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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.












One


Diesel found Herbie the squirrel lying on the ironing board, in the middle of a mass of boxes, newspaper padding and upturned chairs; and carried him around with her. Up the stairs and down the stairs, her footsteps sounding loud and strange on the dusty bare wood. Soon 57 Linden Grove would be a house with people living in it. Now it was still empty and strange; promising secrets. She looked into her own new bedroom, her parents’ room, the spare room, the nice big bathroom. In the bathroom she found her mum putting up the yellow shower curtain with the stars on it. ‘Are you doing anything useful?’ said Mum.


‘I’m settling in.’


Mum nodded, and didn’t seem bothered. If it was important to get the shower curtain up, it was just as important for someone to walk around cuddling a soft toy, thinking this house is ours now, this is where we live … Diesel’s parents had talked about getting a proper house with a proper garden for years and years. She had shared the dream for as long as she could remember. She had pictures in her memory-box that she’d drawn when she was five, with trees like green lollipops, and people who were triangles or rectangles, with round heads and crooked legs sticking out at odd angles; titled Our New House. The house in those pictures -a triangle on top of a square, with a curly pig’s tail of smoke sticking out of a chimney pot-had never happened. There had always been something in the way, not enough money or no houses of the right kind to be found. Now the dream had become reality.


She looked down from the window of her new bedroom into their new back garden. It had a long rectangle of tufty lawn, untidy flower borders; and a greenhouse at the bottom. The garden of the empty house next door was more interesting. She could see into it over the wall. There were full-grown trees in it; far too big for a back garden. Through the branches she could see things lurking, like shipwrecks on the green seabed of grass and weeds. Old furniture, and was that a supermarket trolley? And parts of a motor bike? She decided she’d investigate. It didn’t look as if it would be hard to get over the wall.


She could hear the removal men having trouble with the sofa, so she went to the top of the stairs to see what was happening. Diesel’s dad was hopping around, giving the men advice. The men were not taking the advice; they seemed to be enjoying the game of knocking as much paint as they could from the walls and woodwork in the front hall.


‘I’ll tell you what we need to do,’ said the foreman. ‘We need to take it round the back, and in from the garden through those French doors in your living room. We’ll have to knock up the neighbours.’


Everyone went outside, four removal men, Diesel’s dad, Diesel and Herbie, and looked at the houses on either side of number 57.


‘Don’t think we want to knock there,’ muttered the foreman. He meant number 55, the empty house with the jungle for a garden. It looked as neglected as it did at the back. The small front yard held a heap of rubble, some festering litter, and a rotting armchair.


‘It’s empty,’ said Diesel’s dad. ‘I’ll have to get onto the Council about that chair.’


They rang the bell at number 59. Diesel and her mum and dad had met the people who lived there: Mrs Michael, the house-proud old white lady and her son. It was her middle-aged son who was called Michael. Diesel’s family didn’t yet know the family’s proper surname. Michael was out at work. His mother was happy to let them take the sofa through, if they could. The removal men went in to have a look, and it was okay; they wouldn’t have to deal with the awkward corner that made the front hall in number 57 difficult. So through they went. Diesel came to watch, hoping the men wouldn’t bash Mrs Michael’s beautiful clean paintwork. Everything in number 59 was shining and immaculate.


Dad said to Mrs Michael, ‘I’m not very happy about having an empty house next door. It’s a liability. Property that isn’t being looked after can get problems, like damp, and that soon means trouble for the houses on either side. There’s no For Sale board. Do you know what’s going on?’


‘Oh, number 55 isn’t empty!’ said the old lady, surprised: as if Dad must have known this.


‘It isn’t empty? You’re kidding. I’m sure it’s empty.’


‘The boys live there, the Knight boys. With their mother, except if she’s off on one of her sprees. The father left them years ago, of course.’


Diesel saw her dad’s face fall. It was quite a change: one second happy and excited, eyes sparkling, next second all worried and shocked.


‘I really think the estate agent told us that 55 was standing empty.’


‘Well, I don’t know what they told you,’ said Mrs Michael. ‘But it’s not.’


Mrs Michael was as clean as her house. She wore a pink nylon overall, brown stockings and floral slippers with a pink furry trim. Every time Diesel had seen her she’d been wearing the same kind of thing, usually with pink rubber gloves as well: and holding a can of polish and a cloth; or something like that. Her hair was set in gleaming white curls; she was wearing lipstick and powder, very neatly applied, though she was obviously just doing the housework. The first time the Pragers had come to look at number 57, Mrs Michael had popped out into her own garden when they were out at the back, and talked to them over the wall; which was much lower than the wall on the number 55 side, and topped by a fence with roses trained over it. She’d chatted to them through the bare branches of the roses (it had been winter then), and they’d all three felt that they were being checked out. She’d been very friendly every time they’d come back since, so she must have decided they were okay.


Diesel thought Mrs Michael was too clean; too pink-and-white. A younger Diesel (she’d always been accident prone) might have had problems with someone like that living next door. Balls over walls; noisy games, broken windows sort of bother. But she was fourteen now, so she expected she could keep out of trouble.


In all the chats they’d had, Mrs Michael and her son had never mentioned number 55, the house the Pragers believed was empty. It just hadn’t come up.


The removal men took down a section of the fence, where there was a gap between the roses. The sofa went through into the Pragers’ garden. The men took it in through the French doors and then very neatly and quickly put the fence back; with Mrs Michael watching them like a hawk. The unloading went on, all the sunny afternoon. Linden Grove stayed quiet as it had been when they arrived. The comfortable old red brick houses dozed in the sunshine. A few people passed, mostly mothers with young children. A couple of dogs trotted. Cats came out to sit on steps or sniff at the parked cars.


It was exactly the right kind of street. Nothing too scary-posh, but nice. A street where black and brown and white people lived together and nobody worried. Where people smiled as they walked by; where toddlers sat on the kerb and played with their toys; and on Sundays everyone would probably come out with buckets and suds to clean their friendly, shabby cars. No one was cleaning a car this afternoon, but a young couple, man and a woman, were doing some work on theirs. They had a row of tools laid out on the pavement. Diesel could hear them giving each other orders in cheerful, easy-going voices.


She sat on the front wall of number 57 (they had a little front garden inside the wall, rather than rubble and rubbish); feeling as if she’d landed on a new planet. Their block of flats, that big sad barracks, was the spaceship that had carried them from earth. Those rooms with no outside space attached; nothing but blank corridor and a lift that smelled of disinfectant (on its good days), had been their cabins. That so-called balcony, where you couldn’t do anything except hang washing, because it was so narrow, had been their porthole window on the emptiness of outer space. The journey had lasted years, but it was over now. They were safe on the other shore.


She felt like singing, as if she was five again: my wall! my door! my garden! my house!


When the removal men had left, she stopped being useless and idle. She hung up Herbie on one of the coat hooks in the hall so he wouldn’t get mislaid, and helped Mum and Dad. They started putting things together: spreading rugs, arranging furniture; making beds, unpacking pots and pans. They also laid the stair carpet (downstairs was rugs; upstairs nearly-new fitted carpet; left behind by the previous owners). As Mum said, it was the single biggest thing you could do to make a house sound normal. By the time they’d finished this difficult feat, it was ten pm and they were starving. Diesel’s mum heated up some tinned soup. They drank it from mugs, half asleep, and Diesel went off to have a shower and go to bed.


It had been a long day; a day taken out of normal life. Tomorrow Mum and Dad would be back at work and she’d be back in school. Linden Grove would carry on its quiet hours without them until evening, and then they’d come home. Home! Soon, day by day, living here wouldn’t be strange and wonderful. Diesel felt that they should have done more celebrating tonight, because by tomorrow living in the new house would have begun to be ordinary. But never mind, they could have a housewarming party later. Her mum and dad were good at throwing parties. There were plenty of things she wanted to decide about her new room, but they’d wait. She sat Herbie on the pillow, got into bed and closed her eyes.


Someone was playing the TV or the radio very loud.


It wasn’t Mum and Dad downstairs. It was right by her ear.


She sat up. The loud music was coming through the wall from number 55.


So Mrs Michael was right, it wasn’t an empty house. Unless it was an empty house haunted by pop music. She lay down again, thinking, it’s late, they’ll soon switch it off


An hour later, by the luminous figures on her alarm clock, the music was still going on.


It was the radio, not the TV or a music player. She became sure there was no one actually listening, in the room on the other side of her bedroom wall. Radio-world voices were talking into a blank silence through there; and playing their music at full volume unheeded: like a tap left on, with water pouring out of it in an empty bathroom. Someone had fallen asleep, forgetting to turn off the radio.


The walls of the spaceship flats had been thin as cardboard: it was one of the things her parents had hated most about living there. You heard loud music, loud canned laughter from the TV; you heard people quarrelling, people slapping their children and the children wailing. It was miserable sometimes. But at least their neighbours at the flats had never been noisy all through the night. She wondered what kind of bedroom it was, on the other side of her wall. How would it be furnished? With an old supermarket trolley and pieces of motor bike?


There was a succession of different presenters, as the hours went by. They all had the same kind of laid back, soothing late night voices. Other people who were up all night for work or loneliness reasons phoned in, and chatted and laughed as if the radio presenters were their old and dear friends. It never stopped loud and clear, right through ‘til morning.


Diesel came down next morning heavy-eyed, feeling terribly sleepy; with her brain not in gear. Mum and Dad were in the kitchen, looking miserable. She knew they had been kept awake too. Their bedroom wasn’t right next to the guilty bedroom, but the noise had been too loud for anyone in number 57 to escape from it. She’d heard them getting up and coming out onto the landing once. They’d stood there arguing about whether they’d be better off trying to sleep on the couch downstairs. But she’d been too sleepy and sort of hypnotised to call out to them, and in the end they’d just gone back to bed.


‘It was a random incident,’ Diesel’s mum was saying. ‘I’m sure it won’t happen again.’


Dad’s expression was grim. ‘I’m not. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.’


‘I bet Mum’s right,’ said Diesel. ‘We couldn’t be that unlucky.’


She understood why her dad was upset. It was only one night, but it was a bad omen, a cruel twist to the story, just when their dream had come true.


When she came home after school Mum had cheered up. They arranged the rest of the furniture; though this was only temporary, because they were going to redecorate. It was fun finding things that had been feared lost in the unpacking, and finding the right places where everything ought to go. Dad arrived back from work and they kept on sorting and shifting together, shouting answers to the quiz questions on early evening TV as they went from room to room; and eating sausage sandwiches (sausages fried by Dad, once he’d discovered the frying pan in a bathroom cupboard). But Diesel caught Mum and Dad looking at each other worriedly, and knew they were thinking about that radio in the night. The move to a real house had been such a treasured fantasy. They’d been looking forward to this wonderful change so much. Nothing, nothing was supposed to go wrong.


‘Look at the state of that place,’ she heard her dad muttering to her mum. ‘Just think about it. It’s a dump; like no other house on the street: that tells the whole story. I could kick myself for not asking the estate agent a few more questions. I’m sure he said it was empty.’


‘Don’t worry Leo,’ said Mum, ‘Maybe it won’t happen again.’


About nine in the evening a car pulled up noisily outside their front door. They heard loud laughter and loud young voices. Doors slammed. The voices went into number 55. At once loud pop music started to play, drowning the Pragers’ TV. Dad grabbed the remote control and turned the volume as high as it would go, but all that did was inflict a double torture of blaring noise. Mum and Diesel didn’t say anything to him; there was no need. After a few minutes he turned the TV off and sat glowering miserably in silence.


‘Leo,’ said Mum, ‘I think you’re overreacting. They’re noisy, and we’ll get used to it: like we did at the flats. They’re not doing any harm. It’s a crumpled rose leaf.’


That was something Diesel’s gran, Mum’s Mum, liked to say. She’d say, your life is like a bed of pretty roses girl, why are you complaining about one crumpled leaf? The idea was that a bed of roses would be perfect, but Diesel always thought it sounded really uncomfortable, never mind a few crumpled leaves. What about the thorns?


‘Huh,’ said Dad, ‘Seems to me more like real trouble.’


That night the radio coming through the bedroom wall stopped about three am. Then it started up again, louder than ever, half an hour later.


The next afternoon when Diesel came home Mum was already in, having been on an earlier shift at the DIY superstore where she worked. She was out on the front steps, taking old varnish off the front door with a heat gun and a scraper, and talking to a young woman: half of the couple who’d been working on the green Peugeot 306, up the street; the day the Pragers moved in. Diesel stayed and joined in the conversation. The woman was called Melanie, she was a trainee teacher; she had tousled dark hair, a silver nose stud and a cheerful grin. She lived with her partner lived in number 53. He was a railway man, working shifts, so he was often around during the day. There was a side street between 55 and 53, so they weren’t much bothered by the noisy neighbours.


‘But I’m glad Adrian’s home at irregular times,’ confided Melanie. ‘With the Knight brothers living next door. Not that they’ve ever done anything, except for the noise, but everyone knows about those boys. They’re a problem.’


In the end Mum took a break from her scraping, Melanie came in for a cup of coffee: and gave them the full low down on the family at number 55: the problem family of Linden Grove. It was a sad story, said Melanie. She knew it all, because she’d always lived on Linden Grove. Her mum and dad still lived on the street; further down. The Knights at number 55 had been nice people, until the father walked out. But then the mother’s new boyfriend had moved in, and the boys didn’t like him. They had violent quarrels with him, they started playing truant from school. Then the eldest, only fourteen at the time, was caught joyriding by the police. He’d always been mad keen on cars; both the older boys were. It had been something Jason Knight shared with his dad, who was a wonderful mechanic. But after his dad had left and the boyfriend moved in, he’d got in with a bad crowd, and this was the result. Jason had been too young to be in serious trouble for a first offence, but his Mum’s boyfriend had given the boy a terrible beating when the police brought him home.


‘After that,’ said Melanie, ‘things went seriously downhill. The screaming fights got worse; it never stopped. Cheryl, the boys’ mother, was drinking heavily. The house started to look neglected and awful, the way you see it now. The boys were never in school, always just hanging around. Eventually Cheryl’s boyfriend moved to a place of his own, which we thought would be an improvement, but by then it didn’t make any difference.’


That was the way things had been for the last three years. Cheryl Knight was usually off at her boyfriend’s flat. Or else you’d see her brought home to number 55 in an ambulance, her face all cuts and bruises. The house looked like a dump. Jason had left school with no exams he was seventeen now and had never had a job. The two younger boys were just running wild. Martin was maybe already following his brother’s criminal footsteps. John, the youngest, was only twelve, but he was no better. He’d give you a mouthful of abuse if you so much as looked at him.


Cheryl Knight (when you could get any sense out of her) said her oldest boy made his living fixing cars: work he got on a word-of-mouth basis. It was true there were usually a couple of strange motors outside the house. But he’d been seen down in the town, by people who knew what they were talking about, with really bad characters: and though he’d never been arrested again, the police had been round questioning him more than once. Maybe it wasn’t his fault, maybe he’d worked on stolen vehicles without knowing where they came from … but there’s no smoke without fire. And there were other rumours. A lot of people were convinced Jason had been responsible for a series of burglaries in the neighbourhood, recently. Melanie thought it might well be true.


‘I don’t like gossip, but it wouldn’t be fair not to warn you,’ said Melanie. ‘Jason Knight’s a wrong ’un; his friends are worse, and poor Martin seems to be going exactly the same way. It’s a shame.’ She hesitated, looking a little guilty. ‘Okay, maybe it isn’t as bad as people make out sometimes. They’re not monsters. I’ll say this for them: they stick by each other, those three. The house is a tip, and the boys never look exactly smart, but they’re clean and fed at least: and believe me, that’s no thanks to their mother. If you say a word to her about the way her children behave, the loud music, the late night noise, the strange cars coming around at all hours, she’ll scream and swear at you. But she never does anything for them. They might as well not have a mother: they’d be better off, poor kids.’


When Dad came home, Mum and Diesel told him what they’d learned. He took it badly. Mum unfortunately said something, half joking, about Diesel’s bedroom window: an old-fashioned sash window and not very secure. Dad immediately insisted on going out into the garden, to assess the chances of them getting burgled. As the three of them stood staring at the back of the house Michael from 59 appeared, and was soon confirming everything Melanie had said about the Knight boys.


‘I didn’t want to upset you,’ he explained, with gloomy relish, ‘but it’s true. That Jason is a right young villain. We’re all right, because of our Topsy, she’d give us the alarm. If I were you I’d get some barbed wire round that drainpipe up your wall. It’d be nothing to the Knight boys to do your house over. Over the wall, up the drainpipe, in through a bedroom window. The police are useless, of course. I’ve tried to get them round, for the noise and the disruption. They won’t do anything: won’t even caution him.’


Topsy was Mrs Michael’s terrier. She was an old, fat little thing: probably not much good at chasing burglars, Diesel thought. But she did have a loud bark.


Michael advised them not to confront the Knight boys. There was no point in trying to get them to stop playing their music all hours, or slamming car doors; or talking loudly late at night. Other people had tried; he’d tried it himself and got nothing but threats and swearing. The only thing to do was hope that the police would come to their senses: take Jason off to prison and have the other two put in some kind of Reform Home.


‘Why didn’t Mrs Michael or Michael tell us any of this before?’ sighed Mum, when Michael had gone back indoors, shaking his head like a doctor giving up a hopeless case.


‘People don’t want to bear false witness,’ said Dad. ‘It’s a human instinct. Most people only feel they can tell you the bad news about other people; after you already know it.’


The three of them went indoors themselves, and sat around their kitchen table discussing the damage. Dad had horrible visions of securing the house with bars and locks, and cementing shards of broken glass onto the top of the garden wall. Like living in Fort Knox. Mum tried to convince him that Melanie and Michael had been exaggerating wildly, the way people love to exaggerate bad news; even if they don’t want to be the first to lay blame. But it was a horrible shock. Having really bad neighbours, Dad said, is one of the worst things that can happen to you, in terms of quality of life. And that was what they seemed to have found.


Drunken mother, wild behaviour, criminals, violence; maybe stolen cars, maybe stolen goods. The last two nights had been nothing, compared to what might happen. And there was no escape. The estate agent hadn’t warned them, the neighbours hadn’t warned them, they’d missed all the signs of trouble: now they were trapped, stuck here forever to be tortured (at the least) every single night by non-stop head-pounding pop music-


‘You’re jumping off the deep end, Leo,’ protested Mum miserably.


But she seemed to be half-drowned in doom and gloom herself.


‘Look on the bright side,’ suggested Diesel. ‘They haven’t got a drum kit.’


Her parents didn’t think this was funny at all.


Diesel felt terribly sorry for her mum and dad. It was as if they’d been given a new bike each for Christmas, and the very next day the wheels had fallen off, or something. But that night as she lay in bed, waiting for the radio voices to come through the wall, she felt almost disappointed when nothing happened. She hadn’t totally minded being kept awake; not the first time anyway: not before she’d realised how upset her parents were going to be. It had been actually almost nice, lying there listening. Wondering about the room by her pillow where someone had fallen asleep, with the all night station for an endless lullaby—


Walking to the school bus and walking home, she’d start thinking about the three brothers. How did it feel to be them? It must be so horrible to have lost your dad, and had your mum turn into someone who didn’t care. Diesel had always felt completely safe and loved at home. But there were people at school who said things about her because of the colour of her skin. She knew how that felt. She knew how it felt to walk around shops, in a white area, and have people stare at you as if they were certain you were a criminal. It happened sometimes even on her home territory, when she was out with white friends. They’d be messing around; trying out the testers at a beauty counter maybe, and an assistant would come and see them off. But it was Diesel, the brown-skinned girl, who got the glares. It was Diesel they thought would be the thief.


Over the years she’d talked to Mum and Dad about this kind of thing, and they had talked to her. It always came down to stand up for yourself but be patient; be forgiving, remember what Jesus said. Diesel tried to feel that way; she wanted her parents to be proud of her. But she couldn’t always be strong. Sometimes she felt like a worm, a crushed, miserable angry worm. She wanted to do something nasty:-take a lipstick from the display, slap a girl who sneered at her behind her back. Just to show them. So now she wondered about the Knight brothers, Jason and Martin and John, with sympathy; not as enemies. What kind of life did they have? Being called bad all the time; failing at school so it wasn’t worth going in. Living in a house with a heap of rubbish and rotting furniture outside the front door?


On the fourth day of the new house she saw them for the first time. There was a little orange sports car, an MGB, outside number 55, up on axle rests with the bonnet open. Two legs in blue overall trousers stuck out from underneath. A white kid with bristle-short dark was squatting on the kerb, messing with a socket set, taking out the pieces and building them into shiny chrome towers. That must be John; though he looked really small for a twelve year old. An older boy was sitting in the rotten armchair, his feet up over one of the arms, reading a Superheroes comic. He looked about Diesel’s age. He had the same pale skin and skinny build as the little boy, but his hair was longer, with a limp fringe that flopped over his eyes; and which he kept shoving back. That must be Martin.


The legs under the car must belong to the oldest Knight boy. The two boys watched her as she stood fumbling for her new key, but they didn’t look unfriendly. Diesel smiled at them. The young one ducked his head, like a shy animal. The one who must be Martin tossed back his overlong fringe and grinned in return.


She felt as if she’d betrayed her parents. But it had seemed the natural thing to do.


Smiling at the Knight boys turned out not to be a betrayal. Mum and Dad had got over the shock, pulled themselves together and realised they had to take a positive attitude. The Pragers were Christians. They ought to be tolerant and understanding, and make allowances for the tough time the family had had: or what was the point of saying you believed in Jesus Christ? As for the hair-raising stuff about Jason being a hardened criminal, probably it wasn’t even true. Just because he’d been in trouble with the police once, was no reason to believe he deserved such a bad name.


Nobody on the street had a good word to say about the Knight boys. Melanie’s story seemed to have opened the floodgates. Every time Diesel’s mum went out the front door, she seemed to meet someone else who had a tale to tell, from the man at the Off-Licence on the corner of the main road, to the School-Crossing Lady at the junction. She’d even had people she didn’t know come up to her at work, to say they’d heard she’d moved to Linden Grove: wanting to issue a neighbourly warning about those Knight brothers. People are only human, said Diesel’s mum. They love a scare story. I’m not saying I blame them, but I’m not going to believe in all the gossip, either. Let’s treat our neighbours the way we’d like them to treat us. All we know is that three teenage boys, left on their own, have been a bit inconsiderate. It’s hardly a crime wave.


So Dad went round and knocked on the door, to have a word about the late night music and general noise. Diesel and Mum waited, almost holding their breath: trying to feel un-judging and Christian (Diesel thought); but getting ready to phone the ambulance if Dad got beaten up; or if Jason Knight, hardened criminal, pulled a gun on him.


Dad was gone about five minutes. He came back unharmed, looking almost ashamed.


‘What happened?’ demanded Diesel. ‘Who answered the door? What did they say?’


‘Well, I had to knock like thunder, they’ve no bell, but Jason came in the end. I spoke to him. He said he was very sorry. He said number 57’s been empty for months. They’d got used to not having to worry about noise, and they didn’t think.’


‘Well, now we’ll see what happens,’ said Mum.


What happened was that that the music was still as loud, but it stopped at eleven pm sharp. The cars in the night pulled up just as noisily, but doors did not get slammed and nobody stayed out in the street shouting and laughing. The radio in the bedroom next to Diesel still played, but it was never loud enough to disturb her parents. Mum and Dad cheered up. The three of them started decorating. The dream was alive again, and everything was okay.


Whenever Diesel walked by, if Martin and John were in their front yard (and they usually were) they smiled at her and she smiled back.


She began to look forward to Martin’s smile.


In church on Sunday, standing among her parents’ friends and her parents’ friends’ children, everyone dressed in their Sunday best, Diesel offered a silent prayer, thanking God for sorting things out. Although she believed in God, and was happy to go to church, Diesel usually used the time for daydreaming, and only woke up for the singing; the part she really enjoyed. But this, she felt, was a special occasion, so she said her prayer and made it a good one. The prayer turned into a long thought, not quite a daydream but a long, interested thought, about Martin Knight. What did he do with himself all day, if he didn’t go to school? Didn’t he get bored hanging around doing nothing? Did he have a girlfriend? Was he ever going to speak to her, or would they carry on smiling, nothing more, for the next ten years?


She went home alone: Mum and Dad had church business. There was a different car up on axle supports outside number 55; the same pair of legs sticking out from under it. Undersized John, his hands black with engine oil, a smear of the same grease on his white face, was passing bits from the socket set to his big brother (Diesel supposed it must be big brother Jason under there). Maybe that’s a stolen car, she thought Diesel, a prickle running down her spine. She sympathised with the Knight brothers, but she felt uncomfortable about the adult one. She wished he wasn’t around all the time.


Martin was sitting on the wall of the grungy front yard; not doing anything much.


‘Hi, neighbour,’ he said.


So now he’d spoken to her.


‘Hi,’ said Diesel, fumbling for her new key.


‘You should put it on your key ring.’


‘I know. I keep meaning to.’


She was embarrassed because she was all dressed up for Sunday, and Martin and John obviously never did any such thing. He swung around to face her, drawing up his knees. He was wearing a very battered pair of blue jeans and a t-shirt with the sleeves torn out of it: clean, but creased and grey with wear.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Diesel.’ She felt her face going hot. ‘It’s Giselle, really. Like in the ballet. But I’m— ’


‘You’re more of a Diesel,’ agreed Martin, without her having to finish.


A remark like that would usually have embarrassed her no end. Diesel had long legs and a good figure, but she knew she didn’t look like anything like a ballerina. Everything about her except her legs was built chunky; like an engine. But from Martin it sounded nice. At least she knew he liked engines…


It would have been totally false to ask what his name was, but she couldn’t think of a polite way to say she already knew. (And you’re Martin, Linden Grove’s second most famous juvenile offender. You probably go burgling and you almost certainly steal cars, like your big brother. . ). So she just blushed more, mumbled ‘see you—’ and fled indoors.


But it was a start. Maybe it was ridiculous, but she felt excited and a little bit scared. That night she listened to the soft murmur of the all night radio through her wall for a long time, smiling to herself, before she fell asleep.


Diesel and her mum and dad didn’t see the dreaded Cheryl, Mrs Knight herself, for about three weeks. Then one evening when Diesel was doing her homework in the back room —surrounded by living room furniture, because Mum and Dad were painting woodwork and watching TV in the living room— she heard a diesel engine, a black-cab engine, out in the street. It was about nine pm. She stopped working and listened, because this was unusual. Minicabs were normal, black cabs were not. Then someone started hammering on the door of 55; the door without a doorbell. The door was opened. Immediately there were raised voices, one of them a woman’s, slurred and shrieking at the same time. The door slammed. The loud voices went on. In the front room in Diesel’s house either Mum or Dad turned up the TV.


They didn’t get much chance to mind their own business, that night. You couldn’t make out many of the words, or understand exactly what it was about, but the furious screaming quarrel went on and on: punctuated by graphic sound effects: the crack of an open-handed slap against flesh, the racket of somebody falling or being pushed. Once it sounded as if John had fallen, or been pushed, down the stairs: and then started wailing at the top of his voice; so desolate and hopeless it really hurt to listen. When Diesel went to bed, it got worse not better. Downstairs, it seemed Mrs Knight went on yelling at her oldest son; with Jason giving back as good as he got. Things crashed and clanged, as if someone was throwing pans at the kitchen walls. Upstairs, through the wall beside Diesel’s head, there was no music. Just the sound of John loudly sobbing.


She’d worked out that Martin and John must share the bedroom where the radio played. Tonight she recognised Martin’s voice: talking gently; trying to get the kid to calm down. But John just cried and cried. Diesel pulled her pillow over her head, ashamed she had to eavesdrop on their misery. She must have fallen asleep like that. She woke up terrified and half-suffocated; from a nightmare about searching for Martin: in a house that had jagged broken glass for walls, and rusty supermarket trolleys for furniture.


Diesel went back to sleep after her pillow-on-the-head dream woke her. When she woke again rain was battering against her window, but through the rain she could hear sounds that seemed to have migrated from her dream. It was Saturday morning; she didn’t have to get up for school. She went and looked out of her window. Rain was pouring down; the wind was tossing the branches of the overgrown trees next door. But the three brothers were out there, bare headed and without their coats: sitting on a broken down sofa; half hidden in long weedy grass. Three dark haired boys graduated in size like the Three Bears, but not in order. The big bear —it must be Jason— was hugging John; and rocking him as if he was a baby. The middle bear, Martin, sat hunched forward over: systematically smashing something made of glass, with a half brick. She couldn’t see his face, but she could see how fiercely he concentrated on grinding whatever it was to powder.


He looked up, straight at her bedroom window. Diesel stepped back, very embarrassed. What were they doing outside? It must be something to do with the row last night. Didn’t they have anywhere to go to get out of the rain? That was just terrible


Later she went into town, to meet her two best school friends. She had nothing to do in town, but now they lived in Linden Grove the town centre was so close, it seemed like the obvious place to be. She and her mates, Anita and Bev, just liked wandering round the malls in the pedestrian precincts, Chapterhouse and Sanctuary: not buying anything much, just window shopping and chatting.


Diesel’s mum and dad didn’t approve. They thought Diesel and her friends ought to do something in their spare time. Something creative, or healthy, or cultural. But they didn’t object; so long as they knew who Diesel was with and when she would be home. They were a lot less strict than some parents at their church.


She’d never seen Martin anywhere but at number 55: never passed him in the street or seen him with other teenagers. But there he was, sitting on the rim of the Elephant Fountain, in Chapterhouse Square; the open plaza between the two malls. A concrete elephant with a small castle on its back stood in the middle of the pool, water spouting from its upraised trunk. It was a memorial for an ancient mediaeval pub, called The Elephant and Castle, which had stood on this spot, years ago before the Second World War.


The rain had stopped; the sun had begun to come out. He was smiling at her.


‘Hi,’ said Diesel, coming over. They’d never had much of a conversation yet, but they’d been saying hello for a while now. She thought it was okay to sit down next to him


‘Hi neighbour.’


He tossed back his fringe. There were circles under his eyes as dark as his hair, and his face was so pale the freckles on his nose stood out like tiny bruises.


‘Um … our Jason said, if I saw you, I was to say sorry for all the noise last night.’


‘That’s okay.’


‘Mum’ll leave again soon,’ His wry smile didn’t hide the way he was trying hard not to look embarrassed. ‘She never stays long. Then we’ll have some peace again.’


Diesel looked at her shoes. They were nice shoes: sporty but stylish. She’d bought them just a couple of weeks ago, after long drooling over them in a shop window. The sight of Martin’s broken down trainers, beside them, depressed her. She wanted to explain that she was not rich, and her mum and dad never bought her stuff. She’d had to save up for ages. But it wasn’t money that made the difference. Everyone said the Knight boys always had plenty of cash. It was being loved, and cared for. She suddenly felt there was no use in being embarrassed. He knew she knew all about his sad story.
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