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1
KOVAC FINDS A SIGNAL



The twenty-third of April was a very special day in the life of Johnny Mackintosh – it was his thirteenth birthday, although he hadn’t told anybody. The last thing he wanted was to be given the bumps by Spencer Mitchell and the rest. And Johnny was even happier than most boys would be on becoming a teenager, having just helped his football team to victory in the semifinals of the Essex Schools Cup. In fact, today was also another anniversary, but one that he’d forgotten – it was exactly eleven years to the day since he’d come to live at Halader House, a children’s home located at 33 Barnard Way, Castle Dudbury New Town. But it was none of these things that made the twenty-third of April really special – that was because of the flashing green light leaking out from underneath the ill-fitting door to the computer room of Halader House.


As chance would have it, Johnny Mackintosh, carrying a red sports bag over his left shoulder, was walking along a windowless corridor towards this very room. He was covered head to toe in mud, from beneath his pale blond hair, around his dark green eyes (with striking silver flecks), across his once-white football shirt, spattering his black shorts and almost totally obscuring his white socks. Any bits of skin not concealed by mud, which were very few, were so pale they looked almost blue. Lolloping along beside him, leaving muddy paw prints on the beige carpet, was a particularly shaggy grey and white Old English sheepdog with a long fringe completely masking his eyes.


Johnny walked past the door in question and continued on his way to the shower room. The sheepdog, however, stopped and began sniffing around its base. Then he lifted his head, turned towards Johnny and barked.


‘Bentley – shhhhhh!’ hissed Johnny. ‘Come on – before someone sees you inside.’


The dog’s only response was to turn his head and point his little black nose towards the gap at the foot of the door and bark again.


‘Bents – we haven’t got time for this.’ Johnny shook his head in a manner that suggested he was used to Bentley disobeying his instructions. He stomped back up the corridor towards the dog, knelt down and lifted Bentley’s fringe so he could stare straight into the dog’s one brown and one blue eye. ‘Listen, Bents. If you get caught inside again I’m for it.’ Bentley didn’t want to listen. Instead, he pulled his head away and barked at the door. Only then did Johnny notice the green glow coming from underneath it. He straightened up and tried turning the handle, but the door was locked. By the side of the handle was a reader for magnetic swipe cards. Johnny banged it with frustration and, to his surprise, there was a soft click. He tried the handle again and the door opened. Bentley scampered inside and Johnny followed.


The reason for the green glow was immediately apparent. On each of the eight computer screens positioned around a large central table were the same two words, displayed in blinking green text against a black background. They read:
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Johnny sat down at one of the terminals and entered a sequence of numbers and letters. Bentley placed his front legs on the table, covering the surface in muddy paw prints, and lifted his face up so he, too, could stare at the screen. The display changed. The text was replaced by two green wireframe globes, one of which had the outlines of the continents superimposed on top of it. ‘It can’t be,’ Johnny muttered to himself as he stared open-mouthed at the image in front of him. ‘Kovac,’ he said, but before he could continue there was a sharp pain in his left ear as a thumb and forefinger closed around it and he was yanked upwards out of the chair.


‘Gotcha!’


As a reflex action, Johnny hit the escape button on the keyboard, and the displays of all eight of the computers on the table transformed so that a drawing of a very large, bearded man, wearing a puffed-up white hat, began bouncing around like a rubber ball. To make matters worse, the cartoon face of an Old English sheepdog appeared right in the middle of each screen and opened its mouth. Instead of a bark, out popped a speech bubble with the words ‘Mr Wilkins stinks.’ At the time it had seemed a laugh to make this the default screensaver on each of the Halader House computers. Now Mr Wilkins, the bearded Halader House cook, was holding Johnny by his increasingly reddening earlobe, it didn’t seem quite so funny. Johnny tried to wriggle free, but only succeeded in burying his face in the folds of the cook’s flabby stomach. Mr Wilkins’s tiny, beetle-like eyes were staring at the nearest screen from beneath his curly black hair and his round face was becoming redder and redder, as though about to explode.


‘That’s the last straw, sonny,’ said the cook, thrusting his curly beard right into Johnny’s face so it tickled. ‘We’re going to see the Manager. This time she’s got to see sense. Oh yes.’ The huge man attempted to march Johnny out of the room, but Bentley took hold of the hem of Mr Wilkins’s elasticated blue trousers with his teeth. The Old English sheepdog was dragged along the carpet behind them towards the door. Mr Wilkins kicked out his leg, swinging Bentley’s head to and fro as the dog growled and something ripped. Both Bentley and a piece of Mr Wilkins’s trousers had become detached. Finally outside, Mr Wilkins began pushing Johnny down the corridor, keeping a very tight hold on his ear.


With Bentley barking right behind them, Mr Wilkins stopped, rolled up his trouser leg to reveal a chunky calf and said, ‘Come on, you filthy horrible little dog.’ Johnny knew exactly what the cook was trying to do. Mr Wilkins had been at Halader House for as long as Johnny could remember and, throughout that time, seemed set on a one-man mission to have Bentley permanently removed from the establishment – without, or preferably with, Johnny. The cook was always reminding Johnny that the special permission to let him keep the dog could be cancelled at any moment. And it was sure to be the moment Bentley sank his teeth into Mr Wilkins’s exposed skin.


Luckily, Bentley seemed to sense Johnny’s desperation and backed off. He followed, growling, as Mr Wilkins forced Johnny past the kitchens, up a flight of stairs and all the way along another corridor to a dark wooden door with a brass doorknob and matching brass plate, on which were written the words ‘Manager’s Office.’


The cook rapped excitedly on the door and a woman’s voice shouted, ‘Come in.’ As Johnny opened the door, Mr Wilkins released his earlobe and pushed him inside, closing the door quickly behind them to keep Bentley on the other side. Johnny stumbled forward into the spotless office, showering some dried mud onto the wooden floor. Johnny hated this room. It was where you were sent if you were in trouble and with Johnny that was pretty much all the time. He couldn’t help it – things always seemed to happen around him.


The room was large, lit by a window taking up the entire far wall and which looked out across a grey tarmac carpark to Castle Dudbury railway station. Near the door stood a little round wood-effect table and four chairs. Around the walls were several framed black and white photographs of scruffy children playing barefoot in run-down terraced streets. In front of the window was a large wood-effect desk, either side of which stood floor-to-ceiling bookshelves jam-packed with large tomes in dusty thick black covers. And behind the desk sat a woman with pointy silver glasses and black and grey streaky hair. She wore an ancient tiger-striped dress, with a pearl necklace and matching earrings, and followed Johnny’s progress into the room with round owl-like eyes.


‘Mr Wilkins, to what do I owe the pleasure?’ she asked in a clipped Scottish accent, hardly moving her narrow lips.


‘Mrs Irvine, it’s the boy,’ said the cook, shifting his enormous bulk from foot to foot with excitement.


‘So I see, Mr Wilkins. But why, as you put it, is “the boy” in my office? And so dirty …’ Mrs Irvine looked Johnny up and down with a disapproving stare. He looked down at his socks and concentrated very hard on not spreading any more mud than he could help on the floor.


‘Broke into the computer room, didn’t he? I came back from the butcher’s and followed his filthy mutt’s paw prints all the way from main reception.’ Johnny knew he shouldn’t have let Bentley come inside with him. So that was how he’d been found so quickly. ‘And then the dog bit me,’ continued Mr Wilkins, holding up his tattered trouser leg.


‘That’s not true,’ shouted Johnny. ‘Bentley’s never bitten anyone.’


Mrs Irvine turned her large round eyes back to Mr Wilkins. ‘Is it true?’ she asked.


‘Well – he nearly bit me,’ said the cook, his face turning red again. ‘I’m telling you – that mutt’s got to go. It’s not hygienic.’


‘Come, Mr Wilkins,’ said the Manager. ‘Surely, after all this time, we all have a soft spot for Bentley?’


Johnny let out a long deep breath – Bentley was going to be OK.


‘Well the boy should be punished. Breaking in like that.’


Mrs Irvine leant forward, staring at Johnny, but then her gaze wandered to the mud on the floor. Johnny couldn’t help thinking she seemed more bothered by the dirt than the computer room. After a few seconds, she turned to the cook and asked, ‘What would you suggest?’


Johnny could picture himself peeling potatoes for the next month. Mr Wilkins stepped closer to the desk. ‘No trip for him tomorrow. Let him stay here. My oven could do with a scrub down.’


Tomorrow was the annual Halader House outing. Everyone was going on the train to visit the Tower of London. Johnny had really been looking forward to it.


‘Hmmm.’ Mrs Irvine sat back in her chair and sucked her lips together, contemplating Johnny’s fate. Then she looked at him and said, ‘All right – I’m afraid there’ll be no visit to the Tower. Jonathan – I expected better of you than using the computer room without permission.’ Johnny felt about a foot tall. He hated being told off. ‘But I can’t have you staying here on your own. I had a journalist on the phone this morning sniffing around for another salacious story. Naturally, I got rid of him, but it’s started me thinking. When did you last visit your mother?’


‘What?’ asked Johnny, caught off guard by the question.


‘Your mother,’ repeated Mrs Irvine. ‘Your care plan says you should see her at least twice a year.’


‘It’s OK,’ said Johnny. ‘I can stay here. I don’t mind cleaning the oven.’ Although he couldn’t go to the Tower, with the others away, at least he’d be able to spend some time in the computer room undisturbed. He hadn’t seen his mum for at least a year now – visiting her had become unbearable. Anything was better than another trip to St Catharine’s Hospital for the Criminally Insane, where she was only kept alive by a collection of hightech machines around her bedside.


‘Good idea, Miss. Why don’t I take him?’ said Mr Wilkins, his bushy beard twitching with anticipation. ‘Can’t go on his own can he?’ Mr Wilkins never missed an opportunity to inflict misery on the children, but Johnny was his special favourite.


There was a knock on the door and, before anyone could speak, in walked a young woman only a little taller than Johnny. She was slightly out of breath, with red hair cut into a bob and wearing jeans and a T-shirt. She stepped between Johnny and Mr Wilkins, walked right up to the desk and asked, in an American accent, ‘Is everything OK, Mrs Irvine?’


‘Miss Harutunian,’ replied the Manager. ‘I am aware that you’re new to Ben Halader House and people behave differently where you come from. I, however, am accustomed to members of staff waiting outside my door until I invite them to enter. For your information, everything is fine.’ Mrs Irvine was the only person Johnny knew who used the building’s full title. She leaned forward towards Miss Harutunian, who didn’t look the least bit embarrassed. ‘Because Jonathan broke into the computer room earlier, he won’t be coming with us to the Tower tomorrow. Instead, Mr Wilkins has kindly volunteered to take him to see his mother in hospital.’


‘But that’s awful,’ said Miss Harutunian, turning to the cook. ‘You were busy all afternoon making those packed lunches – you can’t not go. I’ll take Johnny instead.’ Johnny could have sworn Miss Harutunian gave him a little wink. She’d only been at Halader House a couple of weeks but already she was his favourite social worker.


‘I’m not sure that’s such a good idea, missy. You don’t know what he’s capable of. Like father like son – that’s what I say.’ As he spat the words out Mr Wilkins thrust his beard forward towards Johnny, who felt its bristles brush the top of his head.


Miss Harutunian folded her arms. ‘Where I come from we judge children by their own actions – not those of their parents.’


‘His mum was in on it too – I say it’s bad genes.’


‘Mr Wilkins,’ said Mrs Irvine, rising from her chair and walking around the desk. ‘Miss Harutunian is quite right. And it makes perfect sense for her to accompany Jonathan tomorrow – far better to see for herself than simply read a case file.’ The cook looked as though Christmas had just been cancelled. ‘Now if you all don’t mind I do have work to be getting on with.’ She ushered all three of them out of the office, half closed the door, and then opened it again to add, ‘Jonathan – if any more journalists start asking questions about your family, I want you to come and tell me at once. Is that clear?’


Johnny nodded. Bentley was waiting for him outside, wagging his tail. Mr Wilkins pulled Johnny close and whispered in his ear, ‘I’m short of meat this month, sonny. I’d keep a close eye on that dog if I were you.’ Then he pushed Johnny away and stomped off down the corridor.


Miss Harutunian was kneeling down, stroking the sheepdog. ‘You get yourself cleaned up,’ she said to Johnny, ‘and I’ll take Bentley outside before he gets into any more trouble.’


‘OK,’ said Johnny. ‘And thanks.’ He gave Bentley a pat on the head and ran off towards the shower room, his bag swinging behind him.
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Relatively clean, wearing jeans and a black T-shirt with a faded NASA logo, Johnny entered the common room. He walked straight over to the television, fixed to a bracket on the wall. A music video was playing, while a few children and adults were scattered around, chatting on the various battered sofas different people had donated to the home. Making sure no one was looking, Johnny took a little box from out of his jeans pocket and quickly hid it behind the old satellite decoder underneath the television. He’d built the box himself – although the satellite subscription had long since lapsed, it caused the picture to change into the buildup for a big football match. At the same time, a blue spark leapt unexpectedly from the decoder and Johnny cried out. Quite a few people looked round and, seeing the football, stayed watching as Johnny moved away from the screen, rubbing his hand. The oldest boy in the room, wearing a hooded top and combat trousers, got up and joined Johnny near the TV. ‘How’d you do that, Mackintosh?’ he asked. ‘Didn’t think we could get the footie.’


‘It’s easy,’ Johnny replied. ‘They scramble the signal with fractal algorithms. I’ll show you some time, Spencer.’


‘Nice one,’ said Spencer. ‘You win today?’


‘Yeah – three–one,’ Johnny replied. ‘It was one–all most of the game. Then Dave Spedding got a header from my free kick. We scored the last on the break at the end.’


‘Nice one,’ said Spencer again. He nodded at Johnny and went back to his gang on the settee.


England were playing tonight. And, best of all, Johnny saw Mr Wilkins was already sitting up, filling one of the sofas on his own and giving the buildup to the match his full attention.


‘Over here, Mackintosh,’ said Spencer, pushing a ripped leather sofa with lots of foam oozing from its insides, right in front of the television.


‘In a minute,’ said Johnny. ‘Just got to get something.’ Johnny hated the thought of missing the match – it was a really important game. But it wasn’t as important as what he’d seen on the computer screen earlier. The television was getting its signal from a satellite up in space; what Johnny had programmed the Halader House computers to do was also to search for signals from space – but much further out. They weren’t looking for satellite signals – they were after messages from extraterrestrials. He’d hacked into a network of radio telescopes and was busy searching for messages in the background noise while the telescopes themselves scanned the heavens for other things. It seemed he’d found something and he could hardly wait to go and investigate.


All his life Johnny had loved the stars. On some nights when he lay gazing up at them it almost felt as if they were calling out to him, whispering his name across the vastness of space. He knew loads of their names and could easily point to Shedir, Procyon or Betelgeuse, or any of the constellations they helped make up – in their case Cassiopeia, Canis Minor and Orion. He knew how stars evolved, and how they sometimes died. One of the things he loved was that he, like everyone, was made of starstuff. The only place in the universe where heavy atoms could be made was at the centre of a star, and only when that star died and then exploded, going nova – sometimes supernova – could those atoms travel across space. Five billion years ago some of that starstuff had come together and formed the Earth. Five billion years later it had come together to form Johnny. And for as long as he could remember Johnny knew he wanted to return to the stars from where he came.


Johnny turned into the computer room corridor and saw someone was already waiting outside the door. It was Bentley. The dog got to his feet and barked the moment Johnny came round the corner. Johnny’s legs were now really stiff after the semifinal earlier, but he quickened his stride until he reached his friend. ‘How did you get back here?’ he said to the dog, who barked again. Johnny put a finger to his lips and, this time, the dog fell silent. The card reader must be faulty – it had opened before. Johnny placed his thumb and forefinger either side, but pulled them sharply away as he felt an electric shock. Still, at least the lock had clicked open. Gingerly, he turned the handle. Bentley shot straight inside and Johnny followed, closing the door quietly. He decided against turning on the lights, walked over to the master computer terminal and sat down.


What happened next would have amazed anyone from Halader House who regularly used the computer room. Instead of the terminal booting up in the normal way, Johnny deftly diverted it into a separate operating system he’d written for it himself that was much more efficient. And a lot more fun.


‘Good evening, Johnny,’ came a slightly flat mechanical voice from out of the computer’s speakers.


‘Kovac – volume minimal,’ Johnny replied, as though a talking computer was the most normal thing in the world. Kovac was Johnny’s special invention and stood for Keyboard Or Voice-Activated Computer, as well as sounding like a Russian footballer which Johnny thought was cool – especially because underneath his bed Johnny kept a box with a few bits and pieces that had belonged to his parents. One was his dad’s journal about a trip he’d taken to somewhere in Russia. ‘Kovac – signal detection reported. Show findings.’


‘Data incomplete – partial location vector available,’ said Kovac, projecting some complex graphics onto the screen with a stylized Earth at the centre.


‘Partial? No!’ Johnny banged the table in frustration. If there was a signal, maybe even a message, he couldn’t pinpoint it properly without more data. He looked at the screen for a little while, thinking. Where could he try?


‘Kovac – activate Very Large Array, New Mexico.’


‘Unable to comply,’ was the computer’s response.


‘What?’ Johnny exclaimed. ‘Kovac – define “unable to comply”.’


‘Security codes overridden,’ said Kovac.


That had never happened before. Johnny tried again. ‘Kovac – activate Very Large Array, New Mexico. Full security override.’


‘Unable to comply,’ said Kovac again.


‘Why not?’ Johnny said, becoming impatient.


‘Warning … warning.’ Kovac’s screen had switched to a two-dimensional map of the Earth that had a fine red line growing out of New Mexico and heading east across the United States. ‘Backwards trace initiated,’ said the computer.


‘Kovac – run trace decoy program,’ said Johnny quickly, glad he’d coded such a thing without ever expecting to use it. The red line on the computer screen turned north towards Canada and stopped somewhere near Montreal.


He decided not to try again straight away. Someone was apparently onto him and Johnny suspected Mrs Irvine would be far from happy if a member of the CIA came knocking on the door of Halader House in deepest Essex.


‘Kovac – display signal detection results,’ he said and the screen returned to the earlier visual. Johnny looked at it, studying the criss-crossing lines radiating from points representing telescopes on Earth and cross-checking it with data scrolling down the side of the display. This was certainly odd, and not at all what he expected. In fact this was much better. Since Johnny had programmed Kovac to check for signals from space there had been a few interesting results – things that Johnny couldn’t explain. But all of them were pretty much as he’d expected in that they were from a long way away – a spike or two in the background signal from the direction of the galactic centre, or out on a spiral arm somewhere. Why Kovac hadn’t been able to get a fix in this case was that it was all so near to home. The signal had moved across the sky so quickly it had to be somewhere within the Earth–Moon orbit, or travelling faster than light, and Johnny knew enough about physics to know that wasn’t possible.


Bentley licked Johnny’s ear. It broke Johnny’s concentration but alerted him to footsteps coming along the corridor. He whispered, ‘Kovac – camouflage mode,’ and instantly the screen went blank. Whoever it was had stopped right outside the computer room door. Johnny grabbed hold of Bentley’s collar and dragged the dog across the floor to just beside the door. He only just got there in time as it was flung open, but he managed to grab the handle to stop it swinging back behind whoever had come in. The lights flickered on and heavy footsteps walked over to the computer table.


‘I’ve got him this time,’ somebody muttered – it was Mr Wilkins. It sounded as though he’d pulled the chairs away and crawled underneath the table, which was weird, but Johnny didn’t dare put his head round the door to check. Instead, he just held the door handle as tightly as his breath and prayed Bentley wouldn’t make any noise. The Old English sheepdog seemed to understand how important it was. The sound of Johnny’s heart pounding away in his chest, which was almost deafening, became his next worry. Luckily, Mr Wilkins was really clunking around and wheezing loudly. ‘That should do it,’ said the cook to himself. ‘Now we’ll know exactly what you’re up to, sonny.’ There was the sound of chairs being pushed back under the table and footsteps coming towards the door. Johnny let go of the handle as he felt Mr Wilkins take hold of it from the other side. The lights went out and the door clunked shut.


Johnny slid down the wall until he was sitting on the floor next to Bentley, who slathered a long wet tongue over Johnny’s face. Tiredness was really beginning to set in now. Johnny crawled along the floor and under the table to see if he could discover what Mr Wilkins had been up to. It was hard finding anything in the dark. He took a handheld games console from out of his pocket and switched it on so the blue screen lit up the underside of the table. He saw it almost at once – a shiny new keylogger was plugged into the back of the master machine. Johnny was almost impressed – every keystroke he typed at the terminal would be recorded on this. It was just a shame for Mr Wilkins that Johnny was using a voice-activated interface.


He clambered out from under the table and went over to the door. Pressing one ear against it, he heard nothing from outside. Silently, he turned the handle and slipped out into the corridor with Bentley. They walked along, up a flight of stairs and turned left down another corridor, then round another corner until they came to a narrow spiral staircase leading up to the white ceiling, where there was a trapdoor with a red ‘no entry’ sign screwed onto it. Johnny climbed the staircase a little more easily than Bentley, pulled down the door and carried on through into a small room built into the roof space, every square centimetre of its sloping walls covered with posters of space scenes. There was a huge picture of Saturn, one of the International Space Station and another showing all the planets in the solar system together. Once Bentley was inside Johnny pulled on a rope and the door closed shut behind them.


This was Johnny’s room. Opposite the trapdoor was a large square window built out of the roof to form a box shape. In front of the window was an old-fashioned chunky radiator. Right in front of the radiator was Johnny’s bed, with a box and his red sports bag underneath. Bentley made a beeline for under the bed and curled up in the warmth of the radiator. Against the wall on the left-hand side of the room was a battered chest of drawers with some dirty clothes piled on top.


Johnny heard footsteps on the staircase outside, there was a knock on the trapdoor, it opened and up came Miss Harutunian carrying a steaming mug of hot chocolate. ‘Hi Johnny – why weren’t you watching the soccer game? Everyone else was there.’


‘I’m dead tired,’ Johnny replied, yawning for extra effect. ‘We had a big match this afternoon.’


‘OK. Well I just wanted to tell you we’re going into London with the others tomorrow so it’s half-seven for breakfast in the dining room. Oh, and I thought I’d bring you this – help you sleep.’ Miss Harutunian handed over the hot chocolate. Johnny took the mug and had a sip. ‘And please stay out of the basement from now on, Johnny. We don’t want you getting into any more trouble.’ Johnny nodded. His social worker must have recognized the ‘no entry’ sign Johnny had unscrewed from a locked door in the bowels of Halader House for a dare. Miss Harutunian fixed Johnny with a firm stare before leaving the room. At least it didn’t seem she’d spotted Bentley underneath the bed. The Old English sheepdog was meant to sleep in a little kennel in the yard behind Halader House, but he hardly ever ended up doing that.


Johnny changed into his pyjamas and sat down on the bed, sipping his hot chocolate. He always left the curtains open so he could lie on his bed and look out. There was a streetlight down below outside, but it had stopped working a couple of days after he’d moved into this room, so he could gaze at the stars all he wanted. Cassiopeia was clearly visible, dominating the heavens. Johnny smiled. Unusually for a boy of his age, particularly such a fair one, he didn’t have any freckles to speak of except on his left arm, just below his elbow, where five little brown dots mirrored the wonky ‘W’ he was now looking at. He always liked looking at Cassiopeia. He yawned – this time it was for real. He was really tired and hated the thought of getting up so early on a Saturday morning. Even so, he tried to think about the signal and what it might mean. Would he ever find it again and, if he did, how could he get a proper fix next time? He pictured himself in New York being presented with a medal by the Secretary General of the United Nations – the first person on Earth to find clear evidence of extraterrestrial life.


The thoughts eventually switched to his mum and the trip to St Catharine’s tomorrow. He didn’t know what he’d say to her, but as she never reacted it probably didn’t matter. Bentley barked and Johnny came to with a start, nearly spilling the drink which was now cold. The Old English sheepdog had climbed onto the bed and was staring out of the window into the blackness. Johnny put his face to the cold glass and peered outside. And then he saw it – or did he? An insect’s head bigger than his own, staring back at him. Before he could really be sure, the window had fogged up with his hot breath on the glass. Frantically he wiped it dry with the sleeve of his pyjama top, but when he looked again there was nothing there.


Johnny looked at the alarm clock by his bed – it was much later than he’d thought. Just then the Moon emerged from behind a cloud, before another obscured it a few seconds later, the eerie silhouette backlit by a silvery glow. That must have been it. He’d been half asleep and had seen a strangely shaped cloud outside the window. It was a trick of the light – his mind had put two and two together and made lots. He got into bed properly, with Bentley’s heavy frame on top of the duvet. Johnny put his head onto the pillow and closed his eyes, but it was a very long time before he went off to sleep.





2
ST CATHARINE’S HOSPITAL FOR THE CRIMINALLY INSANE



Breakfast hadn’t been good. Johnny hated getting up in the morning, especially so early, and arrived late in the Halader House dining room on the ground floor. By the time he was there all the bacon sandwiches had gone, leaving him to go without or accept the thick, cold porridge a sneering Mr Wilkins had slopped into his bowl. Now, as he sat on the 08.33 from Castle Dudbury to London Liverpool Street station, it felt as though the porridge had turned to concrete in his stomach.


Johnny had partly got his own back – Mr Wilkins was most unhappy that Bentley had been allowed onto the train. In fact, the cook had asked several members of the railway company staff to see if any of them had heard of rules to prevent dogs travelling but, much to his disappointment, there were none. Everyone from Halader House seemed to be on board with Mrs Irvine, resplendent in a tartan coat, leading the outing. They’d taken over one entire carriage and from the chatter it sounded as though Johnny would be missing a great day out.


He was sitting with his forehead pressed against the window, watching the fields flying past outside, with Bentley lying at his feet. Miss Harutunian was next to him on his right, reading a magazine and wearing a navy, what she’d called, ‘pant suit’, which Johnny found very funny. He knew he should look his best for his mum, so had on his own brown suit. The sleeves and legs were too short as Mrs Irvine had bought it for him a couple of years before. Mr Wilkins was sitting opposite, taking up both seats and pretending to read the paper, but holding it at an angle so he could keep an eye on Johnny. The shoulders of his faded grey jacket were now covered with white flakes of dandruff that he kept trying to brush off every few minutes, hoping no one noticed.


Normally, Johnny would have thought that any day away from Castle Dudbury had to be a day well spent – it was surely the dullest place anyone had ever imagined. Today, though, was a double whammy. On the one hand he couldn’t be where he desperately wanted to be – in the Halader House computer room analysing the signal that Kovac had intercepted the day before. Then, to make matters even worse, he had to go on the soul-destroying trip to St Catharine’s to sit in a room with a mum who didn’t even know he was there. Life was really unfair.


Mr Wilkins lowered his newspaper and started talking to Miss Harutunian. ‘Most of the staff think Mrs Irvine’s mad to let the boy visit his mother.’


Johnny hated it when people talked as though he was invisible. Miss Harutunian ignored the cook and turned the page of her magazine. Mr Wilkins continued, ‘You know his father’s in prison – maximum security somewhere. If you ask me, it’d be far better in the long run if he just forgot about them both.’


Slowly, Miss Harutunian closed her magazine and looked across at Mr Wilkins. ‘Exactly how do you figure that?’ she asked in a steely voice.


‘Just look at the boy – he’s practically a delinquent. But can you blame him? They were hardly good role models. That’s what you social worker types say they need, isn’t it?’


Johnny’s fingernails were digging into his hands. He was still facing out of the window – next to him he could see his own reflection becoming redder, while further away he watched Mr Wilkins shoving his bushy beard forward towards Miss Harutunian. Johnny felt a calming hand from her on his shoulder. She said, ‘We social workers believe there’s nothing more important for a child than maintaining a close family bond.’


‘Don’t you know what they did?’ asked the cook. ‘Both of them? They killed his older brother – in cold blood. Micky.’


‘Nicky!’ snapped Johnny, turning round. ‘His name was Nicky.’


Johnny stared defiantly at Mr Wilkins, who lifted the newspaper in front of his face and hid behind a headline that read ‘YARNTON HILL HORROR!’ Johnny sensed Miss Harutunian looking at him, but he turned away and stared out of the window again. He missed his family more than anything, but didn’t want to talk about them. He hadn’t seen his dad since he was a little boy and he didn’t want to see his mum like this. He wanted his real mum, the walking, talking, fun one he’d loved as a little boy. But, as he knew that would never happen now, he just wanted to go to the Tower of London with everyone else. Outside, the fields had given way to tower blocks. A giant mural had been painted on the side of one, showing children, several metres tall, playing. Calming down a little he wondered if you were born on Mars, might you actually grow to be that tall because of the low gravity? Soon an announcement came over the tannoy: ‘We will shortly be arriving at London Liverpool Street where this train terminates. Passengers are reminded to take all their …’


‘Here we are then,’ Mr Wilkins said, struggling out of his seat and dusting more dandruff off his lapels. As soon as the cook walked over towards the doors, Bentley climbed up onto his empty seat and watched the station come into view. Miss Harutunian gave the dog a friendly pat, before standing up. The doors opened and everyone started spilling out onto the platform. Reluctantly, Johnny got to his feet and gave a gentle tug on Bentley’s lead. The dog jumped down and joined him in the middle of the carriage. Johnny gave him a little rub under his collar and followed the others through the doors, keeping a tight hold of the lead.


Johnny had no idea a train station could be this busy. Mrs Irvine lifted a large tartan umbrella above her head and shouted, ‘Follow me,’ above the noise of the public address system. The crowds of morning commuters parted before her and a long line of children snaked towards a set of escalators leading up to street level.


Johnny looked round and found Miss Harutunian immediately behind him. ‘Can’t we go on the Underground?’ he asked. It was the one part of the day he’d been looking forward to. The few times he’d been to London before, he’d travelled by Tube, going in at one end and popping out the other in no time at all.


‘The Manager says it’s “not natural” travelling through all those tunnels,’ said Miss Harutunian, grinning broadly. ‘We’ll walk part way with the others – then it’s a … number 8 bus,’ she added, checking the printout she was holding.


Mrs Irvine gathered everyone together for a roll-call at the top of the escalators, and then stepped into the street, holding out her arm to stop the oncoming traffic. The long line of inhabitants of 33 Barnard Way set off in pursuit.


Johnny, though, stopped in the middle of the road and stared open-mouthed at an incredible sight. ‘What’s that?’ he asked, pointing up at the sky.


‘What?’ Miss Harutunian asked, trying to follow his arm.


‘That,’ said Johnny. ‘That building. It’s amazing.’


Johnny was staring at an enormous curved, cylindrical tower of gleaming glass and metal rising above the shops in front of the station. It was one of the most beautiful things he’d ever seen.


‘Oh. You mean the Gherkin,’ Miss Harutunian said.


‘Actually it’s called 30 St Mary Axe,’ said Mr Wilkins, who’d come back to hurry them up.


‘Wow,’ said Johnny.


‘Don’t care for it myself,’ said Mr Wilkins. ‘Huge waste of money. Why they had to go and build this monstrosity when there’s plenty of perfectly good office space around London. Or in Castle Dudbury for that matter.’


‘But it’s beautiful,’ said Johnny. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’


‘The boy’s got no taste,’ the cook said to Miss Harutunian. ‘Same with his food. Won’t eat his liver and onions – oh no. Only likes fancy stuff – like pizza. You’ve got to watch him – we don’t want him lagging behind and running off.’ Mr Wilkins’s little black eyes narrowed on Johnny before he turned and walked away to rejoin the others.


‘If you like this, you should come to New York,’ said Miss Harutunian. ‘We’ve got hundreds. The Chrysler Building’s much prettier.’


A car honked its horn and Johnny, Miss Harutunian and even Bentley jumped. Quickly, they scurried across the road and joined the back of the straggling group that Mrs Irvine, umbrella still aloft, was guiding south towards the Tower of London. Johnny kept almost bumping into things as he stared upwards at the Gherkin. One of these turned out to be the shelter for the number 8 bus, which was going to take them all the way to Victoria station. A display told them a bus was due and, sure enough, a bright red double-decker soon pulled up at the stop. Miss Harutunian, Johnny and Bentley stepped on board.


‘Can we go upstairs?’ Johnny asked.


‘Oh go on then,’ Miss Harutunian replied, looking slightly anxious. ‘You promise it won’t topple over?’


‘It doesn’t happen too often,’ said Johnny, smiling innocently. Miss Harutunian returned the smile weakly. ‘Come on, boy.’ Johnny half ran up the stairs with Bentley following enthusiastically behind. All the front seats were free so they sat down there with Miss Harutunian making her way over rather gingerly to join them.


The number 8 bus jerked away from the stop, with the social worker holding on tightly to the railings in front of her while Johnny craned his neck to watch the smooth criss-crossing curves and reflections of the Gherkin for as long as possible.
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St Catharine’s Hospital for the Criminally Insane was as unwelcoming as the name suggested. The walk from nearby Wittonbury station was exposed, and it was drizzling and horribly windy. Johnny had bought some brightly coloured flowers – gerberas Miss Harutunian had called them – from a florist at Victoria station, but already they were beginning to look very sorry for themselves. Bentley, however, did seem in good spirits and pulled Johnny along on the lead. The red-haired American struggled to keep up, but it meant they soon reached the stone bridge over the choppy little brook that marked the edge of the hospital grounds. Miss Harutunian’s eyes narrowed when she found no one in the booth beside the long white barrier. ‘This country,’ she said to Johnny. ‘Anyone could simply walk in or out of here and they’d never know.’


Johnny thought ‘anyone’ clearly didn’t include his mum. As soon as they passed the empty booth he felt really sick, wondering what he’d find inside the hospital. There was no one at all to be seen outdoors. He wasn’t surprised – the grounds at St Catharine’s looked bleaker than his school’s playing fields. They were only broken up by a redbrick, cylindrical incinerator tower, close to the gate, that was emitting a low hum. Bentley led the way to the main reception where Miss Harutunian pulled open a pair of huge oak doors. Johnny and the sheepdog entered behind her.


A large, miserable woman, wearing a blue security uniform, was sitting behind a desk on the right. She looked up and said, ‘No dogs.’


Johnny had been expecting this. ‘But he’s always been allowed in before,’ he lied, trying not to turn red.


‘No dogs or no visits,’ said the woman. ‘Them’s the rules.’


‘Please – it’ll really cheer my mum up.’


‘No dogs,’ the guard said again. ‘Patients might catch summin’.’


‘It’s OK, Johnny,’ said Miss Harutunian, crouching down to stroke Bentley who tried to lick her in return. ‘I can stay here and look after him.’


‘No, don’t worry,’ said Johnny. ‘I can tie him to something out there.’ Johnny tugged at Bentley’s lead and pulled him through the oak doors and back outside. Between Johnny and the sheepdog this used to be a well-worked routine and he hoped Bentley would remember. Try as he might, Johnny had always failed to persuade whoever was behind that desk to let Bentley through, but he did have a plan B. Once they were outside, Johnny held his friend’s fringe out of his eyes – how the sheepdog actually saw normally he never knew. ‘Bents,’ he said. ‘Remember Mum’s room. Wait outside … very quiet … OK?’ He let go of the lead and Bentley scampered off around the corner of the building. Johnny went back inside.


Miss Harutunian had signed them in and said they had to go to a Dr Carrington’s office. Johnny remembered it well enough. The guard pressed a button behind the desk and a glass door in front of Johnny and Miss Harutunian buzzed. Johnny pushed it open and led the way through into the long corridor that ran along the length of the hospital and smelled of disinfectant. He had made this journey many times when he was younger and dimly registered the same tired artwork on the walls. He crossed over one corridor and at the next one he turned left – the route was still second nature. Then he took a staircase on the right and went up one floor.


‘It’s room 118. That’s this floor isn’t it?’ Miss Harutunian was whispering as it seemed wrong to speak normally. The only other sound was of their feet echoing along the empty corridors. Johnny grunted assent as he walked along counting down the room numbers: 124, 122, 120. He stopped outside the next door. The number had fallen off but he knew it was the right one.


‘Is this it?’ Miss Harutunian asked.


Johnny nodded, took a deep breath and knocked on the door.


‘Come in, come in,’ came a voice from inside. Johnny opened the door and they both stepped through.


‘Ah yes. Jonathan Mackintosh and er … Katherine Harutunian,’ said a white-coated figure from behind a desk in front of a sash window. Despite an attempt to comb what little hair remained across his scalp, Dr Carrington was very nearly bald. There was a bulky computer on his desk, but he was reading from a manila file in front of him, through round steel-framed glasses. He looked up to reveal enormous purple bags underneath his eyes. ‘Sit down, sit down.’ He gestured to two chairs in front of the desk.


‘Good to meet you, Dr Carrington,’ said Miss Harutunian, walking straight over to the desk and stretching out her hand.


Dr Carrington stood up – he towered above the social worker but looked as though the slightest push would knock him over. He shook hands and smiled. ‘So you’re American? American … of course … yes.’ Everyone sat down. Johnny gripped the bedraggled flowers tightly. Dr Carrington turned to him. ‘I’m sorry to report there’s been no change in your mother’s condition, Jonathan. No, no change.’ Johnny wasn’t expecting to hear anything else. He looked down at the floor and nodded, bracing himself for the worst. Dr Carrington continued. ‘She is breathing unaided, and basic bodily functions are working normally. Our tests on higher brainwave functions are still inconclusive. I might as well take you straight down there.’ Dr Carrington stood up, so Johnny and his social worker followed suit. Miss Harutunian gave Johnny’s free hand a squeeze. Dr Carrington led them out of the office, turning right down the corridor and left down a staircase back onto the ground floor.


‘Is there any chance she can get better?’ asked the social worker.


‘There’s always a chance … always,’ said Dr Carrington. ‘Jonathan’s mother’s illness isn’t physical. It’s a form of post traumatic stress disorder. But it’s been a few years now, a few years, and the longer without a response to her treatment the less likely a recovery becomes.’


Miss Harutunian squeezed Johnny’s hand again but he quickly let go. They were close to the room where Johnny’s mother was normally kept, but something wasn’t normal. A very tall, thick-set man in a black suit was standing outside the door, watching Johnny approach.


‘Who’s that man?’ Johnny asked.


‘What? Oh yes,’ said Dr Carrington. ‘That’s Stevens. Might not have been here last time you came. No, probably not. Extra security … Home Office regulations … more protection. Yes that’s right – more protection.’


‘Protection from who?’ Johnny asked, but they’d already reached the door.


‘Two people to see the er … to see the patient,’ said Dr Carrington.


Stevens looked quickly at Miss Harutunian before turning his attention to Johnny, who stared back. Stevens studied him through cruel grey eyes, slowly looking up and down before nodding and stepping to the side of the door. He keyed a four digit number into a panel on the wall. There was a click, allowing Dr Carrington to enter the room followed by Miss Harutunian and then Johnny, with Stevens behind.


Considering it contained only one patient, the room was large. It had to be to accommodate the various machines ranged around the single bed protruding from the middle of the left-hand wall. Either side of the bed was a wooden chair – next to the nearest of these, pushed against the wall, was a stand holding a drip taking fluid down and into the arm of a middle-aged woman. She was lying motionless on the bed, with her limp blonde hair falling over a flat pillow. Her pale blue eyes were open, staring up at the ceiling.


‘I’ll have those, shall I?’ Miss Harutunian said to Johnny, taking the flowers from his grip and walking over to a sink in the far corner. She started opening the surrounding cupboards, looking for something to put them in. Dr Carrington picked up a clipboard hanging from the end of the bed and gave it a quick look over.


‘As I was saying … yes … no change really … probable PVS.


‘What’s PVS?’ Miss Harutuian asked from the corner of the room.


‘PVS? Oh yes. Persistent vegetative state. This machine here’s an EEG,’ said Dr Carrington, pointing to one of the older-looking pieces of equipment. ‘It’s measuring brainwave activity. Sadly we don’t believe she’s … she’s not really thinking anymore. The coma’s deep … very deep.’ On a large display screen, four coloured lines were being traced out, slowly rising and falling but never rising very far. A wire from the front of the machine split into four when it reached Johnny’s mum, with each end connected to an electrode fixed onto her scalp.


‘There you are – best I could do,’ said Miss Harutunian. The gerberas were in a clear plastic jug half full of water that she brought over and placed on a trolley near the bed.


‘Thanks,’ muttered Johnny. ‘Can I talk to my mum on my own, please?’


He could feel Stevens’s eyes boring into him, but looked between his social worker and Dr Carrington. The doctor seemed reluctant, but Miss Harutunian took charge. ‘Of course you can. I’m sure we can leave you alone for a few minutes can’t we?’ she said, putting a hand on Dr Carrington’s and Stevens’s elbows and steering them towards the door.


Once all three of them had left the room, Johnny walked over to the bed, but instead of sitting down he picked up one of the chairs and carried it to the door, wedging it under the handle. He really didn’t want to be disturbed. Then he walked over to the window and, after some delicate prodding and pushing, was able to open it. He poked his head outside and whistled. A few seconds later a large white head appeared beneath him and, with Johnny’s help, Bentley scrambled up into the room, wagging his tail.


‘Good boy … good boy,’ said Johnny, as the dog bounded over towards Johnny’s mum. He turned back to Johnny and whimpered.


‘It’s OK, Bents,’ Johnny said, rubbing Bentley underneath his collar. He leant over his mum and looked down into her eyes. They were so empty, not registering anything at all and simply stared straight through Johnny up to the ceiling. He kissed her on the forehead and sat down in the one remaining chair, taking her hand. Johnny had read about people in hospital suddenly waking up after many years in a coma. They said they were able to remember things people had said to them when supposedly unconscious, so he started to talk.


‘Hi, Mum. It’s me … Johnny. I’m sorry it’s been so long. I’m still living at Halader House – out in Essex. Mr Wilkins – the cook – he’s horrid as ever. Hate to think what he puts in the food. Mrs Irvine’s still there too. And I’ve got a new social worker. She’s American – really nice. She came on the train with me. Bentley’s here too. I know he misses you. On the train, Mr Wilkins was saying I should forget you. But I miss you, Mum … and Dad. I wish you’d get better so I didn’t have to live there any more. You know I don’t believe any of those things they said you and Dad did.’


He hadn’t meant to say all that, but once he’d started it just poured out – he didn’t have anyone else he could say this sort of stuff to. As he talked he half noticed the lines on the EEG spike, just for a second. He’d probably imagined it. He tried to compose himself and started again.


‘I’ve built a cool computer there. It talks and I’ve called it Kovac. I’m getting really good at computers. Wish you could come to a parent’s evening. You’d be dead proud – honest. And I’m in the football team. We’re in the county final – we won the semi yesterday … three–one. And when I came back Kovac was saying there was a signal. I’ve got him set up doing a kind of special SETI thing. That’s the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence. You know – looking for aliens. They’ve got to be out there and I’m going to find them and make you really proud and I’ll be famous, and maybe rich, and I’ll be able to get you out of here and looked after by some proper doctors – not like Dr Carrington – and they’ll make you better … promise. So when I get back tonight I’ll do some more work and try and find out what it was and where it came from. It seemed really close.’


There it was again. He was sure there’d been a spike this time. Maybe he should go and fetch Dr Carrington? And then it was as though a wind was blowing around the room. Johnny felt his hand getting warmer and warmer, but he couldn’t seem to let go of his mother’s. It was like when he was dreaming he had to run away from something, but however quickly his legs moved he stayed rooted to the spot. He wasn’t afraid – it didn’t feel like a bad dream. Now his hand was hot, or rather something hot was in his hand. But it wasn’t burning him – it was as if the warmth was flowing up his arm and energizing his whole body. The EEG was now off the scale. His mother’s eyes looked suddenly silvery bright, and it wasn’t just her eyes. A light was emanating from her. Her body twitched and the light went out. The plastic jug flew off the trolley, scattering the gerberas across the floor, the window slammed shut and the room was suddenly still.


Johnny let go of his mother’s hand and something fell to the floor. It was a sort of pendant on a chain. He picked it up but didn’t have time to look at it. The door burst open, sending the wedged chair flying across the room and in came the man in the suit, followed by Dr Carrington and Miss Harutunian. Instinctively, Johnny slipped the pendant into his trouser pocket.


‘What’s going on?’ asked Stevens. ‘What happened? What was that noise?’ As he spoke Bentley bared his teeth and growled.


‘She moved,’ said Johnny. ‘She moved and those lines starting going funny on the screen over there.’ He was pointing at the EEG.


‘Impossible,’ said Dr Carrington, coming over to the bedside. He looked at Johnny’s mother and checked the machines, which by now had returned to normal.


‘Oh, Johnny,’ said Miss Harutunian. ‘And just look at your flowers.’ She put a hand on his chin and took out a tissue to wipe his face. Johnny hadn’t noticed he’d been crying.


‘No. There’s no record of anything here,’ said Dr Carrington. ‘Johnny must be imagining it. Either that or it was a reflex. A reflex … yes.’ He looked at the machines and then to Miss Harutunian, as though for confirmation.


‘Yeah – it’s classic wish fulfilment,’ the American replied. ‘Of course nothing happened.’


‘But she did …’ said Johnny, annoyed at feeling invisible again. But then he caught sight of Stevens and stopped. He realized he didn’t want to say any more.


‘What’s that thing doing in here?’ Stevens was looking at Bentley. He moved towards the dog while taking out some sort of weapon from a holster inside his jacket. It was probably a taser gun – Johnny hadn’t seen anything like it before. Bentley growled again.


Johnny got up. ‘Leave him alone,’ he said.


Stevens looked at Johnny, who felt a chill pass through him for a moment. The man’s eyes were ice cold.


‘No dogs in the facility,’ said Stevens. ‘If you don’t get it out of here in ten seconds it’ll never leave.’ He pointed the weapon at Bentley.


‘No!’ said Johnny, stepping between the man and the dog.


‘Nine, eight, seven …’ Stevens counted down.


Bentley was facing Stevens as though about to pounce. Johnny had never seen him like this before.


‘How dare you talk to Johnny like that,’ said Miss Harutunian, also stepping between Stevens and the sheepdog. The man kept the gun where it was, now pointing directly at the social worker. Dr Carrington looked frantically from one to the other.


‘Four … three …’


Johnny took Bentley’s lead and yanked it with all his strength, dragging the dog along the floor towards the door.


‘Two … one …’


They were out of the door. Looking back he saw Stevens turn to Dr Carrington. ‘Get them out of here now,’ he said.


‘Yes, of course, yes,’ Dr Carrington mumbled.


‘Don’t think you’ve heard the last of this,’ Miss Harutunian shouted at Stevens, as Dr Carrington shepherded her towards the door. Johnny was fighting to stop Bentley from going back inside. He could see Stevens pointing the weapon at his mother and cautiously approaching the bed.


‘Leave her alone,’ Johnny shouted, as Dr Carrington closed the door behind them.


‘What’s going on? Who was that man?’ Miss Harutunian demanded.


Dr Carrington shook his head. ‘You’ve got to leave … now,’ he said, spreading his long arms and herding Johnny and Miss Harutunian down the corridor at speed. Bentley followed very reluctantly, looking back over his shoulder and whimpering every so often. In no time at all they were back at the main reception. Dr Carrington’s hands were shaking but he managed to enter a code number into a box on the wall and opened the clear glass exit door. ‘I don’t think you should come and see your mother again, Jonathan.’


‘Not see his mother?’ The social worker looked apoplectic. ‘Johnny has every right …’


‘Please, Miss Harutunian,’ pleaded Dr Carrington. ‘I’ll sign you out. Trust me.’ He took the social worker’s hand and shook it goodbye. ‘Go.’


Miss Harutunian seemed to calm down. ‘Come on, Johnny. Let’s go then,’ she said. The American led Johnny and Bentley through the oak doors and out into a swirling wind. The incinerator tower was silhouetted against a dark sky, far angrier than when they’d set out that morning. Heads down, neither spoke as they crossed the hospital grounds and reached the little stone bridge that marked the path back to Wittonbury station. As they crossed it began to pour with rain and soon Johnny was soaked through. He hoped they wouldn’t have to wait too long for a train.


[image: ]


The bedraggled figures of Johnny, Bentley and Miss Harutunian trudged across the bleak carpark between Castle Dudbury railway station and the children’s home, only to find the rear entrance locked. Fed up, they walked round the building and turned the corner into Barnard Way just in time to see the last of the other children being ushered through the main doors to Halader House by Mrs Irvine. ‘Come along, you two,’ she shouted, holding a door open for them. ‘You’re both soaked.’ Gratefully, they all went inside, where they were greeted by a blast of warm air from the heaters in the entrance hall. ‘Jonathan – go and get yourself cleaned up. Dinner’s at seven tonight. Miss Harutunian – I want to hear all about your visit. We’ll go to my office.’


Johnny took Bentley straight up the stairs before anyone could tell him not to and followed the corridor round till he reached the spiral staircase to his room. He climbed the stairs and collapsed on top of his bed. He couldn’t believe he’d resisted looking at the pendant for the entire train journey home, but for some reason he hadn’t wanted to show it to Miss Harutunian. Now he took it out of his pocket and turned it over in his hand. It was heavy – he guessed it might even be gold. He couldn’t work out where it had come from. He was bound to have noticed something in his mum’s hand before. Maybe a nurse had left it in the room by accident. An inscription reading simply ‘for love’ had been engraved on the back. A line of five crystals ran down the front with a further one on either side, all surrounded by blue diamond-shaped markings. He ran his finger over one of the crystals and the pendant suddenly sprang open. Something fell out. Panicking he searched the duvet before finding a lock of black hair, even including the roots, all held together by a very fine blue ribbon on which the name ‘Nicholas’ was written in beautiful, minute handwriting. It was a locket, not a pendant, and inside were two more locks of hair, both blond, one bound with a golden ribbon with the name ‘Jonathan’ written on it and the other, in a lilac ribbon, that read ‘Clara’.


The inside of the locket held two photos, one in each half. There was a dark-haired man, a blonde woman and an Old English sheepdog in one side. He looked closer – the picture was small but it did look like Bentley. He’d seen photos of his father, Michael Mackintosh, once before in some old newspapers, and he recognized his mum. The couple were beaming huge smiles at the camera. Johnny’s heart was beating off the scale – he didn’t have any pictures of his parents. But what was even stranger were the three faces in the other half of the locket. The image made no sense. Johnny was sure he’d seen a magnifying glass somewhere. He rummaged around in the box underneath his bed until he found it – it must have belonged to his dad at some point. He picked up the locket and held it underneath the lampshade in the middle of the room, peering through the lens. There was no question. The middle face was him, Johnny, but it wasn’t a picture of him as a baby. It was him now. He could clearly see the lapels of his suit jacket that he’d thrown onto the bed when he came in. But how? And was that his brother Nicky on one side of him? If it was, he was wearing weird clothes and looking as though he was nearly twenty when in fact he’d died eleven years earlier. It was hard to say as half the person’s face was in shadow. And on the other side was a blonde girl who looked two or three years younger than Johnny. Was this Clara? Who was Clara?
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