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OPENER

Charlie was in the audience at Sol Newman’s when the car bomb exploded. His mother was on the small stage of the Dover Street jazz club, with Ron Morton at the piano that night. She looked great and she sounded great. Her hair gleamed against her head as she sang Aretha Franklin’s ‘If You Don’t Think’, her gospel-voiced lows and highs coming out like rum truffles. It was classic Sally Julien, and Charlie felt that sheen of ice on his skin that always thrilled him when he saw her perform. She was his mum, his dear mum, and she was a star.

She had just got to the line ‘I’ll stand by your side’ when Sol Newman sidled up to her at the microphone and said something behind his cupped hand. She looked startled – Sally Julien wasn’t used to being interrupted in the middle of a set, not even by the owner of a club famous for his late-night TV music show. But she listened to him, then shook her head; he nodded, and turning back to the audience she interspersed the words of the song with the warning she’d just been given.



‘There’s a dodgy motor out the front,

Darling trust my love.

Leave by the kitchens while the world goes round,

Happiness an’ heartache share the same bed –

Out through that door’s where the back way’s

found…’



Some went, but most stayed. A bomb had demolished the front of the Travonian Embassy in Fulham a fortnight before, and MI5’s threat level was still at ‘critical’, but the anti-terrorist squad had made some key arrests of Travonian troublemakers, there wasn’t the fear of being in London that there’d been even a week before, and people were getting used to walking past parked cars without the adrenalin squirting.

Sally finished the song and while the audience applauded she had a quick word with Ron Morton at the piano. His head down, he ran his fingers over the introduction to ‘Respect’, and Sally went back to the microphone with a beautiful smile on her face.

Charlie’s dad patted his knee. ‘The show goes on, Kid,’ Stevie said.

And with a sound like nuclear fission the car bomb exploded outside. Dover Street jigged, the walls shook and shed their paint. A hurricane turned the jazz club inside out. The blast sucked the air and siphoned Charlie’s lungs. Deafened, he could only see the screaming.

But Sol Newman’s was below ground level. No one down there seemed to be hurt by anything worse than shock and panic, getting out through the kitchens. And that’s what they did, Charlie and his mother pulled through by Stevie: Sally screeching out in the rush.
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Travonia’s main airport was in a state of high alert. It was all tension and fear, as if a visa was needed to breathe in and out. The check-in queues were patrolled by armed police in flack jackets and visored helmets, and the predominant sound was not of voices but of hard boots on the tiled floor. Charlie looked around, trying not to move his head. The atmosphere here was so different from the gym at Naraiova University the night before when a rocking audience of students and other fans had whistled and cheered his dad’s band, No Rider. Stevie Peat had sung his satirical lyrics in a place filled with fellow feeling, and while the crew did the load-out the chat around the merchandise stall afterwards had been easy, and free. But the airport was definitely a different place to be, like another country.

Charlie and his dad shuffled forward as Flight AF2789 from Naraiova International to London City Airport crept up the departures board.

‘What’s going on? It wasn’t like this when I came.’ Charlie had spent four days of the second week of the 
Easter holiday with No Rider – in the splitter van, sleeping in his dad’s hotel rooms, and seeing two concerts
– a short, chancy break to keep him in touch with Stevie.

‘Political crap,’ his dad said. ‘Don’t get me going on the state of this country.’

There was a shout from a nearby check-in queue as a man was pulled out of it and thrown to the floor by two policemen, one standing over him with a Kalashnikov aimed at his head.

‘Bit harsh for dropping a wrapper.’

But it wasn’t funny. The man – who wasn’t young – was dragged to his feet and frog-marched towards an unmarked door.

‘Give me our own feds,’ Charlie said. ‘Riot shields instead of rifles.’

‘We’ll be all right. And you’ll be back home in three hours.’

‘But you won’t.’

Stevie shook his head. ‘Don’t worry about me. Like Billy Joel’s song, “We didn’t start the fire”. It’s their own political crap – and I’m a rocker. We don’t leave it to other people to kill us – we usually do that for ourselves.’

Charlie smiled. His dad wasn’t one of the spaced-out wild boys, and it was totally impossible he’d ever get that low. Unlike…

His dad must have wished he hadn’t just said what he had. ‘Don’t worry, Kid. Mum’s in the best place possible for finding out what’s up with her. And that’s why I’m out here. I wish like hell I was back home, but that place costs; the best always does, you know that.’

‘Sure.’ Charlie’s mother had been in the Stage Left care home out in Essex for a month of the six weeks since the Dover Street explosion; Dr Leigh was said to be the best psychiatrist in the business.

‘Tell her I love her. I’ll ring her tonight, but say the tour’s going well, no fall-outs yet; and give my best to your nan and grandad.’ Not his love, of course. ‘Are the Groans treating you OK?’ ‘The Groans’ was Charlie’s infant name for grown-ups and it had stuck on his grandparents. ‘Not overstuffing you on Hallelujah Pie?’

Charlie hoped his face gave nothing away. ‘It’s not too bad.’ His mum’s parents belonged to an ultra-evangelical church.

‘Good man. They’re meeting you at the airport?’

‘Today’s St Thomas Sunday, first after Easter…’

‘I doubt they’ll miss that, then!’ Stevie gave it a beat. ‘Doubt! Thomas!’

‘You can do better than that.’ But as well as looking up the church calendar, Charlie had done his London Transport homework. The Groans lived in Leytonstone. ‘It’s dead easy. London City to Stratford on the DLR, then two stops on the Central line. I’ll be OK.’

‘Text me.’ Stevie put his arm around him and gave him a hug. ‘And get yourself into that Bow-bells outfit.’

A lot of talk these four days had been about Charlie getting into the Rubber Girders student rock band.

‘Do the Jimi Hendrix dive bomb for ’em, bump ’em up.’

‘Wish I could.’

‘Work on it. I’ve shown you – find a harmonic and use your trem bar.’

‘It’s not so hard on its own – it’s finding the harmonic in the middle of a riff.’

‘Practice, Kid, practice.’

They were at the front of the check-in queue now, being watched by the largest policeman Charlie had ever seen. The routine questions were put and answered, and he was given his boarding pass.

‘You go through, then. I won’t hang about – transport call’s for eleven, and I need to sort a load of stuff with Vikki.’

Vikki Basescu was the local tour manager. No Rider was Stevie’s band, but she was from Travonia and took a lot of the hassle for him.

‘We’re driving out east to Troilova. Tuesday and Wednesday, two-gig booking.’

‘Don’t break any strings.’

‘Nor you, Kid. I’ll see you. And get behind the Hammers. Three matches, one point; we badly need a win.’

‘Dream on, Dad.’

‘Send me the score.’

‘Will do.’

With his rucksack on his back – all Charlie carried, no waiting around at baggage carousels – he rubbed cheeks with his dad and walked through the departures door past a line of dead-eyed police. He didn’t look back. He and his dad never did when they went their separate ways, unlike Charlie and his mother, who always competed with each other to give the last wave.

The dirty white van was so nondescript that a traffic warden would have to check the expiry date on its licence. At first glance the man at its rear doors seemed like someone’s old uncle. His skin was yellowish, his eyes a watery blue, and wispy white hair poked out from under a woollen hat that stuck up like the archbishop’s mitre he wore in religious services. But his stare could stop his compatriots’ hearts. Zanko Boev was overseeing the loading of the van by two others who were carrying laptops, holdalls, and bin liners across the pavement of Bath Street, off the Tottenham High Road. The premises they were leaving was a rented shop, its plate- glass window lined on the inside with old newspapers. One of the other men – fat, with a snagged jumper – was making hard work of the carrying; while the third, as spare as a willow cane and with a mouth like twin blades on a razor, did two journeys to his one.

The van doors were closed. The fat man went to the front, but Boev tapped him on the shoulder and said, ‘Double-check! We’ve lost enough.’ The man obeyed him immediately, and Boev sat in the passenger seat while the others returned to the shop to look in empty cupboards and under the stairs.

‘Nothing.’ The man with the razor mouth got into the driving seat, while the fat man pulled himself into the back like a pregnant seal over rocks. But before he could twist his body to sit, the van was driving off, and he was rolling about in the removals.

Charlie’s Air France flight came into London City Airport in a steep 5.5° descent. He saw the Thames and Tower Hamlets as the ground rushed up to meet him, and he gave the pilot nine out of ten for putting the Avro down so smoothly.

Without having to wait for baggage Charlie was quickly onto the DLR; but not to Stratford, as he’d told his dad. Instead, he changed at Canning Town and headed on the tube to Mile End, where he came up into the street and stopped to text as promised: The eagle has landed.

He thanked God that even the latest BlackBerry wouldn’t give away his location: because instead of being at the Groans’ place in Leytonstone he was heading home – to his real home, the Peats’ own place, the family flat in Grove Road. This was where he lived, where he belonged, where he longed to be living again with his dad and with his mum – her back to being Sally Julien again. Apart from him checking the post once a week, the flat was supposed to be shut up while his dad was away on the No Rider tour of Eastern Europe. But it wasn’t. It was being lived in – by him.

‘Mile End Towers’, as his dad called it, was in a modern development of four-storey buildings, with its own front door up a flight of steps from the street. Their flat consisted of the ground floor and the basement, which opened out at the back onto a patio; and beyond that was their private parking space.

It was ideal for Stevie, and for Sally when she was home, a hundred metres from the tube and across the road from a breath of air in Mile End Park. The area was mega-busy with students from Queen Mary College – a cosmopolitan corner where no one would look twice at a black soul singer, or a famous white lead guitarist whose band sometimes played on Jools Holland’s or Sol Newman’s TV shows. And the flat was ideal for Charlie’s secret life. Tall even for sixteen, he could come and go like a second-year undergrad without anyone taking any notice. To keep himself as private as possible – no stupid slip-ups or expected updates – he had cut himself off from any Facebook stuff, riding Bijan’s and Francine’s jibes at college, who couldn’t believe the Groans could have the power to bar him from social networking. But his life was enough of a tangle of lies without making up stuff about all his ins and outs, so he’d shut himself down until his mum was better. Like anyone on a desperate secret mission, Charlie Peat had to be a different person to different people, especially since that mission was all about the person he loved most in the world.

He let himself into the flat, stepped over days of postal trash, and tapped Bridget’s number into his mobile. Bridget – a nurse at Stage Left – was his first line of contact with his mother, to keep him briefed.

The Irish voice didn’t sound miffed that this was half-past ten on a Sunday night. ‘You’re back, are you – or stuck in some godforsaken airport?’

‘I’m back.’

‘An’ how’s your da?’

‘He’s fine. But how’s my mum?’ Charlie held his breath for the reply. It was her state of health that was driving him these days, her getting back to being the person she’d been before that bastard bomb – and from the second he’d got on that flight out to Travonia he’d kicked himself for taking those days out from seeing her. But he’d told himself he was doing his duty by his dad, giving him fuller reports on how she was than he got on the phone; and didn’t fathers need family contact, too? But these days he lived for how his mother was doing. Now a huge feeling of guilt sat inside him like an indigestible meal – after all, wasn’t he living in the flat on his own so that he could get to see her as often as he could? Taking time out in Travonia had definitely been chancy.

‘Oh, she’s all right. Not too bad, shall we say? Be the delighted biddy for seein’ you, that’s for sure.’

‘Give her my love in the morning.’ Patients like his mother were allowed their own phones at certain times only; according to Dr Leigh, too much outside contact wouldn’t help while she was in her current stage of treatment. ‘It’s the first day of the summer term tomorrow, only a half day at college. Tell her I’ll be out in the afternoon.’

‘Our girl will be sitting up ready.’

‘Cheers, Bridget.’

‘Give her love to the ol’ Ma an’ Pa.’

‘I will,’ Charlie promised. Or, would, if they weren’t five miles away.

He stood in the living room and took stock. Right or wrong for going, he was back now from seeing his dad, who was playing and singing better than ever: composing, too – with an edgy lead song on the new album, ‘Spittle Pavement’. And that was what No Rider was all about, gritty lyrics with thumping good music. The band was earning good money with a great student following on this Eastern European tour. If it hadn’t been for the police at the airport, Charlie would have felt solid about all that side of things. He and his dad had talked about it in Travonia, and they both knew why he had to be out there.

‘I want to be back home holding her hand, Kid. But I’ve got to be here. It’s this old rocker’s earnings that give her the best shot at getting better.’

DMA Promotions fixed up plenty of international tours for No Rider because east European promoters paid top money to British bands that did Stevie’s sort of mocking rock, singing their spiky stuff in English to people who daren’t voice it themselves. What he’d said at the airport was right – Charlie’s mother was definitely in the best place, and that best and expensive place could only be paid for by work like the Travonia tour, especially its big whopping-fee finale. If No Rider weren’t doing what they did, Sally Julien would soon be in an overcrowded NHS ward – instead of a four-star care home, with a top psychiatrist on her case.

‘I can phone her and send stuff, but it’s you who’s got to be there for me, Kid.’

‘I know. I am. I try to be.’

‘Good man.’

Bugger! Big downer! ‘Not too bad!’ Bridget’s caginess told him his mum wasn’t marvellous, probably gone backwards with him not going out there this end of the week – although he’d see her tomorrow, and he could judge for himself. At least the Groans hadn’t been at the airport waiting for him with a police escort, so they hadn’t got suspicious – yet. And the same as always, they hadn’t been in touch with Stevie. He’d never been their sort; they even shook their heads at taking money for their grandson’s food and keep. Right now, though, to keep himself free to go on visiting his mother, he’d got to look normal to everyone else; so boxes for him to tick were clothes for the morning and remembering his debit card for buying school meals. Then tomorrow he could get to see his mother in the afternoon, and hopefully sort out the date of his audition for Rubber Girders. Francine would know when that was. All of which boiled down tonight to an Air France baguette, looking out a shirt, and a quick practice to get the feel of his own guitar – but keeping the sound down. The last thing he wanted was Miss Portland from next door poking her nose in. If that woman thought he was living here on his own she’d have to do her duty – and if Social Services sent him back to the Groans that would be gross.

He took a half-filled bottle of flat Coke from the fridge and drank it standing up between bites of the baguette. Suddenly, in an angry grenade of a chuck, he sent the plastic hurtling at the back door. Those bastard bombers! It shouldn’t be like this tonight. He should be down here boiling rice while his mother stirred her special Sunday night Mustique curry, singing along with one of her spirituals. And they’d be raising their glasses to his dad out in Travonia, and going over their week to come: an audition for him and a gig for her. Instead of which, here he was on his own, living this lie just so he could get to see her when he wanted. And it was crucial he should do that – or any chance of her getting back to being Sally Julien would go further and further away. He was her best hope. It was everything he was here for.

He threw the baguette into the bin – and chased the plastic bottle around the kitchen, stamping, stamping, stamping on it until it was split and flattened. And instead of the words of a spiritual, he swore, and swore; at the end of which he still didn’t feel any better. He never should have gone away.

Zanko Boev was organising the new safe house. It was in a terrace waiting to be pulled down as part of the Tottenham re-development following the riots of 2011. It was a good place to hide: the people in this street were the sort who came and went without ever knowing a neighbour.

Boev’s large fingers fixed a religious icon on the wall of the small front room. In agonised detail it showed Christ on the Cross, picked out against a flaking gold-leaf background. Boev stepped back to check that it was straight, and after making a small adjustment he bowed deeply to it. A line of painted saints stood along the mantelpiece, and draped over the backs of the armchairs were heavy embroideries of religious scenes. With its candlesticks and hassocks and the smell of incense, the room could have been three hundred years old.

The front room upstairs was twenty-first century. Rajov Tomescu, the man who’d been thrown about in the back of the van, was master of his own space now, setting up the communications centre. Two laptops, a short-wave radio, and a neat collection of phones and GPS equipment were set out along a trestle table, and with dainty fingers he was making contact with someone a long way off in Eastern Europe.

Down in the kitchen at the back of the house, Otto Stoica – a man with explosives under his fingernails – was making green bean soup, adding chicken, parsley and dill, stirring with forensic precision.

A handbell rung by Zanko Boev took both men into the holy room. They each nodded twice; once to Christ on the Cross and once to their leader. All three remained standing.

‘We’ve had two men captured by carelessness, who are taking responsibility for the car bombs. But we have to stay free,’ Boev said, wheezing in a voice that would never be disobeyed. ‘So, the rules.’ He stared at Stoica. ‘You don’t leave in daylight: shops around here are open very late. You don’t stand with your back to the shop door. You don’t go direct, and you don’t come back direct. You check often, you stop, you double and loop – even going to the grocer, and especially to the electric or hardware store.’

Stoica nodded. He knew all this, of course.

‘And you don’t stay “live” long enough for a fix,’ he told Tomescu. ‘They tracked us to the last place. Remes reports they arrived at the shop just fifteen minutes after we’d gone. But they don’t know where we are now – and it has to stay like that until after the victory.’

Stoica and Tomescu nodded again at what he had said.

‘So now we pray.’

They all kneeled, Stoica helping Boev his archbishop down. Boev led them in reciting an Exhortation of the Eastern Orthodox Church beginning ‘Beloved in the Lord’; but at the end of it, after the Amen, they added in defiant voices, ‘May the means of the return of Mother Church to our sinful country be forgiven.’

And the eyes in each face showed how up for killing they were, to get what they wanted.
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Charlie’s trip out to Debden to see his mother was dead easy; it was Central line all the way. But his visit to the care home wasn’t going to be an easy one; after missing seeing her for those four days, and from Bridget’s ‘Not too bad’ the night before, he knew she’d have gone backwards. The Groans at Leytonstone could never know how different she was when he went instead of them, which thank God wasn’t very often. They just didn’t get on, and they knew they left her worse than when they went. But he was everything to her, he and his mother had always been a pair; they seemed to know what the other was thinking, and liked the same things. He made her laugh, and she made sure her gigs never stopped her being his mum. At the end of every visit she was more the old Sally Julien again, and he was rock-solid certain he was crucial to her getting better, the way blood and bone-marrow matches are crucial to a transplant. Sadly, the Groans didn’t go along with the care home stuff at all. They thought she should be trusting God to get her out of the mess she was in; and they sincerely believed they were doing their best for Charlie by stopping him from seeing her too often. They would visit her now and then, but he was their new hope, and had to be spared the upset of seeing her too much at Stage Left. ‘You’ve got a good brain, Charles, and you owe it to Jesus and yourself to do well at college. Nothing’s got to upset your mind and take you away from your books.’ This was why he’d had to stop living with them, why he’d told them the lie that Stevie had left the Travonia tour to come home to London. He’d had to free himself up for what was a million times more important to him than any AS grades could ever be.

That morning at college had been difficult. It had reminded Charlie of what life was like before the bomb – but how that was all in the past. Back in the
sixth-form room it had been like playing a part. Luckily, Bijan Shafei didn’t always ‘read’ other people. He was obsessed with two things: football and strike aircraft – he was determined to be a fighter pilot – and after he’d gone off about a shouting match between two West Ham players in a mid-week fixture: ‘All we needed – two back-four players colliding mid-air and having a verbal dog-fight’, he was back onto military aircraft. Today his new find had been the operational name given to the Russian MiG-23, the Flogger. ‘I bet that can whip across the sky!’ And, no surprise, either: the word ‘striker’ always had a double meaning for old Bijan.

And then Charlie had seen Francine, who was keyboard player in the Rubber Girders – which he kept telling himself was not the reason he wanted to get into the band. Blonde hair with a geometric cut, flashing eyes, and the smile of an angel? No way – it was the music, wasn’t it, the music, not the nights out on gigs together.

Oh, yes.

These past couple of weeks he’d tried harder to keep normal with her, but she’d seen a difference in him, even asking him why he’d put a plate-glass window between them. Today, though, she’d been excited again, telling him the Rubber Girders’ audition was the next night, Tuesday.

Shit! Tomorrow night? And him just back from four days away from his mother…

‘Well, it’s not really an audition, Charlie. They said you can sit in and they’ll listen to you.’ Followed by what Charlie got told a lot. ‘But you needn’t think being Stevie Peat’s son’s going to cut any ice.’

‘As if!’ he’d said. ‘As if!’

‘Just make it, that’s all. And do your stuff…’

‘Sure.’

And then Francine had made a face that asked, ‘Is anything getting through to you?’

It had been a totally difficult morning.



Before the Central line tube rattled up out of its tunnel Charlie made a last check on his reflection. He’d got a lot of ground to make up, so he wanted to look good for his mum. His dark hair had a slight curl to it, and his eyes were brighter than they deserved to be after all those No Rider late nights. Looking into the train window he reckoned he was a decent mix of Stevie Peat and Sally Julien; and he knew she’d like the shirt he’d chosen, showing up his golden skin. To Stevie he was ‘Kid’, to his mum he was ‘Prince’ – her Prince – and he needed everything going his way to help her beat her demons.

Charlie was short-breathed with nerves as he took the bus from Debden station to within a ten-minute walk of the gates of Stage Left. This was the five-star care home for performers who fell ill, or got old. It was in an old country house, long, and plastered white, with stables and outhouses stretching out at the back. Charlie had seen it with his dad before his mother had come here. The main building had a kitchen, a dining room, a lounge, and a conservatory that could all have been in a posh hotel; upstairs, large rooms had been split into small individual units. And in one of these, overlooking the gardens, was his mother, the soul singer Sally Julien, temporarily ‘not available for bookings’ thanks to that diabolical terrorist attack.

Charlie spoke his name into the entry phone and pushed the gate. He gave his name again at the door of the house, and he signed in at reception.

‘How’s she doing?’ he asked Vera, who was behind the desk in the hall.

But Vera could never be drawn on anything. Stevie reckoned she had probably been a theatrical agency receptionist, who smiled at everyone but would never say anything about auditions, gigs or tours. Madam Vera Clamp-mouth.

‘I haven’t seen her today, Charlie. No adverse reports that I’ve heard. But go up.’ So she knew enough to tell him that.

‘Is Bridget on duty?’

‘I haven’t seen her, lovie.’

Of course she hadn’t. Charlie walked up the creaky staircase and went along the corridor to his mother’s room. Along the walls were pictures of stage and concert greats – with their names underneath for anyone who didn’t know them: Laurence Olivier, Cleo Laine, Joan Sutherland, Peggy Ashcroft, Ronnie Scott, Shirley Bassey. He walked past a couple of open doors where people were reading, or listening through headphones, until he came to his mother’s room. There was a star on every door, and beneath his mother’s was a slotted-in card with her name on it.

He knocked, and went in. His mother was sitting with her back to the window, the afternoon sun behind her. Her hair was combed out, making it seem as if he was seeing her through gauze; not solid, almost a ghost.

‘Hiya, Mum.’

She said nothing. He guessed she was staring at him, but in the glare he couldn’t be sure.

‘How’re you doing?’ He came into the room and took the quickest of looks around the walls for some clue. Was anything new – a different show card or album cover to show she’d been thinking about life before the bomb? But the pictures on her noticeboard hadn’t been changed, and the TV/audio centre was switched off, as usual. The door to the en-suite shower room was shut, the poster on it the same as before – Sally’s last big one at the Brixton Academy: she’d done headline gigs in a few iconic places before the terrorist attack.

He kissed her. She didn’t move. He gave her the box of chocolates he’d bought at Mile End, which she let slip to the floor. He left it there, sat on the bed and started talking.

‘Dad sends his love, and the Groans. The tour’s doing well, all the venues sold out. And I’ve got No Rider’s new album, I’ll play it before I go.’

She didn’t reply. This hadn’t been unusual when she’d first come here, but it was steps back from his last visit when she’d asked what support bands were on Stevie’s tour. She’d definitely lost ground. It was going to be uphill again – and, God! was he sorry he’d let her down.

‘Had a good practice last night on the old Tanglewood.’ He laughed. ‘But I still can’t do the dive bomb.’

Nothing.

‘Flights were good. Air France does for me over easyJet every time. They fly you through a better class of cloud.’

Still nothing.

‘I killed next door’s cat and skinned it for dinner. Lovely.’

Not even a disgusted look. In the old days she’d have come back with something about it not being as good as chilli con canary.

He thought about saying something really shocking, but he knew shock tactics weren’t the way through – it was shock that had brought her here, wasn’t it? According to Bridget, Dr Leigh was talking about ‘selective amnesia’: subconsciously choosing not to remember some particular bad memory.

‘But she knows about the bombing…’

‘Something else, Charlie. Something that was part of it…’

And Charlie knew how his mum would sometimes smack the side of her head as if she was trying to force her brain to sort itself out, trying to get at something to do with that bomb blast – a hole in the memory that might have been just the ticket if it hadn’t stopped her being the Sally Julien he wanted back.

Asking that question about support bands last week had been a peak; but Charlie knew he wasn’t going to get any glimpse of the old Mum this time. He stroked her hand and a quick thought shot into his brain of when it would have been her hand stroking his. Whatever it took, he would never leave her for more than a day again – he was more determined than ever not to be sent back to the Groans. He let the room fall quiet. The sound of mowing came through the window, a horse snorted somewhere, and downstairs a piano was being played. And now he heard her sobbing. She still hadn’t moved, but her fingers were working a tissue to dust and tears were running down her cheeks. He dried them, put his arm around her and kissed her again; then bent to pick up the chocolates to show them to her.

‘No good,’ she said, way down in her throat.

‘What’s no good, Mum?’ She mustn’t give up; giving up would be the worst thing ever.

He had to wait a long time.

‘What’s no good?’

She coughed, drily. ‘Milk chocolate. Dairy’s no good for the voice.’

‘Ah. Sorry. I’ll remember that.’

Feeling crap, he reckoned that was about as far as he was going to get that afternoon, but he slid No Rider’s new album into the system and played her the start of it, Stevie’s ‘take’ against right-wing liberals.
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