. It was a warm late-July afternoon, very little wind. A nice time for love-making, he thought. Making love without strings in an anonymous room with the sun warming two naked bodies. The girl would be devoted and afterwards she’d let him lie quietly and turn over words in his head.

Instead, here he was driving off to another town, to another bookshop, another manager, this one a man. An interesting man with a passion for waterwheels and W.H. Auden, but all the same . . . Perhaps he’d divert over Salisbury Plain and see if they’d cut the corn yet and built noble straw towers as they had last year.




CHAPTER FOUR

Martha had been called to a man’s cell. The story was he’d tried to strangle his cellmate. He hadn’t pursued it but the attacked man had made such a racket, swearing and shouting, that the other prisoners on his wing had reacted, not particularly on either man’s side but in an agitated way. If things weren’t sorted out quickly, so the wing officer had told her, there could be real problems.

She was accompanied by four male colleagues, big men. She’d leave them outside the door because she trusted the alleged would-be strangler not to hurt her. He was called Lee and she’d been working with him closely for eighteen months now. She was his personal officer. He was due out of prison very soon. ‘Hi, there, Lee.’

He was sitting on his bed. No sign of his cellmate. No sign of trouble either here or on the wing. The men had gone to work. Either the story had been exaggerated, even invented, or, as was so often the case, it had been quick to rise and quick to fall. A lot of prison life was spent protecting against potential problems.

Lee hadn’t answered her or acknowledged her arrival. He was a good-looking lean man in his late thirties, been in and out of prison since he was fourteen. His last sentence had run for thirteen years. It could have been ten but at eight he had seriously assaulted another prisoner, which had got him an extra six of which he’d served three. Numbers get counted in prison.

Martha stayed by the door. He needed his space. ‘What happened?’

At last he looked up. She could see him checking whom she’d brought with her. She hoped the burly officers would stay in the corridor. He put a hand to his head. His hair was prematurely grey, cut short, his face heavily seamed and pale like most prisoners’, but  his eyes were a clear blue. He hadn’t used drugs or drunk alcohol since she’d known him. He looked older than his age, but healthy. He’d told her he was preparing for the out.

‘Nothing. Nothing happened.’ He still talked with a Glaswegian accent, his home town - not that he’d ever had much of a home.

‘I’m glad,’ said Martha. She’d rolled up the sleeves of her white uniform shirt and now pushed them further up her arms. It was warm in the cell. ‘Was the man hurt?’

‘That cunt. He’d know it if I put a hand on him.’ It was true that, although slim, Lee worked out regularly and his T-shirt was shaped with his muscles. He looked at the floor scornfully, then seemed to decide she deserved more. ‘I lost it. That’s all.’

Martha could have said that ‘losing it’ had put him where he was now and kept him there beyond his sell-by date. But she’d been working with him to create a real future and she believed in him. ‘You were shouting.’

‘Verbals. Just a bit of verbals.’ He didn’t sound angry, more resigned.

Martha heard noises in the corridor. ‘I’ll see you later.’ She left the room with relief and confronted the officers outside. She walked them a little way down; they’d been prepared for a bit of physical, one or two of them looking forward to it. Their faces were not exactly thuggish but they had controlled any sensitivities.

‘No problem,’ one suggested.

She agreed. There was no problem for the prison. Business as usual. But what would or should she write on Lee’s report? His release date was due any time now. The Parole Board had given him the all clear. With overcrowding the way it was, it could be weeks or even days. A hostel knew he was on the way. He’d jumped through all the necessary hoops: anger management, victim awareness, enhanced thinking. Actually, some of them more than once.

Martha had an urge to turn round and take another look at him. How could you ever fully understand another person? When Lee was twenty-four, he’d killed a man. OK, it was in a fight. Technically, he wasn’t a murderer. Man slaughterer, if there was such an expression. Some people said anyone could kill, given the right circumstances.

‘Blotted his copybook, has he? Your chosen one?’ Bob was one of the friendlier officers. They drank coffee together. Once they’d  joined in a charity run. Martha enjoyed running, pushing her body till it trembled and poured with sweat.

‘I don’t know. It doesn’t seem much. And he’s not my “chosen one”.’

‘When’s he out?’

‘Tomorrow. Next week. Two weeks.’

‘Oh, yes?’ Meaning: is that such a good idea? Bob was in his fifties, old to be a heavy but he was fit and brave. Kinder, too, than many. He decided to say more. ‘Nervous about what he might do?’

Martha didn’t answer except to say she had to go. She was suddenly angry at the weight of doubt Lee had to break down before he could start again. The man was in a nervy state, even fearful. Who wouldn’t be after half a lifetime in prison?

Over the months they’d worked on so many of his problems, but men didn’t like to admit to fear. Not macho men like Lee. It was a strange relationship the personal officer had with her prisoner. She was supposed to find out everything about him, help him enter society on a better footing while giving away nothing about herself - nothing about her attitudes, her family, friends, hobbies. They became on close terms but he knew absolutely nothing about her. Or wasn’t supposed to. He knew she was fit because she ran most days. She couldn’t help letting things drop sometimes, without meaning to. She believed in security too. Once he was out of prison, she expected never to see him again. That was the rule. A good rule.

All the same, it felt weird. Perhaps because she’d come late to the service she couldn’t take it quite for granted. How could there be trust between them when she kept her life secret?

Martha made up her mind: she’d record the incident but she’d downplay it as far as possible. Lee had shouted at his cellmate. What was new?

For the rest of the day this decision made Martha feel vaguely elated, as if she’d stood up for liberty, not to say fraternity and equality. Somewhere Bob’s ‘chosen one’ comment rankled - was that the prison gossip? But mostly she felt elated.

Men, she thought, when she had a moment, are not as strong as women. They operate on a denial basis, which makes them vulnerable to emotional impulses. This made her think of Max who had  come to stay with her. She didn’t care to work that one out: why he’d come, why she’d let him stay, why Eve hadn’t demanded him back. Presumably they both loved him, although even that wasn’t certain. Sometimes she knew she didn’t believe in love.

Martha was walking down corridors and unlocking doors as she thought this. Some of her colleagues complained about how much time was spent in walking, unlocking, locking, but she liked it. She liked the moments alone, the moving along and, conversely, the people you met, jockeying round the doors, hurrying, deferring, joking - always bad jokes.

Lee was waiting for her, standing in the middle of his cell. He had recovered from whatever had gone on in the morning. When he looked at her like this, defiant but a little humble too, he reminded her of Max, even though he was physically quite different. Perhaps that was what Bob had picked up, her ‘chosen one’. For a woman working in a men’s prison, it was surprising how little of this sort of thing (what sort of thing? Flirting, sexual games) went on. It did go on, officer or prisoner shipped out to another part of the system, but not much.

Was she attracted to Lee? No, definitely not, except in an entirely appropriate way: she believed he was worth helping. Was he attracted to her? Who’s to know? Sometimes she thought so.

‘I’m good.’ He was answering her calmly.

‘You went to work?’

‘I went to work.’ He was not tall, five inches smaller than Max, but there was something powerful about him. A watchfulness that she had found disconcerting in her first dealings with him. She felt it strongly now.

‘Not much to report, then.’ She knew he would understand what she was saying but her earlier elation was edged with uneasiness. She needed something from him. Reassurance.

‘I’m waiting for my date of release. I hadn’t slept. It got to me. He’s a cunt. It won’t happen again. No harm done. I’m sorted.’ He curved his thinnish lips in a not very convincing smile.

There you are. He’d given it to her. Then why did she feel uneasy as she said goodbye? Her shift was ending. It had started early. She’d go home, shake off the job. She was tired. She must remind herself it was only a job.

Max would come back later. He was sleeping in her spare room. Said he needed space. That was what she should be thinking about. And Dan. No one paid enough attention to the boy.




CHAPTER FIVE

Dan leant over the stream and let his fingers drift through the cool water. It was clear but shallow, running over small stones. It must come from further up the hillside. He walked, following its course until it disappeared under a tangle of brambles and nettles. The ground sloped steeply, and as he grew closer, he heard the sound of gushing water; he guessed there was some kind of waterfall - just the place to fill his bottle.

He stood back and looked around him. The sun had darkened, glowing from above the hill behind him on to the face of the hill in front so that it turned amber red. The only sound came from a dark grove of trees some way off where a whirl of birds, black dashes from where he stood, cawed restlessly. It looked as if they were competing to find a place in the trees.

Apart from the birds, the scene was static, peaceful. Evening was coming, followed by night. He didn’t allow himself to think of this. The sun was still shining. Besides, he had no idea how dark country darkness was. He literally couldn’t imagine it so he got on with the job in hand. He was supported by his constant awareness of being alone. He didn’t remember ever being truly alone before.

The answer to collecting water turned out to be simple: remove shoes and socks, roll up trousers and wade slowly up the dim tunnel made by the brambles. As he advanced, the water become colder and fierce thorns snatched at his clothes, parted his hair. He felt as if he was being tested, a game of courage, and soon he was rewarded by bright sunlight spattering through the tunnel’s roof, lighting up a tumble of glittering water.

Bent almost double, bony white toe magnified, he held out his bottle. It was not at all like filling it from a tap. The drops danced around the narrow top of the Fanta bottle, refusing to go in.

‘Fuck,’ said Dan, as his hand and arm were splashed after an attempt to thrust the bottle into a stronger, deeper flow. Blood from scratches he hadn’t even noticed mingled with the water and dripped off him in pinkish rills. ‘Don’t want to be drinking my own blood.’

His voice sounded eerie, childish, too, and whining. He felt claustrophobic, unable to stand, feet colder by the minute, thorns poised to get him if he moved too quickly. The bottle filled eventually and he backed out as patiently as he could. Even so, he felt a thorn nick his ear. He’d have to find an easier way of collecting water. Thinking of this, he didn’t think the word ‘tomorrow’. Determinedly, he lived every moment in the present.

Outside finally, he stood on the edge of the stream and breathed deeply. The light had changed again, glowing even more richly on one hillside and only just topping the other. Very probably his limousine was already in shade. He rubbed his feet dry with his socks and put on his trainers. Walking quickly, he was surprised by the warmth of his feet as the blood circled around. Summer time, yes, that was what it was. In the city he’d hardly been aware of it, except to be irritable if the buses or tubes were too hot. His classroom, with its large glass windows, was often too hot.

Reaching the limo - it had not been a mirage as he’d half feared - he zipped open his backpack and rummaged around, throwing some things out on to the grass. He needed food; he was starving, ravenously hungry, pleased to be so. Sometimes he didn’t want to eat at all, unless you counted Mars bars and Snickers.

There was his jar of Marmite, a packet of digestives. No harm in putting them together. He even had a knife. With excitement, he realized he could use it to cut away the brambles. He hadn’t done badly with his packing: Marmite, two packets of biscuits, a lump of cheese, a fruit cake, a bunch of bananas, bacon, sausages - he’d have to think how to cook them. At least he had matches so a fire wasn’t out of the question, although he had no frying-pan.

Once Martha had taken him camping. She was part of everything that was wrong now but he’d trusted her then. She’d listened to what he said, not like Eve. Funny they were sisters, so unlike to look at. In every way, actually. At least, he used to think so.

What else was there? No iPod. But he didn’t want it now anyway. He was getting used to the sounds of the country. The iPod was part  of what he’d left behind. Weird he’d brought no books. Usually he hardly moved without something to read.

Eating, that was the main thing. The boy, Dan, sat in the limousine and ate Marmite, cheese and biscuit sandwiches, accompanied by spring water (as he thought of it) in a champagne glass or ‘flute’ - the word sprang to mind. Afterwards he ate a large chunk of cake; it was filled with nuts and red cherries and raisins, which, he guessed, were very nutritious. That had been a good choice too. He suspected he was a natural adventurer.

He put the empty glass in its holder and lay back. The car was quite dark now, although outside there was still light spreading down the hill. Dusk, he thought. You don’t get dusk in cities. Then he remembered walking along pavements and peering into other people’s houses and thinking how cosy they looked, small children in high-chairs eating boiled egg and soldiers, bigger children with homework spread across a table, a woman attentive near them. That was probably at dusk just before she drew the curtains and kept their cosiness for themselves. There was always more than one child in those families.

The dusk was creeping along now, settling into shadowy corners. He’d better get his torch and the other things inside, organize himself for the night. He crouched forward ready to get out of the car.

The moving shape beyond the window, only just visible, scared him so much that he froze, scarcely able to breathe. Fear scorched his gut. Without realizing it, he shut his eyes. He forced them open.

He made out two shapes, not one, about five metres from him, standing quite still, animals, not humans. Tentatively, he began to breathe again. Slowly fear loosed its hold.

One of the animals took a few delicate steps closer. It was a deer. No horns, brownish-coloured. Both deer advanced. He could see their wide, curious eyes, their pretty nostrils. Of course they couldn’t see him, behind the glass. They snuffed and snorted a bit, edged nearer. They were curious about the limo, just as he had been.

Dan wanted to pet them, touch their soft noses and sleek coats. He was surprised at himself because he didn’t take much interest in animals. When Martha had suggested buying him a dog, or a cat if he preferred, he’d been disapproving. Who wanted some stupid, smelly, time-consuming pet?

But the two out there in the growing darkness were wild animals, part of this alien but real world he’d discovered. They were part of his world, choosing to keep him company as he faced the night ahead. They were friends, spirits of the countryside.

All this was silly, Dan knew, but if he wanted to believe that, he would, for the same reason he’d come out here in the first place. Very gently, he eased the door open.

The tiniest creak and his new friends were off, bounding so high that they were silhouetted against what little light was left in the sky. Two blobbish tails, almost phosphorescent in their whiteness, bounded with them.

Dan laughed at the sight. He didn’t mind them going: it was their nature to be nervous and he knew they were still out there. He opened the door fully and felt the air cooler and fresher on his face. Already a little damp. Above his head a dark shape crossed slowly. This time he didn’t start. When it was a little further away, it hooted, surprisingly loudly. Somewhere on the other side of the valley, perhaps from the tall trees where he’d seen the black birds earlier, another owl replied. He felt the countryside was filled with activity, even at this ending of the day. In the city, he often felt overwhelmed by the number of people around him, all busy, all leading complicated patterns of life that seemed to threaten his own puny attempts. Here, in this place where he understood even less, he felt joyous at their activity.

He shook his head, unable to puzzle out these thoughts. Instead, he gathered up his food supplies. There was no hurry, he told himself. At long last he’d given himself time. There was no hurry, just the black night and the soft seat at the back of the limo, and in the morning, dawn.

His heart beat fast at the thought of all this newness. When he considered Eve for a brief moment, it was to picture her in her exuberance and strength, her vibrant voice, her bouncing, brightly coloured hair, her firmly planted feet. She wouldn’t worry about him.




CHAPTER SIX

Martha let herself into her small house with a sense of joy and of foreboding. Ever since Max had arrived, she’d been torn between these emotions. When he was actually there, joy predominated; when she was alone, as she was now - she knew he wouldn’t be back for at least a couple of hours - foreboding took over.

People fled from Eve, that was the trouble. Her sense of knowing what was right became too much; it diminished those close to her. Her energy sapped the will of those around her. Max had said he couldn’t live in the same house as Eve. What he meant was that he couldn’t write his poetry.

That was why he’d come to her, begged her to let him stay. He wasn’t looking for a lover, he was looking for a refuge. ‘She’s your wife,’ Martha had pointed out, and she’d seen the weakness and guilt in his face.

He hadn’t gone, though, and she had been the weak one. She showed him the spare room, told him he could be her lodger for a short time while he got his act together. She’d been business-like, attempting to hide her feelings for him, which was utterly pointless because they both knew all about them, but had made her feel slightly better, as if she were behaving like a responsible sister-in-law instead of the loveless widow she was.

If she’d truly wanted to talk him out of it, she’d have mentioned his responsibilities to his son. Truthfully, that hadn’t even occurred to her. This made her weak and guilty too, perhaps even cruel.

Martha dropped her bag and went up to the bedroom Max was sleeping in. This had become a habit over the two weeks he’d been staying, started because she wanted to check if he’d left in her absence and continued as a kind of sentimental pilgrimage.

They had become lovers, inevitably, as they had once before. He  was the sort of man who expected women to say yes and they did. It was not just his astonishing good looks - astonishing her afresh every time she saw him - but his confidence as a man. He had no confidence in anything else, certainly not in his poetry, which might not be any good for all she knew; he had never shown it to her.

But when he came into her bedroom and stood above with a gleaming look of sex about him, it had been - it was - impossible to say no. He was such a good lover too, unselfish and gentle when gentleness was needed. Ridiculously Martha felt herself blushing.

It had to stop. She would tell him so tonight. After their love-making - or sex, as she suspected he thought of it (three times since he’d arrived) - he went back to his room, and for the rest of the time he behaved as if nothing had happened. Men could do that, Martha thought painfully, as she tried to harden her heart: box up things and deny their existence.

Martha walked slowly down the stairs. Tonight she would tell him he must leave, find another house, if need be with another woman who was not his wife’s sister.

She opened the door to the kitchen and stopped there. He was making her feel like a whore. She would tell him so.

 



With a mixture of the adrenalin pumped up for the day’s activities and tiredness, Eve began to cook supper. She must get herself in synch, she thought. She wondered briefly where Dan was, then contemplated the following day. It would be easier than today because she and the kids would know more what to expect. There’d be a few drop-outs. She could guess which ones, even if she couldn’t remember their names. She must study the lists later.

She turned her attention to the tomato sauce - her speciality: real tomatoes, tomato paste, olive oil, fresh basil, mushrooms, plenty of garlic, salt, pepper, sugar, a dash of wine now that Dan was older.

It was odd for him to be out. Had she forgotten some plan he’d told her about? If Max had been here, she would have asked him. Not that he’d have had a clue.

Eve half sat down at the table and then stood up again. She cried easily, just the way she was made, but she wasn’t in the mood for it tonight. She’d concentrate on work, anger, practicalities, chop the basil fine - there were always plenty of practicalities for those with  a bit of go. She put her left hand up to her bunched curls and loosened them round her face. She liked the way they bounced on her shoulders.

Max had always been weak. Why else had she been able to snatch him from all those voracious girls at college? They’d all wanted him but she’d got him. They were married a year after they’d graduated, when her vocal cords failed her. His best man had read one of his poems and her father had commented too loudly, ‘It’s not Shakespeare, I must say.’

Since Max had gone, she’d thought of him as little as possible. His departure had been mentioned only in the most casual way between her and Dan. Dan could think what he liked but they both knew Max would be back; that was the point. Least said, soonest mended. In her heart of hearts, Eve suspected she knew why he went. When he lived at Martha’s he could kid himself he was a young man again, no responsibilities, no failures reflected in his wife’s eyes.

Martha should have more self-respect. Of course they didn’t sleep together - she could never have forgiven that. She had her pride. But sometimes she allowed herself to think it was better Max took a break with Martha than with some of those other girls. Gave the marriage leeway.

Anyway, Martha knew Eve and Max were soul-mates. Mates for life, that was what she’d always told him. She wasn’t interested in any other man; she loved him. He’d never find anyone who loved him as much as she did.

Now she was thinking about him, it all came in an overwhelming rush. Without being aware of what she was doing, she turned off the gas under the sauce and sat at the table. It wasn’t only his extraordinary beauty. That attracted everybody. It was the need she felt in him, a yearning he tried to express in his poems. Without her, he became a drifter, dangerously at sea in a predatory world that saw his extreme physical manliness as a reflection of his inner soul while, in fact, it was a contradiction. She’d sometimes thought he’d be happier if an illness reduced him to something in a minor key, more in line with his inner self.
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