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About the Book


A space-obsessed child conjures a vortex in his mother’s linen cupboard. A musician’s fascination with the birds who flock to her balcony offers a startling new perspective on the city. A rat catcher, summoned to a decaying royal palace, is plunged into a battle for the throne of a ruined kingdom. Two newlyweds find themselves inhibited by the arrival in their lives of an outsized, watchful stuffed bear.


Whether snared in traps artfully laid for them, or those of their own making, the characters in Naomi Ishiguro’s delightfully speculative debut collection yearn for freedom, flight and new beginnings – and find their worlds transformed beyond their wildest imaginings.




For my parents,


and for Ben




[image: image]


Alfie was heading over the pebbled dunes of Brighton beach towards the ice-cream stall when a red-headed boy with a Frisbee hurtled into him, knocking them both to the ground. Alfie stopped himself crying out just in time and tried his best to smile instead, because this kid was from that big group he’d noticed splashing together all puppy-like by the waves, yelling odd and mysterious things like In your face! and Bangarang! at each other, while laughing for what seemed like no reason at all.


‘Hello,’ he said to this boy with the Frisbee.


‘Hi,’ said the boy, somehow back on his feet and set to dash off already, his eyes on the big crowd of friends that were waiting and waving by the shoreline. He hurled the Frisbee off in their direction – a bright splash of orange against the blue, blue sky – before finally turning to Alfie.


‘Why’re you dressed like that?’ was all he said. ‘You look really strange.’


And then he was off, back to the others, leaving Alfie to pick himself up off the uncomfortable pebbles and brush down the trousers and striped shirt Mum had bought specially for coming on holiday.


But it didn’t matter, Alfie told himself. Those kids didn’t really look like much fun anyway. They were probably all younger than him, for one thing, and most likely quite boring when you got past their loudness and their smiles. Loud children often were. And then what would Mum have said if he’d just given up on the ice-cream mission and gone off to play with them? If he’d simply bounded off to the waves, jumping into all that noise and the shrieking laughing sounds and the mess of the fine shingle kicked up – It’ll get in your eyes, she would have said, or worse, you’ll get it in someone else’s eyes. If he’d run towards the glitter of water scattered through the air from dancing fingertips, catching the light of this unseasonably blazing April day – It’ll wash away the sun block, she would have said, and do we know what that means? That means skin cancer, Alfie, love, and then who’ll be laughing?


Except Alfie had no idea who would be laughing. Probably these kids, still splashing like a pack of puppies at the water’s edge of Brighton beach while he lay in a spotted hospital gown on a hospital bed plugged into one of those vast machine thingies with all the tubes connected, like you see in movies and TV shows when people are sick. And his head would be bald like all the cancer children they show during Comic Relief and Children in Need, because Alfie would be a cancer child, like Mum said, while these children were still playing.


But he was wasting time. Mum and Wallace would be wondering where he was. He shook himself and started to walk again across the beach to the ice-cream stand, and yet it was harder than it looked with his feet sinking deep into the heaped beach pebbles, and with people and blankets and beach things everywhere.


If it really came to it, though, he considered as he walked, and he did become a cancer child, he would just have to make sure he survived until he was eleven and his magic powers kicked in. Then he could have lessons and figure out how to heal himself, because wizards like he would be (he doubted whether those other kids – the laughing doggy ones – were also wizards) didn’t get cancer, or if they did they didn’t have cancer for long because they possessed miraculous powers of self-healing. And so really, Alfie realised, due to his latent wizardness, it didn’t matter at all about the sun block or staying away from the water, and Mum was wrong – completely wrong.


But then red-faced Wallace would inevitably back her up about it, and it would be such an effort to explain and to argue with the two of them calling him wilful, and disobedient, and hard work that maybe he wouldn’t bother. Being honest with himself, he thought perhaps it would be better to wait until he actually was eleven before he truly abandoned sun block because he didn’t want to be a cancer child without the magic healing powers yet. He would bide his time. He could be wise like that. He was wise beyond his years, Miss Lennox often said at school. He liked Miss Lennox, in spite of her strange teeth and the way she couldn’t pronounce the letter ‘s’, saying it instead like a ‘th’. Poor Miss Lennox. It would be sad to leave her in ten months when he became a wizard. But then it would be worse to leave her as a cancer child, so maybe obey the sun block rules. No sea. No splashing. No dancing and yelling at the water’s edge. He could wait.


Alfie turned from watching the other kids to trudge up the last bit of beach, and soon found himself blinking up at the ice-cream seller, a ragged-faced man with a spike through one earlobe.


‘Two 99 Flakes, please,’ he said. ‘And one lemon sorbet.’


Luciano the Diviner, also known as Peter – also sometimes known as dude or buddy to the stoners of Brighton beach, owing to the fact of his being a twenty-eight-year-old white man with dreadlocks who consistently wore flip-flops regardless of the season – stood in the dark of his fortune-telling booth, gathering keys, wallet, sunglasses and bandanna. He was closing up early today in order to give himself the chance to drink it all in – to catch some rays, chill for a bit, and be in sync with the beauty of the Universe before the sun went down and the night set in. It would be a crime, almost, not to make the most of it all, it being only April and yet magically warm, even for the South Coast – even for Brighton with its famous microclimate. Ah, the Brighton microclimate. Of course, Luciano the Diviner/Peter always nodded sagely whenever it was mentioned and insisted on its being a thing, along with everyone else in the city, but really, if he was honest? Brighton seemed as grey to him as any other part of England.


He forgot himself a moment and hummed out loud a random section of ‘The Great Gig in the Sky’ as he pushed his bandanna back over his enormous hair (Christ, said the small voice in his head that often sounded annoyingly like his dad, not exactly Frank Sinatra, are you?) . . . oh, but what had he been thinking about before? Before Pink Floyd and his dad and his own awful singing voice? The Brighton microclimate, the unseasonable weather . . . and the Universe! That had been it. The Universe. This was not a day for worrying at all, but for appreciating how lucky, how blessed he was to belong to that universal, so to speak, all-loving mother. He was a child of the Universe just like anybody else, and that was one good thing he had going for him, if nothing further, and his dad could go to hell if he didn’t accept that. He wedged his sunglasses somewhere up into his mess of dreads and bandanna, slid his feet into his flip-flops, and stepped out of the booth on to the tarmac. And amen to all that, he considered, not precisely knowing what he was saying amen to, he’d become so disoriented by the sun and its sudden warmth on his skin.


It had been a long winter – the worst since 1996, people said, the last time Jupiter had spent three weeks of February in misalignment with Saturn, and Mercury in retrograde. Or was it Venus, in fact, that had been out of alignment with Saturn? He couldn’t quite remember at this point, but that was maybe it. That, or it was all a question of perspective and it was actually Saturn that had been out of alignment with Venus, and Mercury hadn’t had much to do with things at all. He’d have to look it up later, tonight, and yet . . . and yet it felt so wrong to be wrecking his head with all this difficult, almost academic thought when look! Here was Brighton, lit up in all its glory. Legendary city, meeting place of sparring mods and rockers looking epic on motorcycles (though, Those fumes are bad for Mother Earth, dudes, he always shouted from his skateboard every time he passed them in the line-up with their bikes every convention), home to the celebrated Royal Pavilion (weird, colonial, a little bit gaudy), and wellspring of decades’ worth of dirty picture postcards sold on seafront stands to be sent to friends and relatives for miles around (with captions that always, if he was honest, made him cringe a little). But it was still a pretty awesome place overall, he reflected, as he pulled down the iron shutters on his booth. This Brighton, this city, this adopted home of his. He’d better hurry up and get involved; he only had five hours or so before it would start to get dark.


‘Hello,’ said a female voice located somewhere behind him just as he was turning the key. ‘Are you closing for lunch or coffee or, you know, for a few minutes while you go buy something or whatever, or is that like it, and I’ve clean missed my chance to have my fortune read today?’


She was American and pretty. Charming smile – lots of work done on those teeth, and maybe some on her face, too. That is to say, she wasn’t young, exactly. Not old, either, not by any means, but a good few years older than Luciano/Peter, that was certain. There was one thing about her, though, that really struck him as she stood before him, blinking in the shadow of his fortune-telling booth. She was exactly the right height.


To be clear, Luciano/Peter wasn’t particularly short. In fact, it was only because the people in England were so freakishly tall that he ever, in some rare contexts, appeared small at all. In Japan, for instance, the place in the world he had always considered his true spiritual home, Luciano/Peter would probably be of comfortably average height. Unless of course the people of Japan had all started eating terrible capitalist junk food pumped full with growth hormones like they did in the West. Never having actually been to Japan he couldn’t say what they ate, really, or how tall they were as a result, but what he did know for certain – it was so obvious, so clear and without question – was that this pretty American woman blinking up at him now was just tall enough that if, hypothetically, he were to enfold her in a tender embrace (Don’t flatter yourself, son, said that fatherly voice in his head again. She wouldn’t look at you twice if she knew the first thing about you) he would be able to rest his chin quite comfortably on the very top of her beautiful tousled head. She seemed like she could be from California, he thought, like The Beach Boys and O’Neill and the end of Route 66. They were kindred spirits, obviously.


‘Uh,’ said Luciano/Peter. ‘There’s another guy, just down the promenade. Sapphire Blue. He does fortunes too.’


So maybe they were kindred spirits, but he was nervous, OK? It’s not every day the Universe deposits a beautiful woman of exactly the right height, who somehow also wants to talk to you, just bang outside your workplace.


‘That’s too bad,’ said the woman, chewing on her thumbnail. ‘My friend told me you were the man to see. The best in all of Brighton, she said.’


He looked out at the sloping expanse of sun-warmed shingle and sand, and at all the holiday people who were already basking in the freedom of it all, already rejoicing in the scene stretched out before them. He looked back at the woman. She was fiddling with a pendant now – amethyst, he noted – that was resting against the freckled skin of her décolletage.


‘That your birthstone?’ he asked.


She nodded. ‘Aquarius,’ she said. ‘Venus rising.’


He was Libra. It was perfect.


He flashed her his best beatific smile and chanced a hand upon her upper arm. Her skin was warm and firm and slightly moist, and he guessed that if he took his hand away and licked his fingers he’d taste salt. (Disgusting, piped up his father’s voice, again.) But this was what you had to do, wasn’t it? In those rare moments the Universe presented you with something so obvious, so right, so synchronous as this.


‘If that’s the case,’ he said, slipping the key back into the lock for the shutters and opening the booth up again – dreamcatchers, star maps, Indian silks of different colours; he hoped she’d be impressed! – ‘I think I can make an exception.’


Back on the blanket with Mum and Wallace, Alfie took a moment to celebrate (quietly, with no loud or outward displays of boisterousness) the sheer successfulness of everything. Because the ice creams had been returned with no spillages, no droppages, and no reasons for him to be termed wilful or disobedient or hard work! Praise be to the spike-eared ice-cream man and his ingenious cardboard contraption, allowing for the easeful transportation of more than one cone at a time. Thanks to him, Alfie’s mission status was complete. And he’d passed with flying colours, as Miss Lennox would say. She often told him things like that, things he didn’t fully understand but thought most beautiful in any case, perhaps even a little because he didn’t understand.


Flying colours. Down the beach a green and purple kite fluttered up to the blue sky trailing a silver-spangled tail. Staring hard, Alfie found the kite’s twine – a thin ghost of a line through the air – and followed it down through the mess of the crowds to a girl in a yellow dress. How amazing that he’d found this kite and this girl just as he’d focused on those words – flying colours!As if he’d summoned them by magic, almost, without precisely meaning to. The girl was a few years older than him, it seemed. She was a lot taller, at least. He blurred his eyes as he watched her until she became a simple splash of yellow, the perspective messing with the scale of things until she was like a daffodil. He started on his ice cream.


Flying colours. When Miss Lennox had handed back the maths tests, moving from desk to desk in the disinfectant-smelling maths room – shoes still clicky as usual but muted on the dull green floor tiles – she’d paused a moment by Alfie’s desk before placing that perfect thing before him, his completed test with workings and answers written calmly and neatly – as if he’d progressed through the questions with a calm assurance like Blofeld in Thunderball (though actually he’d been nervous; he always was somehow when Miss Lennox was involved, even though of course he loved her) – and with a whole column of red ticks lined up alongside his neat answers and workings, each tick perfectly regular, mirroring the dependable correctness of his answers, all stacked up one on top of the other, tidy as a block of flats. Flying colours, she’d said to him then. And how Alfie had danced when he’d got home to his room that night! How he’d whirled and dived and hurled himself with triumph to lie stretched out on the covers of his bed, closing his eyes against the boring, plaster-peeling ceiling as if against the brightness of the sun, and finding blue and pink and lilac and gold behind his eyelids, flying all around him like energised lashings of paint, like parrots’ wings, like the parachute silk from the cat and mouse game at Imogen’s birthday. If he were to go there again, go back to Imogen’s birthday after this wonderful thing of the column of red ticks from Miss Lennox and the flying colours, he would wheel and shriek under the parachute with the best of them and never worry about what would happen if he were to skid in his socks – if he were to fall and wear out the knees of his trousers and then get a bruise or a graze or a tear in his shirt that would make Mum look so weary and so disappointed – he wouldn’t worry about anything at all and so would laugh even louder than anyone else when he was caught and lost the game. Louder and louder than anyone else until he drowned them all out, in the same way that this thought of Miss Lennox and the flying colours was drowning out the shouts and laughs of the other children still all together at the waves’ edge. That was a kind of magic, too, Alfie thought: his ability to do this, this drowning out, this flying.


‘Alfie, love. You’re ruining your shirt,’ said meat-handed Wallace. And for once he was right. So distracted had Alfie become by fond memories and recollections of past glory, he’d allowed the 99 Flake in his right hand to drip all down the sleeve of his new shirt. None of the other kids on the beach were wearing shirts, of course, so it wouldn’t matter if they spilt their ice creams. They were wearing swimming costumes and had their limbs exposed, like trees. Because did you know that limbs as a word comes from trees, having been used in the past by olden-times people when referring to branches, meaning that people and trees were somehow magically linked? Alfie hadn’t known it, not until Miss Lennox had told him, and he thought it wonderful. Probably that was what true magic would be about, when the time came for him to learn it properly – nothing stupid and kid-ish like hocus pocus or abracadabra, or any rubbish that a simple party entertainer could do. Instead it would be based on his insightful perceptions of the unlikely correspondences between things, and Miss Lennox would teach him more about this next year, when he needed to learn to use his powers properly. He so hoped that were true. Then maybe he wouldn’t have to leave her. Because what would life be like, really, with no more Miss Lennox in it? It was horrible to think, when flying colours and everything it hinted at, everything it meant, seemed to fade when she wasn’t around, even just in the holidays.


‘Alfie,’ Mum said. ‘Pay attention.’


Alfie licked off the top layer of his sun-melted ice cream and tried to smile at her. She only stared back, biting hard into her scoop of lemon sorbet, which was somehow both lurid and pale at the same time, and so cold-looking he couldn’t see how she could be eating it so quickly like that without getting toothache, or stomach ache, or certainly without making her endless headache worse. And how could eating like that be any kind of fun? He wanted to tell her to stop and to tell her about Miss Lennox and about tree limbs and people limbs, but it seemed like an awful lot, suddenly, to say all at once – to get ordered in words and to explain in a way that wouldn’t be annoying – so he just smiled and smiled, and Mum kept biting into her block-of-ice sorbet, and told him through the cold of it: ‘You’ve got bits of chocolate in your teeth.’


‘You have such a compassionate energy,’ said the American woman to Luciano the Diviner as they sat in the cramped and glittered darkness of his fortune-telling booth. ‘Has anyone ever told you that?’


Luciano/Peter considered all the people he had known in his life. So many beautiful souls, come to think of it. So many, in such a comparatively short time. Could that be normal? Was he not blessed? Although perhaps it wasn’t completely out of the question to suggest that he himself might have had a hand in filling his world up with such good people, because they did say, after all, that you got from the Universe what you gave out, and that you saw in the world the details you wanted to see, and, in short, that life was what you made of it. And he didn’t know what else he gave out if not love, pure unconditional love, like Jesus did, in fact, because though of course not a Christian – no way, organised religion being harmful bullshit, obviously – Jesus was the man, you know? Just that one particular dude, he was such a spiritual soul, like Gandhi, or the Dalai Lama, or, like Bob Geldof, maybe, and it was heart-breaking what they did with all his teaching. It would undoubtedly have made him sad. But getting back to all the many good souls he’d known in his life. All he meant was that perhaps it wasn’t just blind luck. Maybe it was even something for him to be a little proud of, because the thing was, he noticed: he saw the goodness and the beauty in people and, not to be self-aggrandising or anything, but maybe not everybody did. Maybe that was something that distinguished him a little from being just another dropout selling something dubious out of a spangled hut – this ability to perceive the awesome in people. What was that Hindu greeting? Namaste. The awesome in me salutes the awesome in you. So yes, he did deserve it all – all these beautiful souls who had appeared in his life – and who in hell cared what his father had to say about it anyway?


‘Luci?’ said the beautiful woman still right in front of him, for she called him Luci now, apparently. ‘Luci? Are you OK, honey? Did I say something wrong?’


‘Oh,’ he replied, ‘no, I’m sorry. I just thought I felt something there. I was riding the wave of the feeling, you know?’


‘God, I do know,’ she said. ‘Happens to me literally all the time. Always tough explaining without just sounding crazy, though, right?’


My god, she was perfect. She understood everything, as well as being exactly the right height. But she had her palms up on the table now, he noticed, and extended to him – her beautiful palms like an offering. And Luciano/Peter was suddenly aware of his having mentioned that he could do her a palm reading after the Tarot reading and star chart they had already done . . . But hang on, thinking about it, they must have been holed up like this together in the tiny booth for ages, for an hour or more, and still she hadn’t tired of him or come to despise him or decided she’d prefer to wander by the waves in the beautiful sunlit day instead of being crammed into this tiny incense-stuffy booth. In fact, come to think of it now, why on earth were they crammed up in the booth when they could be outside, turning their laughing eyes upon one another in the thrown light of the afternoon sun?


Luciano/Peter hovered his palms over Agnes’ outstretched ones – her name was Agnes, he’d discovered, and actually she was from Ohio, not California – and after a moment of feeling the energy coursing between them he lowered his hands to hers. How essential, how truly magic it was to be able to connect like this to a whole other person, a whole other living human being with a world inside themselves just like he had, all through a simple touch of hands.


‘Let’s go outside,’ he said. ‘We can walk down to the sea and then I’ll read your palm there in the light, where I’ll be able to see every tiny indentation, every whisper of suggestion on your skin.’


‘I was so hoping you’d say that,’ said Agnes. How perfect! She even bore with him when he accidentally waxed poetic.


Together they abandoned the booth, and Luciano/Peter felt so happy that he didn’t even close the shutters because it wasn’t going to rain and who in hell was going to rob him anyway when any passing fool could see he had nothing, absolutely nothing at all, to show for himself? (Nothing material, Dad, Luciano/Peter retorted back in his head, because there was no room for doubters today.)


‘You were so right, Luci,’ Agnes said once she was outside, stretching her arms and her hands and her long, expressive fingers up into the air. ‘It’s too gorgeous out here to ignore.’


You’re too gorgeous to ignore, he nearly replied. But instead he told her: ‘Call me Peter. That’s my real name.’


They walked together out over the heaped, tumbling dunes at the back of the long sweep of beach, and he realised how much more clearly he could see her out here in the light, in the low golden afternoon sunlight – how long had they been talking? – but regardless of that, now they were out of the shadows of the booth he couldn’t help but notice that Agnes – she of Ohio and not of California – was possibly a good bit older than he’d initially supposed. When first she’d stood before him as he’d been locking up he’d just been stunned to find a woman with an aura such as hers who was happy to speak to him (because why would any woman bother, frankly, with that hair, and those clothes, and that job, and radiating lowlife deadbeat as you seem so set on doing?). And probably he’d been a bit sun-dazzled and preoccupied – though he couldn’t remember now with exactly what – so he’d just stared and perceived the simple fact of beauty instead of noticing the details. But now, having become more acclimatised to the presence of Agnes at his side, he noticed the lines around her eyes, the slight looseness of the skin around her collarbones, the sunspots on her upper arms. She could be over forty, very easily – forty-five, or forty-seven, even. Did that matter? Was that weird? A reason to declare a spanner in the works of his perfect afternoon? (She’s just messing with you, son. I mean, she’s seen the world a bit, she’s been around, she knows what you are, don’t kid yourself she’s interested.) No, Peter decided. It wouldn’t matter if Agnes was fifty or fifty-nine or seventy – or OK, maybe not seventy, at least this would have to be a very different thing if she were seventy – but the point was it made her more beautiful, the fact that she had lived and seen something of the world and felt all kinds of things. Because that could only ever make a person more beautiful, not less, and his dad was just a bitter asshole anyway. He loved her laughter lines like he would love his own one day. (Keep telling yourself that, son.)


In defiance, then, he took her hand in his. And she looked at him, surprised but not repelled, and he towed her down the pebbly dunes and on to the wave-flattened sand. Low tide, the newly exposed beach a gleaming mirror for the sky, and so much space! Here were dogs, and children, and couples and families with stripy windbreaks, and over there was that ice-cream vendor, that dude with the earring, and Peter kind of wanted Agnes to buy him an ice cream for some reason, wasn’t that funny? But they were part of it, he was part of it, and not as the weird fortune-teller with the dreads, looking on from the booth, but as Peter, flip-flops abandoned, leaping barefoot through the afternoon with a genuine smile and a girl – no, a woman – on his arm like the kind of man he’d always wanted to be. And it was easy, really. He didn’t know what had stopped him before . . .


But hang on, here was some kid walking up to him, and with such purpose in his eyes. Did Peter know this kid? No, he didn’t think he did know this kid, and yet still the kid approached. The kid, it seemed, had even abandoned his mother to march up to him like this because that was her, surely, calling after him now, that sad-faced woman over there by the waves with the shrivelled-up look and the tangled grey hair, who made Peter think of Dettox and oven gloves, of electric blankets and those awkward armband things they’d made him wear in the pool as a child . . . and he had such sympathy with her, suddenly, though she frightened him, too, this woman, this kind of person he would absolutely never want to be – please never let him end up like this woman – oh, but it was silly to worry, of course, because Agnes would save him.


‘Alfie!’ called the woman, and her voice was as tired as the skin on her face.


And here was the kid – here was Alfie – right in front of him now.


‘Mum, come and see,’ Alfie was calling back to the woman over his shoulder. ‘I’ve found him! I think I’ve found the wizard.’ And then the kid broke off, and turned to Peter, looking him square in the eye in a way Peter would never have dared do to an adult when he’d been that age. ‘At least, you are a wizard, aren’t you?’ the kid said then. ‘It’s just you look so much like one, with your cloak like that and everything.’


Gulls wheeled in the sky in circles up above them, and somewhere a baby was screaming. Peter dropped Agnes’ hand to stare down at his blue and silver-threaded kaftan, at the amulets around his neck, at the leather thongs around his wrists, at the coloured rings on all his fingers and – too much, he thought, ridiculous. Maybe even absurd. Because this always happened. Not this specifically, of course, but just . . . everyone else knowing – effortlessly understanding what was needed from them in the world, understanding what was appropriate, what would command a degree of respect – while he Peter was uncertain and left behind. Preposterous, was what this kid was telling him. You look preposterous, and yet it wasn’t fair! It wasn’t fair at all because he couldn’t be preposterous, not completely. Because Agnes hadn’t blanched and pleaded a migraine or a previous appointment when he’d taken up her hand, had she? She’d gripped it back. This kid was wrong. And why was he staring at him like that now? As if seeing something in him he had no right to see?


‘No, I’m not a fucking wizard,’ Peter’s voice said, seemingly of its own accord. He listened to its echo in his ears. ‘What are you, five?’


Maybe it was spiteful. Peter wasn’t often spiteful, at least not deliberately, so he wasn’t too familiar with what it felt like, but yeah, probably it was spiteful because look, look at Alfie’s face, there, crumbling. Look at Alfie running away from him now, sprinting up the beach, into the tangled crowds. Look at Alfie’s sad, tired mother, standing there with her hand extended, calling, ‘Alfie, Alfie,’ as if she’d already given up.


Sprinting through legs, arms, heads and faces turning to admire how fast he was, like Sonic, like Road Runner, like that guy in that film that time – what was it? Forrest Gump. Run, Forrest, run! No more careful picking of his way around the clutter, over the pebbles, Alfie flew through blankets, books, buckets and bottles.


All these other people on the beach! Other families, and other gatherings and groupings . . . just in time he jumped over a gritty sand sculpture of something like a cat with an acne-ridden teenager beside it wielding palette knives and brushes . . . all these people who did things so differently from Mum and Wallace – Mum and Wallace who spent so much time just sitting in the flat back home and staring at people buying things on TV when other people had more children and wheeled them in buggies to the park and to museums, and then when they were grown up enough to tease and play and create kerfuffle in airports they’d take them all to France, where they’d hire a big villa with a pool for the children to swim in all day long and where he, Alfie, would swim too with all the other kids while Mum and Wallace did . . . but he didn’t know what Mum and Wallace would do.


He ran past a half-eaten hotdog lying abandoned between two families’ territories, being picked at by gulls. He ran past the girl in the yellow dress he had seen with the kite – she was sitting with other girls now, chatting and sharing out sweets. Except the thing was, to be honest, the problem with the villa in France was that Alfie never swam. Not that he couldn’t, he knew how, of course – Mum had made sure he’d had a few lessons just for safety’s sake, in case of sudden and bad situations, maybe like Titanic or James and the Giant Peach or Jaws – but, well, the thing was that there was this hole in his eardrum they’d found one day at the doctor’s, and the lessons had stopped after that . . . although, come to think of it, he couldn’t feel the hole at all now; he felt fine. And surely he would feel it if it were really still there? Feel it now, for instance, while running? And hear the air and the wind whistling through it. Surely it would whistle quite loudly, maybe like an actual person whistling? Stop making that noise! Mum always said when Alfie tried whistling, because of her headache – and, You pay attention now, Alfie, Wallace always said after. You listen to your mother, you do what she says.


Alfie loved Mum, and he didn’t want to leave her behind down the beach when he knew how bad the headache would get as a result of his running and leaving, but she’d told him she’d said he was going to a new school next term. No Miss Lennox, she’d said, and bigger classes, the mortgage and the Mastercard, and until Wallace gets a job again, and it wouldn’t be too much further away from home and you never knew, maybe in the new school he’d make friends that much more easily . . . and so many things, so many things about that had made him want to shout (or to cry, because even real men cry sometimes, Wallace had said last year when Alfie had come into the kitchen after midnight because the water in the upstairs tap was broken) and this was better than shouting at her, probably, better than shouting, this running away.


He was running faster now, and right down by the waves where it was smooth and sandy and no one was in his way and all the people on the beach were just a jumbled blur of sound and colour way up the sloping shore beside him. How could he have made her see that maybe things would be all right when he was just a little older? That maybe even something completely unexpected would hit them then, a bolt from the blue: maybe something like a wizard stepping into their lives with new worlds or solutions, maybe even Alfie finding the magic powers that had been hidden (why so hidden?) in him somehow this whole time? A few years ago she might have listened, but something about the way life was for them now made that kind of thing sound foolish and kid-ish when said out loud, and anyway, him having faith like that in random forces could sometimes get Wallace’s goat, as he called it, because Wallace didn’t believe in any kind of magic. But forgetting Wallace, Alfie had just been stuck for a way to make Mum see that things always could get brighter, which was when the wizard had appeared, jumping down the dunes like a sign, like a way he maybe could explain to her, like the beginning of all the things he hoped for . . . But then, well, then it had all gone wrong, hadn’t it, and he couldn’t stay, he couldn’t, because he couldn’t shout or cry or make her sad because she always had a headache and now with the mortgage and the Mastercard and Wallace’s job they’d probably never go on holiday like this again.
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