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      He could have been any young man in this age of universal style, trudging down into this cathedral city with its university,
         its public school, its colleges and its prison. Under the crisp new baseball cap his blond hair was caught up in an elastic
         band before it snaked down his back. His parka jacket with its false military credentials drooped over his jeans, which in
         turn drooped over his brand-new boots. His compact rucksack was tightly packed. His pale, sculptured face had a tinge of gold,
         as if he’d recently been in the sun. The striped scarf looped into itself in the modern way around his neck seemed to signify
         his place up the style scale rather than down.
      

      
      A gust of sharp autumn air made the young man hunch his shoulders and thrust his hands deep into his parka pockets. The day
         was bright, but still cold. In the blue sky clouds left trails, like unravelling white wool.
      

      
      As he walked along the gleaming pavement he was careful where he placed his feet – snug in their shiny new boots – as he skirted
         puddles still scummy from the residue of early-morning ice. He was feeling good, relishing this exposure to the elements.
         In these last two years he’d only felt sun on his head, fresh wind or rain in his face when he was being escorted between
         tall square buildings. But at that time, whatever the weather outside, he’d felt perpetually cold, huddling in on himself
         for both warmth and protection. Even the late-summer heat of Cornwall – where he’d recently been to warm up, to scrub off the last of the prison pallor – had made little difference to this habit
         of folding in on himself.
      

      
      Now he sniffed the air and closed his eyes, revelling in the faint layers of scent that under-clothed the city: scent laid
         down by generations of miners, students and perfumed tourists, undercut by the smell of food: fish and chips, academic dinners,
         pizza and pasta, potatoes, beef, bread and beer consumed by generations of intellectuals and workers giving public and private
         service in this county town. The line of people went right back through a thousand years to hard-handed stonemasons and carpenters
         clambering wooden scaffolding, constructing gracious, glorious buildings they could never really inhabit. It came to the young
         man, whose name was Adam Mathéve, that the shelters of those workmen would have smelled something like the back corridors
         of prison: gamy and ripe and infused with unfulfilled desires.
      

      
      He hesitated at the bottom of the station bank. His first instinct was to turn to his right, along the road edging the back
         gardens of the Georgian houses of Western Hill, and on between the great edifice of St Cuthbert’s church and the sixties gargoyle
         of County Hall. Then on, on he might go, until he reached the sprawling Three Hills estate that had been his childhood home.
      

      
      But that could not be his destination today. He’d had to memorise quite a different route with quite a different destination.
         He’d marked this route on his map with his ink pen: straight across the road, past the grey rise of the hospital, left under
         the rearing viaduct to the traffic lights, then right again, through more lights. One more right turn and he’d be there. This
         was where she lived now: this was his destination.
      

      
      He took a deep breath and stepped out into the road, forcing a van to screech to a halt. He leapt back and it just missed
         him by inches. A burly man leaned out of the window, his face bulging with a potent mixture of anger and fear. ‘Got a death
         wish, have you? What ya think yer freakin’ doin’, idiot?’
      

      
      Adam opened his hands palms up and half smiled, ‘Sorry, mate.’
      

      
      The driver stared into the young man’s fair face, his bright, watchful eyes. Then he shrugged, and put the van back into gear.
         ‘You need to watch your step, son. Your lucky day today. Just had me brakes fixed. Last week these brakes were crap and I’d’ve
         run you down and we’d’ve both been in the shit.’ He glanced in his rear mirror at the traffic, which was backing up. ‘Like
         I say, you watch it, son, or you’re dead.’
      

      
      It had started to drizzle now. Adam crossed the road, pulled his hood up over his baseball cap and set off again at speed.
         At the second set of traffic lights he stopped. One part of him was shrieking to turn, to go back the way he’d come, up through
         the town, back to the station, on to a train to anywhere. Any place but here. The wind rose and the breeze started to drive
         the raindrops against his cheeks. A convulsive shiver rippled through his body from his heels to the nape of his neck: someone
         treading on his grave.
      

      
      A double-decker passed in front of him, its brilliant surface urging him to go to the Christmas pantomime at the Sunderland
         Empire. He relaxed and smiled at that. At least – now – he could go to pantomimes, if he really wanted to. He eased the rucksack
         more comfortably on his shoulders, took a deep breath and turned the corner.
      

      
      The building rose before him: red brick, three storeys high, gridded with windows. In its proportions it was not unlike some
         of the institutions he’d lived in during these last two years. But this building, with its artfully leaded windows, was different.
         His mother lived here. This was the place where – without any reference to him – she’d chosen to live now. This was certainly
         not his home. Home to him was Three Hills, a seventies experiment in private and public housing on the edge of the city: an aspiring,
         child-friendly place with open green spaces and trees grown large in the forty years of its existence. Growing up there had
         been good enough, in the web of the friends and families who had been his safety net when he had to fend for himself when his mother was away.
      

      
      Adam had always known his mother was unusual, going about this business of buildings when other mothers stayed home and baked
         cakes. Her being away so much forced him to be self-sufficient. Despite this he had never felt abandoned. She’d always made
         sure he was safe and well fed. Her last words, before she stepped into her battered Mitsubishi Mirage, were always some variation
         of the following: The list is on the fridge, Adam. A meal for each night, just to heat through. And money for each day in the envelopes in the
            desk drawer. Clean under-stuff and shorts on the bed in the spare room. Don’t forget. Bath at night, wash in the morning.
            I’ll ring you at eight o’clock every night. And she did. But, as she always said, trusting him.
      

      
      Adam had taken care of himself like this since he was twelve. Before that his stepfather Jack had taken very good care of
         him. Oh, Jack. A ripple of grief raced through him. Jack! He wanted Jack here with him now.
      

      
      But he wasn’t. And these days his mother didn’t live on the Three Hills estate. These days she lived here, at this new place,
         Merrick Court, in this new block that had risen like a phoenix from land liberated by the demolition of a garage. He remembered
         the garage.
      

      
      He looked up at the red-brick wall and wondered how she, who loved buildings to the exclusion of people, could bear to live
         in such a place. The building was neat enough, discreetly designed to meet the rigid planning constraints in this historic
         city. With its ersatz Victorian windows and ersatz narrow Georgian doors, it reeked of gentility, obviously latching on to
         the unique market here for posh downsizers and transient academics who wanted to live small but did not want to live scruffy.
      

      
      Adam hated the place on sight. At least Three Hills had been honest, unapologetically modern; a cheerful seventies optimism,
         when people were surging forward, not casting nostalgic glances behind them.
      

      
      He checked the address on his phone. 15a Merrick Court. An arrow under the name plaque directed him through a Norman-style archway into an inward-facing courtyard with landings
         leading off two ornate concrete staircases that serviced four floors. Each landing had four neatly numbered Georgian doors.
         He noted all this in the split second before he caught sight of the crumpled figure of a woman in a long green coat at the
         bottom of one of the staircases. He recognised his mother only by her distinctive mane of grey hair: the mask of blood on
         her face made her look like a stranger.
      

      
      A perverse streak of anger rose through him like bile. Then he darted forward to kneel beside her. He put his hand on her
         narrow shoulder and saw the seepage of red blood behind her head. It was glossy, like the icy step on which she lay.
      

      
      He felt for his phone and rang the emergency number. ‘Yes, she’s fallen down some outside steps. Slipped on the ice, I think.
         Yes . . . unconscious . . . No, I don’t know how long she’s been here. I just got here. No, her face isn’t cold . . . Her hands are . . .
         Yes . . . What? Yes, she’s my mother . . . 15a Merrick Court . . . Yes. Warm.’ He thrust the phone into the front of his rucksack, took
         off his parka and spread it over her. Then he scrabbled in the rucksack and found two sweaters to heap on top of the parka.
      

      
      His mother seemed very small, lying there. Looking down he saw that the flesh of her foot, turned awkwardly, had puffed up
         like a ball and was spilling over her neat brown shoe.
      

      
      He knelt again beside her. ‘Christ, Marie, what have you done? What are you doing? Spoiling things again. I wanted to talk
         to you. I really wanted to talk to you. It was time to talk.’
      

      
      But now there could be no talk, no new connection. He’d scripted this meeting in his head dozens of times in the last two
         years. But the conversation always took place in the house on the Three Hills. It might take place in various locations –
         on the doorstep, in the garden, in the little sun room out the back where she liked to sit with her notebooks and papers.
         He used to lie there in his prison pad and let the scene roll before him like a YouTube clip. She would fly into his arms and say how wonderful
         it was to see him again. That it had been too long. That they could start again now. Now, she would say, it would be like
         it had been before.
      

      
      No, that wouldn’t do, would it? That was when his prison daydream would stop and he would have to rewind it. Marie couldn’t
         say that, could she? He wanted her to say it would be better than before: after all, before had not been so good, even when Jack was still there. Before she was always away, and even when she was home she’d be preoccupied – immaculate, he remembered, in narrow linen trousers
         and a sweater topped off with a silk scarf – peering at her unique photo archive of European buildings; making notes, writing
         reports, glancing absently at him over her half-spectacles.
      

      
      Part of him was proud that his mother did all this, this important stuff. He was proud of himself because he was independent
         and could manage without her. But there were crucial times when he wished she were there, just doing the ordinary things with
         him.
      

      
      She’d been away the day he went off to university for the first time. He’d packed his own bag, cleared his own room, and called
         his own taxi to the station. She’d left a folder with all his financial arrangements neatly in place: fees paid, monthly allowance
         fixed up, contract phone agreement; everything taken care of with quiet Marie-esque efficiency.
      

      
      She’d rung him from Brussels on his first night in college. ‘Well then, what’s it like, Adam? The hall?’

      
      ‘All right, I suppose.’

      
      ‘All mod cons?’

      
      ‘Just about.’

      
      ‘Good.’

      
      His turn. ‘How is the conference?’

      
      ‘Good. All the usual people.’

      
      There seemed to be nothing else to say. ‘I’ll have to go,’ he said. ‘Someone’s knocking on my door.’
      

      
      ‘Well, enjoy it all, Adam. A great opportunity. Lots of love.’ This was said casually, but he always treasured the words.

      
      ‘I will. But I’ve gotta go. Lots of love.’

      
      In fact no one had been knocking on his door, but Adam’s lie inspired him to go and knock on the room next door. That was
         when he met Sam Rogers, his liberation and eventually, he now saw, his nemesis.
      

      
      That call from Brussels set the pattern of all telephone calls during the time he was in college: brief, stilted, without
         much emotional content except for the final message of love. He knew his mother was like that, stiff on the phone; always
         had been, even when he was younger and home alone. While he was at college their paths only occasionally crossed. Even during
         vacations, Marie would often be away. And the times she was at home, Adam himself was would be away on his travels to Cyprus
         and Ireland with Sam and their friend Rachel. His mother would happily buy him travel gear, fund his trips and give him lists
         of buildings to look out for. He could decode her actions as some kind of love, but she never once said she would miss him.
      

      
      For Adam this was normal life. It did not make him unhappy. In prison he had time to think it through. Her actions did show
         her affection. He knew it wasn’t that she disliked him. She didn’t dislike him at all. She was just preoccupied with more important things. And she wanted him to be as self-sufficient
         as she herself had always been.
      

      
      But other mothers weren’t like that. Sam’s mother was not like that. Sometimes Adam thought she was like this because she’d
         been nearly forty when he was born and was a generation ahead of the mothers of his friends. But in the end he concluded it
         was not Marie’s age, it was her character. She was always so close, so contained, whereas he – he finally realised – had always
         been looking for some openness, some declaration from her, some gush of affection that was never forthcoming. Even that thought
         embarrassed him.
      

      
      He knew, by the time of the court case, that the notion of reaching out to Marie in this particular dilemma was unthinkable.
         So, although he could have done so, he decided not to telephone her from prison. How could he risk her talking to him in her
         usual abbreviated way, covering her shame and embarrassment? Things were bad enough in there without that.
      

      
      Of course she was better at letters. She’d always been good at letters, written to him from all round the world in her round
         artist’s hand, decorated with fragmentary drawings of the buildings she was visiting. He had loved and cherished her letters.
         This couldn’t happen with the letters she sent him in prison. He only read the first one. The rest he returned unopened.
      

      
      And in the twenty-six months he was inside, he did not allow Marie to visit him once, although she applied many times. He
         recognised the perversity of deliberately losing touch with her. All around him in prison were men who had been intensely
         anxious to keep in touch, eager still to be nurtured by their mothers, wives and lovers, even while locked away and out of
         physical contact. He knew some men who had even persuaded strangers to love and nurture them in letters, hooking up with unusual
         or lonely women who were touched, or turned on, by the thought of a man in confinement. Others were adept at appealing to
         the mothering instincts of prison visitors – not necessarily for privilege or advantage, but possibly (Adam thought) for the
         glimpse of maternal affection in the eyes of older women.
      

      
      Adam told himself that in order to survive he’d chosen to take the opposite road; he did not want his mother tainted by that
         life. Even so, he still carried Marie’s first letter in his pocket. The letter was creased and battered now, but he kept it
         in his wallet like a perverse talisman:
      

      
      

         Dearest Adam

         I hope you are coping as well as possible in that place. I am so very concerned that this experience will have hit you very hard.
         

         I was sorry I could not catch your eye in court. I was a little hurt to see you turn your face away. I wanted you to see my
               concern. I must tell you that what you would have seen in my face was understanding and not gratuitous blame. I cannot for
               the life of me see why they remanded you in custody. I know the poor boy died, but as yet it is not proved that you are really
               at fault. I talked to the policeman and he said that it was because your passport showed that you were already widely travelled
               and so they suspected that you would think nothing of leaving. It does not seem likely to me that an open, adventurous mind
               would show deviance. If that were the case, I myself would have been behind bars many years ago.
         

         I will keep in touch with your solicitor and the police and will write to you again.
         

         Lots of love always

         Marie

      



      
      That letter had sent him back to his cell in tears. For days, even the touch of the envelope would make his face tight with
         unshed tears. That was when he told the perplexed wing officer that he wanted his mother’s letters returned unopened.
      

      
      ‘Why’s that, son? Everyone in here likes the comfort of letters.’ The officer paused. ‘Did she do you harm, like?’

      
      Adam shook his head. ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘She never did me no harm. That was the best thing about her.’

      
      ‘Draws buildings, doesn’t she? I read about her in the paper.’

      
      ‘Yeah,’ Adam had said. ‘That’s what she does. Draws buildings. She’s very good at it. That’s another good thing about her.’

      
      And now at last he had come to find her, to tell her all that, to tell her all about everything, to tell her how much he loved
         all those things about her. And here she was, oblivious to his voice, getting colder by the second. No wonder he was angry.
      

   
      
      The Tenderness 
of Strangers
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      The shriek of a siren pierced the distant throb of the crossroads traffic, then faded as a massive motorbike rolled through
         the Norman archway of Merrick Court. The rider, weird and otherworldly in helmet and leathers, dismounted. He took off his
         helmet and became human, middle-aged and grizzle-haired. According to his name tag he was called John Armitage. ‘What’ve we
         got here?’ He unclipped his case from his pillion.
      

      
      Adam stood up. ‘It’s my mother. She must have fallen. I’ve just got here.’

      
      The paramedic nodded. ‘Right. If you’d just excuse me, sir . . .’

      
      Adam stood back and watched as the man squatted beside Marie and peered under the parka and jumpers. He felt her neck, touched
         her face quite tenderly, muttering to himself. Then he took out a phone and spoke into it. His face sober, he looked up at
         Adam. ‘We need the ambulance boys here.’ He paused. ‘Were you here when it happened, sir?’
      

      
      Adam shook his head. ‘No. I just arrived. Turned the corner and there she was, lying there.’

      
      ‘And she is . . .?’
      

      
      ‘Her name is Marie Mathéve. She’s my mother. I’m Adam Mathéve. She lives here at number 15a.’ He looked up at the landing.

      
      ‘Marie. How old is she?’

      
      ‘She’s sixty-three, just.’
      

      
      John Armitage took a thin silver wrap from his case and arranged it over the parka and jumpers. Then he touched Marie’s face
         again. ‘She’s not so cold. Good that you kept her warm, son.’
      

      
      Another motorbike rolled through the gateway and a younger paramedic alighted. He squatted by his colleague.

      
      Adam gazed down at his mother, now looking even smaller beneath her silver blanket. He felt a surge of love for her. ‘Her
         leg . . . the ankle’s puffed up.’
      

      
      The new man lifted the hem of the blanket. ‘You’re gunna have a sore head and a sore leg, poor lass.’ The thread of tenderness
         in his voice made Adam’s cheeks burn and tears well into his eyes. He sniffed to hold them at bay.
      

      
      The second paramedic stood up. ‘Mike . . .’ He flicked his name tag and shook Adam’s hand. Then he took out a small notebook.
         He checked on the spelling of Marie’s name and wrote down Adam’s name too. He looked at his watch and noted the time. ‘And
         is your mam on any medication, Adam? Would you say she was fit?’
      

      
      Adam shook his head. ‘I couldn’t say about any medication. I’ve been away for nearly two years. She’s changed her whole life
         since then.’ He paused. ‘She’s always been pretty fit. Very fit, in fact. Walked. Did the Great North Run a few years ago.’
         She hadn’t told Adam about that. He’d found a report in a stack of old newspapers when he came home one summer.
      

      
      Mike picked up Marie’s handbag, extracted a bunch of keys and handed them to Adam. ‘We can check on medication in her bathroom.
         You lead the way, son. John here can keep an eye on your mam.’
      

      
      Adam started up the steps. He turned the wrong way on the landing and had to turn back, bumping into Mike. He flushed. ‘This
         is all new to me. My mother moved while I was away.’ He was relieved that the key he inserted in the narrow Georgian-style
         door actually turned. At least he’d got that right.
      

      
      They let themselves straight into the living room. Mike looked around with a sure eye. ‘En suite bathrooms in these small
         places. All right if I go through the bedroom?’
      

      
      Adam nodded, his eyes straying round the room. He would have recognised his mother’s space anywhere: matt white woodwork,
         pale yellow walls, books and CDs behind glass doors in alphabetical order. Etches and sketches of buildings in foreign places,
         all displaying her own neat touch. Bare polished floor dotted with thin woven rugs from Turkey. Two familiar round bevelled
         mirrors. On the desk under the window was a pile of notebooks, a small drawing slope and pens and pencils in separate pots.
         The only untidy touch was an orange-striped mug labelled Love in a Cold Climate, still half full of cold coffee. His mother had always loved her coffee.
      

      
      He could imagine her here now, surrounded by her things: drinking her coffee, reading her book.

      
      He followed the medic through to the bedroom. Here the only untidy thing was a messy pile of boxes on top of the wardrobe.
         He was just reaching up to take one down when Mike came in from the bathroom. He shook his head. ‘Nothing much in there. Aspirins,
         lemon and honey cough syrup. Nothing that would create a problem for your mother. Seems a fit enough woman.’
      

      
      Adam winced at the blast of a siren in the road outside. The medic grinned. ‘Here come the cavalry! We can hand her over to
         the van boys. Don’t worry, son. Your mam’ll be in the best of hands.’ He stared hard at Adam. ‘Coming, then?’ He turned away.
      

      
      Adam took one last look at the boxes on top of the wardrobe and followed him. When they got down into the courtyard, John
         was talking to the ambulance medics, a man and a woman, who were trundling an empty stretcher on a gurney through the archway.
         The ambulance was parked outside.
      

      
      John pulled on his gloves. ‘Would you like to go in the ambulance with your mam, son?’

      
      ‘Yes. Will that be OK? I’ve no wheels of my own, so it’s either that or the bus.’ Adam could hear his own voice, too keen and too young, as though it belonged to someone else.
      

      
      ‘Leave you to it, then.’ John and Mike roared away on their motorbikes and the other two took over. Adam watched as the woman
         medic carefully adjusted a brace around his mother’s neck, murmuring, ‘Stay with us, Marie, pet. Not long now.’ Then with
         infinite care the two of them lifted her on to the gurney.
      

      
      The woman asked Adam the same questions as Mike and John had, and he answered automatically, his eyes glued to his mother’s
         pale face. He felt another wave of affection for Marie and clenched his eyes shut to stop tears forming. Now she was on the
         stretcher and being wheeled out of the courtyard into the ambulance. The female paramedic handed Adam his parka and his jumpers.
         ‘You coming with us, Mr Mathéve?’ she said.
      

      
      He nodded and stumbled after them, pulling on his parka and stuffing the sweaters back into his rucksack. In the archway he
         turned back to look around the courtyard. Up on the landing stood an old man in braces and a collar and tie; at the other
         side was a young woman with a baby on her hip. Her face was white and worried. The baby started to cry and the girl held it
         up high and shook it, laughing into its face until the crying broke down to a gurgle. Adam was about to call up to them when
         there was a brief blast of the siren and he hurried away through the archway to the ambulance that was carrying his mother
         to hospital.
      

      
      In the ambulance he sat beside the paramedic who was attending to his mother, murmuring all the while, as if her voice would
         bring Marie back into the here and now, from wherever she’d gone since she tumbled down the stairs. As the siren screamed
         and the ambulance bumped along, Adam closed his eyes, thinking suddenly of the beach in Cornwall where he’d gone for his first
         two weeks of freedom, to get rid of his prison pallor and to loosen up his spirit, ready to rejoin the land of the living.
         From his small hotel he’d become used at last to being in charge of his own body, his own movements and his own appetites. He surfed and swam; he lay on the sand soaking up the sun and resisting approaches from men and women who were
         made uncomfortable by someone so clearly on his own in such a beautiful place. But Adam was happy to be on his own. This self-sufficiency
         had saved his sanity inside, and it was a habit he was not about to break. In that, he realised now, he was like Marie. Even
         when the two of them were together, they were each in their own space.
      

      
      His mind drifted back to a time in Almeria, the year he was fourteen: this was a rare occasion when he joined Marie on her
         travels. She had gone off with her sketchbook to check out Alcazaba, an Arab fortress built by the Caliph of Cordoba. He wandered
         off to look at a market and returned an hour later. She’d told him to find her by the cathedral in the old quarter. He’d walked
         through it but he couldn’t see her there. Then, out on the road, he’d caught sight of a woman leaning backwards to take in
         the height of the fortress, her hand shading her eyes from the strong sun. She was slender and pale-faced; her mane of blond
         hair was swept back into a ponytail, her bare, bony feet pushed into sandals. She had a certain elegance. Adam guessed she
         must be French.
      

      
      Then he blinked and realised this woman was Marie, his mother. He went and touched her on the shoulder and she swung round,
         her wonder at the building, at its age and history still clouding her eyes. Then she blinked and recognised him. ‘Adam!’ she
         said, her smile lighting up her face. ‘I was looking for you. I thought you’d run away.’ She touched his bare forearm and
         the fourteen-year-old Adam felt good. He knew he was all right. He knew they were all right. The two of them.
      

      
      Now, in the ambulance, he touched his arm in the same place and he knew he was not all right. They were not all right. His mother was there but she was not there. The siren died as the ambulance turned into the hospital
         complex and parked under a long canopy.
      

      
      ‘Now, Marie!’ said the medic brightly, her face close to that of the unconscious woman. ‘Let’s get you to where it counts, shall we?’
      

      
      Adam stood helplessly under the canopy as the medics wheeled his mother quickly through the entrance spraying details – head trauma . . . sprained . . . pulse – in the direction of a doctor who walked forward quickly to take over. The doctor was a heavily built redhead of some authority
         who reminded the dazed Adam of his third girlfriend at college. His first and second girlfriends – both blondes – in the end
         reminded him too much of his mother and he had dropped them like hot potatoes. His well-built redhead was a safe haven for
         a while after that.
      

      
      And this doctor certainly knew what she was doing. Hypnotised by her intensity and authority Adam followed her, lamb-like,
         all the way to the cubicles, before she instructed a nurse to shepherd the boy back out into the corridor. ‘Sit him down where
         he can do no harm. Poor boy’s in shock.’
      

      
      She had a beautiful voice, like threaded silver, quite at odds with her bulky, practical appearance. As the nurse led him
         away, Adam strained to hear that voice as she began to talk to another nurse about his mother. Around him the emergency department
         whirred and buzzed like a ticking clock on the verge of striking. A beefy man passed him, pushing a child in a wheelchair.
      

      
      The nurse left him at the edge of the waiting room and went back to do more important things. He found a space and sat down,
         hugging his rucksack close to his chest. He closed his eyes. Wait. That was all he could do. Wait.
      

   
      
      Up on the 
Mountain

      
      [image: image]

      
      Some hours later when the nurse came for him Adam was still sitting there, his rucksack clutched on his lap. The dry hospital
         heat, so like that of the prison, had made him discard his cap and his parka. It had made him loosen the band on his hair
         to cool down his head. His mouth was parched but he’d stayed in his seat. He’d not even gone for a drink, wanting to be there
         when they called him.
      

      
      The nurse led him down a corridor and up in a lift. He’d never been in a hospital before, but much of this was very familiar
         – being led along echoing corridors into unknown spaces by a uniformed person in whose bureaucratic day you were a mere detail.
      

      
      She left him in a reception area where the ward sister registered his identity as next of kin and took down his contact details.
         Then the sister led him to a side room, ushered him in and left him. His mother lay very still on the narrow bed, her head
         and her foot bandaged, her white hair in tangles on the pillow. He stood two clear feet away from the bed, staring at Marie:
         at her narrow face, the fine blue veins on her paper-thin lids, her left hand palm up, open as a starfish on the bed, her
         right – the hand with which she drew and wrote – clutching the counterpane.
      

      
      ‘You can touch her. It won’t hurt to touch her, you know.’

      
      He swung round to see the broad face of the red-haired doctor. He felt himself colour. ‘I . . . I . . .’

      
      Her slight smile sharpened. ‘A shock, isn’t it? Seeing someone you love like this?’ She moved towards him and he backed off
         until he found himself standing close – too close – to his mother. He scowled at the doctor; he was mad at her, mad at himself.
      

      
      She shook his hand. ‘You’re Mrs Mathéve’s son? My name’s Jessica Stanley. I admitted your mother. She’s had an awful bash
         on the head.’
      

      
      Adam spoke through lips that felt as if they had been coated in rubber. ‘It was the stone steps. She fell down the steps outside
         her flat. What . . . How much . . .?’
      

      
      ‘Well, Mr Mathéve, your mother is deeply unconscious. Her head is cut and badly bruised. There is a good deal of interior
         swelling so the scan’s not telling us much at the moment. We’ll do further scans as the swelling goes down. Just now it’s
         a waiting game.’ She moved back towards the door, a gliding, graceful movement. ‘Oh! And her ankle is badly bruised but there
         is no break.’
      

      
      ‘But she’ll be all right, won’t she? When all the swelling goes down?’

      
      The woman looked at him for a long moment. ‘We need to wait, Mr Mathéve. Be patient. We need to wait until she wakes up.’

      
      He remembered his manners. ‘Thank you, Doctor Stanley . . .’

      
      She smiled slightly. ‘Miss Stanley is the form. Or even Jessica.’
      

      
      When she was gone, he drew up a chair and sat close to the bed. He looked at his mother’s veined hand where it clutched the
         counterpane: slender fingers, larger knuckles. He had an image of one of her hands holding a notebook steady while the other
         moved swiftly across the page, making a building come into sympathetic life. There was always something magical about her
         when she did this, as though her pencil was a wand that transferred the buildings to the page in a way that could only be
         hers.
      

      
      ‘Marie,’ he whispered.

      
      That was when panic rose inside him like a sticky tide from his heels to his solar plexus. He tried to breathe long and slowly, just as he’d learned to do in prison when things seemed
         just too bad. You breathed very deeply and very slowly until the world slowed on its axis and everything fell back into some
         sort of place.
      

      
      He’d learned this skill from the first friend he made in prison, a chiropractor called Tom who was on remand for allegedly
         killing a patient. Tom had soft, feminine ways and the pair of them had to take some knocks about their friendship in their
         four months’ acquaintance. Then Tom had been found not guilty and Adam was left on his own again, embarrassed at the vague
         resentment he felt for his friend’s good fortune.
      

      
      Part of Tom’s technique was that you breathed very slowly in and out. As you breathed in you took a look at what you were
         anxious about and imagined it – or him, or her – high on a mountain on the other side of a broad ocean. Then as you breathed
         out slowly you saw it as tiny, ineffectual and unimportant to the here-and-now you. After four or five breaths the image would
         vanish, and you could breathe deeper and deeper and let the world move again slowly and calmly on its axis. Adam thought now
         of the many times he’d placed Marie – and Sam, and Rachel – on that mountain so he could get a better night’s sleep in his
         cell.
      

      
      But all that mountain stuff was no use here. He could not put his unconscious mother on a mountain, over an ocean. She was
         very much here beside him under the tight hospital covers. She was breathing the same overheated air as he was. She was in
         this space with him.
      

      
      He thought how angry he’d been – so angry – when he saw her lying there today at the bottom of the steps. Today of all days,
         when he’d expected her to be there for him, she wasn’t. Now, after all his efforts to find her, she’d hidden herself away
         again, inside her own head. Even confined to her hospital bed she was still not there for him.
      

      
      He’d come out of prison with the firm intention of speaking to her, of healing the rift. He’d actually telephoned to tell her that first morning after his release. A cross woman had
         answered the phone and said that no, Mrs Mathéve did not live here any more. Her new address was 15a Merrick Court, on the
         other side of the city.
      

      
      On that first day, after the abortive phone call, he’d checked his bank account to find that his mother had been depositing
         money for him every month for the whole of the two years he’d been inside. That was when he decided to go to Cornwall. He
         was pasty and sluggish. He couldn’t meet Marie like this. He’d buy a mobile phone and make contact with her when he got back.
      

      
      And look at today, when he’d finally got to Merrick Court! Instead of the half-expressed, stumbling reconciliation he’d planned,
         there she was, sprawled at the bottom of the steps, still unavailable to him. And that anger had flowed sharp as acid through
         him even while he was ringing for help. But now, as he stared at her still, closed face, he knew his anger had gone: it was
         stupid to be angry with someone who did not even know your anger, was not even conscious of it. How stupid was that?
      

      
      He touched the back of her drawing hand with a tentative finger. Her skin was warm and soft to the touch. He extended his
         palm so that the whole of his hand was over hers: not quite holding, but touching. He started to breathe very deeply and let
         the world slow down and expand just as Tom had taught him. Now he was able to put his anger with her on that far mountain.
         The acrid feeling finally drained away from him like water trickling down a mountain gully.
      

      
      Whoosh! Like a cork forcing itself out of a bottle I am up here, my nose to the ceiling. What’s happening down there? Roll
            over, Marie! Like swimming. No – more like treading water. Now I can see down there. Square room. Murmuring voices. Click
            of feet on tiles. A dream. Only a dream. Crikey. That’s me down there on the bed! That wooden doll. That bandage! My hair.
            What a mess. Someone get a brush, a comb, will you? Nurse!

      
      Adam. Adam’s there. He has long hair too, right down his back. He must have grown it in that place. I imagined he would have
            his head shaved in that place. Is that not what happens? Short back and sides? Or have I seen too many films? Adam! What happened
            just now? The touch of your hand on mine made me leap, jump out of my skin. Literally! Right up here on to the ceiling. I
            can see you far below. I can see through the wall, see the length of the ward, the other patients behind their curtain partitions.
            This is just mad.
      

      
      What’s Adam doing here? What am I doing here, hovering on the ceiling like a moth? I must get back down there on the bed. Whoosh! Back into my wooden doll body.
      

      
      Now I’m back on the bed. And I can’t see Adam, because the eyes of this wooden doll body are sealed tight. I can’t open them
            no matter how I try. Adam is talking to me but I can’t flex my tongue to speak to him. He seemed angry at first. I felt his
            anger. I could tell that from the tone, although I couldn’t quite hear the words. He was always such an angry, contained little
            boy. That always puzzled me, I must say. Hard to know why he should be so angry. Me, I’ve never been angry enough. That’s
            one of my problems. They say these things of mood and temper can be hereditary, but I don’t think his father was like this.
            Quiet flashes of anger balanced by fireworks of passion, yes.
      

      
      I feel leaden and woozy and somewhere I really hurt. The woman on the bed – me, I suppose – had bandages on her head. So it
            must be my head that hurts. I must have given myself quite a bash. A car? Not again. Not a car. I couldn’t take that. I can
            feel Adam here, his hand on mine. I can see him behind my eyes: at five years old, with hair too long, eyes blue and questioning;
            at eleven, hair short-cropped for his first day at the big school. Who took that photograph for me? Jack, I think. In Turkey:
            I was in Turkey the day I got that photograph. Jack was so good with Adam. Then there is this other photo of him with his
            hair combed forward so you can’t see his eyes. On his uni ID card. I was in Brussels the day he went to university. But he
            sent me a copy of that picture, nearly as small as a postage stamp. I always have it in my purse.
      

      
      Do you still sing like you used to, dear Adam? Did they let you sing in that place? You would always sing. Even when you were
            angry.
      

      
      I’m so very tired. Now I can feel the ache in my head. Like knives. I’m losing you, Adam.
      

      
      Adam looked down at the slender figure of his mother on the bed, defenceless, with tubes attached to her arm and her body
         and a monitor ticking above her head. Her eyes were moving beneath the fragile tissue-paper lids. What was it Sam used to
         say? That we live a whole other life in our sleep. Like living on another planet. Of course Adam had objected to this, but as usual Sam won the argument because he went at an idea like a dog at a bone when
         he wanted to make a point. In the end Adam got bored and gave in. He thought now about the dreams he used to have during those
         long nights in his cell: dreams of picnics on a high hill that he once climbed with Marie and his stepfather Jack. They had
         scrambled ever upwards on scree and over boulders, carrying rucksacks laden with sandwiches, flasks and foil cloaks in case
         of emergencies. Adam’s legs were small and it was quite hard climbing up and up, always following on Jack’s heels. Jack was
         always ahead and his mother was always behind him, watching his back. In the dream, he and Jack would finally reach the summit
         and would stand there and survey the range of mountains rolling away before them like thrown silk. But then he would turn
         around to find that his mother was not there at his heels. She was merely a tiny figure at the bottom of the crag, shouting,
         shouting. He thought she might be shouting his name but he couldn’t quite hear.
      

      
      ‘Mr Mathéve?’

      
      Matthew jumped as the ward sister touched his shoulder. He didn’t know how long he’d been sitting there, his hand over his
         mother’s – just touching, not holding. ‘What is it?’
      

      
      ‘There’s someone here who wants to talk to you. A policeman. He needs to ask you about the accident.’

      
      ‘Why?’
      

      
      ‘It’s standard procedure, Mr Mathéve. Accident reports. You know.’ She paused. ‘Then you could go. Your mother’s stable now,
         and you look dead beat. Go home. Come back tomorrow.’
      

      
      The man standing just inside the door of the ward was short, muscular, curly-haired and not much older than Adam himself.
         He smiled genially and held out a hand. ‘DC Box, Mr Mathéve. Sorry to drag you away but we do need a few details.’
      

      
      They sat outside the ward in the bustling corridor and Adam related the events of the morning to the policeman. ‘When I got
         there she was there at the bottom of the steps. I rang for the ambulance. The paramedics came. Then the ambulance. They say
         she has concussion. Deep concussion.’
      

      
      DC Box checked back in his notes. Adam realised he must have talked to them all – the paramedics, the red-haired consultant
         – before he got to him.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ said DC Box. ‘So, you were on a visit? When did you last see your mother? Whoops!’ He smiled slightly, his eyes sparkling.
         ‘Isn’t that the big question? When did you last see your father? D’y’ever see that print? My grandma had it on her wall. I sometimes think that’s what made me want to join the police.’ He
         calmed down. ‘No, seriously. When d’you last see her?’
      

      
      ‘Well, I’ve just come back from holiday, but before that I’d not seen her for a couple of years.’

      
      Box had his pencil poised. ‘And why would that be, not seeing your mother for a couple of years?’

      
      Adam hesitated. ‘Well, I’ve been away at college. And when I had time off from that, she was away. You see, my mother travelled
         a lot. Buildings. She’s very interested in buildings.’
      

      
      Box was scribbling away. ‘Takes all sorts. I see my own mam every week that God sends. Sunday dinner’s her speciality. Fourteen
         sitting down, Sunday after Sunday. I have to get a note from the doctor to get out of it! But it does take all sorts, doesn’t
         it?’
      

      
      The policeman sat silent then, waiting. Finally Adam broke the silence. ‘Why all this intense interest? In an accident?’
      

      
      ‘Well . . .’ Box flipped back to his earlier notes. ‘As far as I can tell so far, there were no witnesses. People at the flats
         only came out when they heard the siren. I talked to the medics here. Could be the nature of the injuries may not really point
         to a straight accident. They’re very cagey, this lot.’
      

      
      Adam stiffened. ‘You’re saying it wasn’t an accident?’

      
      ‘I’m not saying that. It pays to be suspicious, though, in my game. See?’

      
      ‘Are you saying you suspect me?’ Adam felt a dangerous prickle at the back of his neck. ‘Are you saying that? That I might—’

      
      Box flicked his pencil in the air. ‘Take it easy, Mr Mathéve. This is just procedure. You concentrate on getting your ma better.’
         He stood up, pencil still poised. ‘So, where can I get hold of you?’
      

      
      Adam hesitated, then said, ‘I’ll stay at my mother’s. 15a—’

      
      ‘I have that address. I could do with your phone number as well.’

      
      Adam recited his mobile number and Box wrote it down. ‘Right, Adam – can I call you Adam? – we’ll keep in touch,’ he said.
         ‘One or two things to check out. But I’ll get back to you.’
      

      
      The old Adam would have objected to this combative style, but two years of dealing with people who reacted like adders to
         any slightly superior correction made him hold his tongue.
      

      
      He watched Box march away through the tide of visitors streaming through the main door. Then he made his way back to the side
         room and stood there looking down at his mother, discomfort at Box’s insinuations still zinging in his veins. ‘That man out
         there thinks someone hurt you, Marie. He might even think it was me.’ He pulled on his parka and his scarf and picked up his
         rucksack. ‘They say I should go now. I’m going to doss down in your new place. If that’s OK?’
      

      
      Whoosh. Back up here. Ridiculous, clutching my gown behind me as though they can see my nether regions. And I know they can’t.
            Poor Adam. Seeing . . . well, you know! How inappropriate . . . I can hear the tone, your polite talk with the nurse, Adam, but not
            the words. I can hear the anxiety in your voice. I can only see the back of your head but I would know it anywhere. That double
            crown that makes the hair stand up. Couldn’t keep it down any way, could we? Lucky sign, so they say. And there I am, laid
            out like a fish, tubes in and out, counter ticking. I would have liked to open my eyes to you, Adam, to look you in the eye,
            to see your face. But that thing there is like an empty bottle: right shape but nothing inside. Me. I’m here. But I’m still stuck here, up in the ceiling.
            Oh-oh. You’re getting up to go. I have to get back. Back.
      

      
      Marie’s face stayed close and still. Adam shrugged and went to the desk to tell the sister he was leaving and would be back
         later. She shook her head. ‘You look worn out, son. Go somewhere and get your head down. You can ring me any time to see how
         she is. We’ll get you here if there’s any change.’ She looked at her computer. ‘Seems like you’re only five minutes from here.
         Have a rest, come back in the morning and we can all start afresh.’
      

      
      Grateful for her kindness, he trudged out of the hospital. Once outside he checked his street map and realised that it was
         possible to reach Merrick Court by back roads inaccessible to the ambulance. The sister was right. The walk would take him
         no more than five minutes. Running, he could do it in less.
      

      
      He started to run.

   
      
      Marie’s Kingdom
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      Adam closed the door behind him and looked around. It seemed a year since he’d stood there with the paramedic called Mike.
         Marie’s orange-striped mug was still on the desk. He picked it up and took it through to the kitchen, rinsed it under the
         tap and left it to drain. He opened the fridge. So predictable: organic milk, cheese, Greek yoghurt, tomatoes, fresh pasta
         in a packet, two bags of ready-made salad and a bowl of cold boiled potatoes with their skin on. In the fridge door were two
         flat, round bottles of Portuguese rosé wine: always her favourite even before it became trendy again. He opened the freezer
         compartment to find just a packet of peas and three Sainsbury’s ready meals: beef and dumplings, sweet and sour pork, and
         lasagne
      

      
      Suddenly very hungry, he pulled out the beef and dumplings and a bottle of the wine. While the food whirled in the microwave
         he walked through to the bedroom. The scented quiet of the room seeped into him. He looked at his mother’s bed with its familiar
         carved headboard, its woven cover and heap of cushions. There was no way he could sleep there. No way could he disturb all
         that. He would sleep on the floor. The little spare room was piled with things. The bed quite obscured. Maybe he should sleep
         on that couch in the living room. Yes.
      

      
      His eye moved to the wardrobe and the pile of boxes on top of it. Now this he could disturb. He climbed onto a chair and started to pull down the boxes. He worked swiftly, and as he worked his spirits lifted and he started dropping the boxes so their contents spilled on the polished floor – books, notebooks,
         papers, brochures, bundles of clothes, bright scarves, packets of photos, sheaves of drawings in a disorganised pile.
      

      
      The microwave pinged so he went and collected his meal and took it and the bottle of wine back into the bedroom. He sat on
         the floor by the window, downed almost half the bottle and surveyed his booty: every single thing a marker for his mysterious
         mother.
      

      
      He scoffed the food quickly, took another long swig from the squat bottle and stared at the mess of books and papers and packages,
         wondering why Marie hadn’t kept them in the sitting room on the shelves with all the other art and reference books, or in
         her antique filing cabinets with the rest of her papers.
      

      
      He took his empty plate through to the kitchen, rinsed it and left it to dry: old habits died hard. This might be a new place
         but it was still Marie’s kingdom, and her rules counted. Then he took the second bottle of wine from the fridge and a new
         notebook from the pile in her bottom left-hand desk drawer, and began to make a careful list of the things that had spilled
         out of the boxes. His face was burning with wine drunk too fast, his brain was racing, his hand was shaking, but one by one
         he listed the items.
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