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  Introduction




  And there they were again.




  Later, they would recall this scene. Alone, they would study it for its secrets, trying to fit what they knew now with what they knew then. It was coming. Even then it was coming, even on that

  beach, years ago – only they didn’t realize it.




  But if they returned to that day, what clues would they find? They might remember that grey clouds were starting to gather in the distance, over at the far end of the beach. That the weather

  felt like it was about to break; the heat had grown cloying, muggy. Or they might look back at it all and see nothing but the washed-out yellow of the sand and the rhythmic sweep of waves.




  The couple were sheltering from the heat in the bay of rocks, with a flask of tea and some sandwiches. Joe had a book open, and Rose held the baby on her lap, occasionally bouncing her up and

  down.




  The boys were further off, down towards the sea, dishevelled and happy in their ragged T-shirts and swimming trunks. They’d decided to dig a hole, and it was proving slow work.




  ‘You need to reinforce the sides,’ Kit was saying. ‘The walls keep collapsing in on themselves.’




  ‘Why am I doing all the digging?’ Jamie said.




  ‘I’m overseeing.’




  The hole had been Jamie’s idea in the first place, but now it felt like Kit’s. He had taken over, as he always did.




  ‘We’ve hit water at the bottom now, which is a good sign,’ Kit said, peering down into the hole.




  ‘I’m glad you’re such an expert.’ Jamie stuck his plastic spade into the sludge at the bottom, and heaved it to one side. More slid straight in to fill its place. He

  dragged one foot out of the slushy sand with difficulty.




  ‘It’s like quicksand down here,’ he said.




  ‘Don’t be stupid. It’s not quicksand.’




  ‘I said like quicksand.’




  ‘Keep going,’ Kit said. ‘We need to get a lot deeper than this, or there’s no point.’




  ‘Are we heading for Australia?’




  ‘Yup.’




  They smiled at the old joke.




  ‘Hand it over, then,’ Kit said. ‘I’ll have a turn.’




  He took the spade from Jamie, and grabbed his arm to haul him out of the hole. Scrambling towards him, Jamie stood on the fragile overhang and part of the wall collapsed.




  ‘Jamie!’




  ‘You pulled me up too quickly.’




  Kit jumped in and set about repairing the damage.




  ‘Did you know that sand deaths outnumber shark deaths in America?’ Jamie said whilst Kit worked. ‘I mean, people getting buried in the sand. You’re more likely to get

  buried in sand and suffocate than to get eaten by a shark.’




  ‘That’s fascinating, Jamie.’




  ‘I’m just saying. You’d think sharks would be more of a danger. You wouldn’t think getting buried in sand would kill more people.’




  ‘Probably all idiots like you, who don’t know how to dig a hole properly.’




  ‘I’ve done more of it than you!’




  ‘Quality not quantity,’ said Kit.




  ‘We should probably make a move soon,’ Joe was saying, further up the beach.




  ‘I don’t like to drag them away,’ Rose said. She was kneeling now, playing with the baby, who was absorbed in scooping up handfuls of the loose, soft sand and letting it run

  between her fingers. ‘Look – her first time on the beach, and she loves it. Don’t you, Emma?’




  The baby gave her mother a ponderous look, and then returned her attention to the sand.




  ‘A bit longer?’ Rose said.




  ‘Alright.’ Joe tried to return to his novel.




  ‘Aren’t the boys funny?’ Rose said. ‘They’re just like little kids again.’




  ‘They’ve regressed. Childhood associations of the beach, and all that.’




  ‘It’s nice to see them playing together.’




  ‘I’m not sure they’d call it “playing”.’




  ‘Kit’s being lovely with Jamie, isn’t he? Helping him with his digging. Very patient.’




  Joe mulled this over. He didn’t think ‘patient’ was the first word he’d use to describe Kit.




  ‘I’ve been a bit worried about Jamie,’ Rose said. ‘The age gap suddenly seems more noticeable, doesn’t it? Now they’re both teenagers.’




  ‘Jamie will catch up,’ Joe said. ‘Give him a year or so.’




  ‘Yes, I’m sure you’re right.’ There was a pause, then she added, ‘Lovely to have a holiday all together. Before we know it, it’ll just be you, me and

  Em.’




  ‘Mmm.’ He was absorbed again in his book.




  Rose turned back to Emma. She helped her fill a little bucket with sand, and then empty it, over and over again.




  She said, ‘Shall we have fish and chips for supper? As a special treat?’




  ‘Whatever you want,’ he said, making it sound almost as though it were a treat for Rose, when in fact she was thinking of the boys.




  It was so peaceful, watching Emma play with the sand, and her sons in the distance, serious with their spades. Rose wished they could stay there forever.




  So the afternoon went on and they remained on the beach, as the breeze grew cooler and the sun went in, and the clouds in the distance thickened. The soft sand in the bay began

  to lose its heat, and the sea slunk its way further up the beach, slyly encroaching on them. There was a scattering of other holidaymakers further along the sand, but they were gradually thinning

  in number, until at last there was nobody left but the five of them.




  Finally, Joe said to Rose, ‘Tide’s coming in.’




  Rose got to her feet, scooping Emma up with her. ‘I’ll call the boys.’




  Jamie was saying to Kit, who was still standing in the hole, ‘When the sea comes in, we’ll have a swimming pool.’




  ‘No,’ Kit said. ‘It’ll be ruined.’




  And then the first drops of rain began to fall.
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  The rain should have disturbed him like it disturbed everyone else. It was wild, it was insistent. It hammered against the windows for attention. The customers had taken on a

  conspiratorial air, exchanging glances and huddling inside their coats, but he ignored them. He went round closing any open windows so the books didn’t get wet, then returned to the Jewish

  History section where he was putting the new stock on the shelves.




  Inside his head, he insisted on silence. It had been difficult, teaching himself to think of nothing. But he was patient and through hard practice it had become habit. Occasionally, when he was

  struggling – like now – he’d manage to withdraw. Sometimes he’d picture himself on an island, or alone in the desert. Now, though, he chose the woods. They were still and

  quiet, waiting to absorb him into their great silence. He stood still among the history books, staring up at the sunlight coming through the leaves.




  He was wrenched away by someone touching his arm. Reluctantly, he left the shelter of the trees and turned to find an elderly man behind him.




  Jamie was blank for a moment, then put on his work voice. ‘Can I help you, sir?’




  ‘I have a complaint about your Jewish History section,’ the man said in precise, careful diction, as though he had rehearsed the sentence. ‘I can’t find any of the books

  I’m looking for. All your books are on the Holocaust.’




  ‘Yes,’ Jamie said hesitantly. ‘I suppose most of them are.’




  ‘It’s absurd,’ the man said. He seemed to gather courage as he spoke. ‘Where are your books on Jewish culture, and music, and literature? You make it look as though the

  Holocaust is the only significant event that’s happened to the Jewish people in their entire history. As if they don’t have a rich and varied past regardless of that particular

  atrocity.’




  Jamie said carefully, ‘We tend to stock what sells, otherwise we lose money. Books on the Holocaust are always in demand.’




  ‘Because people are fascinated by horror.’




  Jamie didn’t know what to say to this, so he kept quiet.




  ‘I don’t like it,’ the man said. ‘I don’t like the way your shop defines the Jewish people by one awful thing that was done to them, and not by anything

  they’ve ever done for themselves. Do you see what I’m saying?’




  Jamie nodded.




  ‘To define us by what they did to us is to let them win. History should give equal weight to everything.’




  ‘How can it?’ said Jamie before he could help himself. ‘Some things loom up and dominate.’




  ‘Why should we only study what’s considered interesting by people who don’t care about the – the big picture, and only want the gruesome details?’




  Was this really his main complaint, Jamie thought, that their History department lacked coherence? He was quickly losing interest in the discussion, but could see the man was still fired up.




  Jamie put up a wall between them. ‘We always appreciate customer feedback, sir. Do you have any suggestions of books we could order in to broaden the range of the section?’




  He thought the man would be irritated, but he eagerly made Jamie an extensive list. Then he struggled back into his coat, his swollen fingers fumbling with the buttons, and went out into the

  rain. Jamie stuck the list up behind his desk with his other reminders. He knew he would never order any of the books. There wasn’t enough room on the shelves. Besides, people wanted the

  horror.




  The rain was still driving down in his lunch hour and he couldn’t face going out for a sandwich. He got some crisps and a Mars bar from the vending machine and sat in the staff room

  reading an Alistair MacLean novel. He always kept an eye out for Alistair MacLeans, and he had a large collection now.




  He’d chosen his usual chair in the far corner of the room, a position that usually didn’t invite interruption. But just as he was biting into his Mars bar, a shadow loomed over

  him.




  ‘What are we on now?’




  Jamie groaned inwardly. Brian from General Fiction thought he’d found a kindred spirit in Jamie, whose passion for old thrillers he had noted early on. Brian himself was a Science Fiction

  and Fantasy man, but he’d observed the zeal of the aficionado in Jamie and seemed to think he’d soon enough be able to divert his energies towards a more deserving genre.




  ‘South by Java Head,’ Jamie said, without looking up from the page. He was aiming for damage control. Occasionally you could head Brian off by refusing to engage with him,

  like playing dead when faced with a grizzly bear.




  ‘Any good?’




  ‘Don’t know yet. Chapter One.’




  Brian sat down beside him, as ever a little too close. Resigned, Jamie closed his book.




  ‘I think you should reconsider Ursula Le Guin,’ Brian said.




  ‘I’m just not sure she’s for me, Brian.’




  ‘A majestic writer,’ Brian said. ‘If you’re ready for something a class or two above MacLean, that is.’




  ‘I don’t think I can handle anything much above MacLean.’




  ‘What, too exhausted from slogging it out in History?’ Brian chuckled. ‘All those crowds of customers using up your brain power? They never make it up to the second floor,

  Jamie. You should try working in General.’




  ‘The truth is, Brian,’ Jamie tried as a last resort, ‘I can’t read very well.’




  He shoved his book into his pocket and exited the staff room whilst Brian was still stammering an apology. Being robbed of those precious minutes of his lunch break made him feel childishly

  furious. He sneaked past the History Enquiries desk and seated himself in the little alcove between Jewish History and Military History to carry on reading, hoping Brian wouldn’t track him

  down.




  He became so engrossed in Chapter Two of South by Java Head that at first he didn’t notice the young man and woman standing near him. Then the woman made some kind of movement

  – perhaps pushing her hair back from her face, or shaking the raindrops from her coat, he couldn’t afterwards say what – and something familiar about the motion drew his

  attention. Jamie didn’t look up from the page, but now he was acutely aware of the couple standing close by.




  After a moment, the woman spoke, murmured something to the man which made him laugh under his breath, and immediately Jamie was frozen, unable to make out the words but recognizing something in

  the tone, something in the rhythm of that voice which erased the intervening years.




  Alice Brown.




  He saw her turn out of the corner of his eye, and could see her stop and stare. She was looking right at him as he sat in the alcove, with South by Java Head open in his lap.




  When she started walking over, he stood up.




  ‘Jamie?’




  Her hair was cut into a short, neat bob and was its natural dark brown rather than the bright red it had been back then. But her face still had that fragile, questioning quality; almost

  childlike, especially now with its tentative expression. She was still beautiful. Of course she was still beautiful.




  ‘It is you, isn’t it?’ she was saying. ‘I thought it was.’ She seemed nervous. Jamie wondered if he was too, but couldn’t tell.




  ‘Alice.’




  ‘I can’t believe it.’




  Now he saw again her slow, wide smile. Jamie used to love the confiding quality in that smile, which made him and Alice co-conspirators whenever she caught his eye. Eventually he had realized

  she smiled like that at everyone.




  ‘This is so strange,’ Alice was saying. ‘We’ve just been up to visit Mark’s parents in Leeds and stopped here on the way back. And then it was raining, so you

  see—’ She gestured as if to say, here we are.




  There was a pause. Alice only seemed to be talking to fill the dead space between them. Jamie had realized after the initial shock that they didn’t have much to say to one another, and he

  supposed that Alice knew it too.




  She gestured to the man with her, and he came forward. Jamie looked him over. He seemed OK. Kind-ish. Not very good-looking.




  ‘Jamie, this is my husband, Mark. Mark, this is my old friend Jamie.’




  Her husband. Jamie took in the news quietly, then shook the man’s hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’ He could tell from Mark’s appraising look that he knew what Alice meant by

  ‘old friend’. He wondered how much Mark knew. Probably a fair bit, from the careful way he seemed to be looking at him.




  ‘We’ve been married four months,’ Alice said, as though Jamie had asked.




  ‘Congratulations,’ Jamie said. ‘That’s brilliant.’ He thought perhaps he was supposed to hug Alice at this point so he reached for her, but she stiffened and he let

  his arm drop. To cover the moment of awkwardness, he said, ‘Alice, it’s been forever.’ This, he thought, would pass muster. It was the kind of thing someone else might say in a

  situation like this.




  Alice corrected him. ‘Five years. It’s been five years.’




  ‘How are you?’




  ‘I didn’t know where you were, Jamie,’ she said, ignoring his question. ‘Where have you been all this time?’




  Jamie tried to meet her gaze. ‘Here and there. You know. I’ve been working here a few years.’




  ‘In a bookshop?’




  ‘I’m in charge of the Jewish History section,’ he found himself saying defensively.




  ‘That sounds interesting,’ Mark intervened. ‘Do you know, I might excuse myself for a moment and go and have a look.’




  Jamie pointed it out to him, silently hoping he was interested in the Holocaust. He noticed the protective way Mark touched Alice’s shoulder before he walked away, and the look that passed

  between them. He thought, she’ll be alright with him.




  When they were alone, Alice said, ‘It’s so weird, seeing you again like this.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘I waited for you to get in touch. I waited for ages.’




  Jamie knew he should say something, but couldn’t think what.




  ‘Anyway,’ Alice said into the silence. ‘You can’t do anything about it now.’




  He thought this was probably true. There was another pause, more uncomfortable this time. Jamie decided to say after a moment, ‘I really am sorry, Alice. There’s no excuse.’ He

  noticed the formality in his own voice, and thought how odd it was that he was talking to her like a stranger.




  ‘But how are you, Jamie?’ Alice said. ‘Really?’




  ‘I’m fine.’




  ‘And your family?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Oh, Jamie.’




  He said nothing.




  Alice said, ‘You know it doesn’t make it go away, just pretending people don’t exist.’




  She would never forgive him, he thought. He didn’t blame her, and it didn’t matter; but he felt sorry for her.




  Mark was coming back over. He said, ‘You’ve got a good selection of books on Auschwitz.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  Mark turned to Alice. ‘Darling, we should be getting off.’




  Alice was rummaging around in her handbag, and eventually pulled out a business card. ‘Keep in touch, Jamie,’ she said as she handed it to him.




  ‘You’re an interior designer,’ Jamie said, inspecting it.




  ‘Not a very successful one,’ Alice said.




  ‘I thought you wanted to be an artist.’




  She’d been looking at him narrowly, but suddenly she smiled. ‘People are allowed to change their plans.’ Jamie felt her old charm working on him again.




  ‘I mean it about keeping in touch,’ she added. ‘Don’t disappear again.’




  ‘It was nice seeing you, Alice,’ he said. ‘Good to meet you, Mark.’




  ‘Take care of yourself.’ Alice started to walk away, but at the last minute she seemed to change her mind. She murmured something to Mark, and left him waiting a little way away.

  Then she came quickly back towards Jamie and slipped her arms around him, putting her head against his chest. For a moment, the familiar gesture left him stricken. Alice had always had a special

  way of tangling herself in his arms. The next moment, she’d turned away and gone back to Mark without a word. Mark took her hand, gave Jamie a quick nod, and they disappeared down the

  stairs.




  Jamie went and stuck Alice’s business card behind his desk next to the old man’s list of Jewish history books. He took a quick glance at the titles. Resource and Ritual in the

  Ancient Near East, he read. The Wisdom of Solomon: Israeli Science and Discovery, 400–500 BC. No use stocking that kind of thing, he thought.

  Nobody would ever buy it.
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  It was lunchtime, always an ordeal for Emma. She was hiding in the school chapel, or lying low, as she put it to herself. She sat in a pew at the back and stared up at the

  stained-glass cross in the window above the altar. It was made up of reds and oranges and yellows, with purple at the centre, so it looked like it was on fire. Rejoice in the glory of the Cross,

  she thought.




  She didn’t want to go to the canteen because she had no one to sit with, and besides, she shouldn’t eat anything because she was fat. And she wasn’t fat in the way other girls

  at her school were fat, which just meant that they were thin but worried about their appearance because it made them seem ‘adult’. No – she was fat in the normal, rubbish way,

  where you have a double chin, and extra rolls of flesh on your tummy. She was genuinely fat, and surrounded by people pretending to be fat. It made her feel like she was losing her mind. Trust her

  to be fat in the wrong way.




  The chaplain came in and smiled hello at her – he was used to her silent presence at the back of the chapel at lunchtimes. He disappeared into the vestry.




  Sunlight was glinting through the coloured glass, setting it ablaze once more. Staring at the cross, Emma thought: Jesus went through life alone. He always had people around him, but really he

  was alone. Imagine how he must have felt as he was made to carry his cross to Golgotha. It struck her now what a disturbing part of the punishment that was – the condemned men made to carry

  their own cross-beams, sweating and exhausted, to their place of execution.




  If Jesus had suffered all that, surely she could go through life by herself and not mind too much. She didn’t need to be surrounded by people to do God’s will.




  Her stomach rumbled. She thought of fish and chips on the beach, the sand sticking to the grease on her fingers. She thought of the chocolate muffin and strawberry milkshake she had as a treat

  on Saturdays when she was little. She thought of creamy mounds of mashed potato with her mother’s special onion gravy. How unfair that girls who were already thin could quite happily miss

  lunch and not even notice, whilst she was hungry all the time.




  The chaplain reappeared. ‘Ready for the Christian Union meeting tomorrow, Emma?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What’s your topic?’




  ‘God’s purpose for us.’




  ‘Good.’




  She sat there a few minutes longer, leafed through the hymn book and memorized the words to ‘Be Still for the Presence of the Lord’. Then she thought she’d better go to lunch,

  even if it meant sitting by herself, because she was too hungry now to think about anything else, and at this rate she wouldn’t be able to concentrate all afternoon. She had double Maths

  after lunch which was her worst subject; and Mr Lawson would be horrible and sarcastic when she got things wrong, and then everyone would look at her and she’d go bright red with the effort

  of trying not to cry.




  It was quarter to one. Emma steeled herself. If she went to lunch now, she might bump into Kayleigh, who was also in the Christian Union and would probably sit with her.




  She was in luck. She spotted Kayleigh by the entrance of the canteen, and ran to catch up, an undignified, huffing little run.




  ‘Kayleigh! Are you going to lunch?’




  She saw before Kayleigh could disguise it a slight look of irritation cross her face. Of course, Kayleigh didn’t want her tagging along, but she put up with it because she recognized her

  Christian duty. Emma knew this, and to be honest she didn’t particularly want to tag along with Kayleigh either, but she was short of options.




  They queued together, and Emma said, ‘I’ve picked some passages for tomorrow’s meeting.’




  ‘Cool,’ Kayleigh said politely.




  ‘I thought some St Paul.’




  ‘Yeah, sounds good.’




  Then Jasmine came up and Kayleigh started to talk to her, ignoring Emma. When they got to the front, Emma chose carefully. She wanted French fries, but it was too embarrassing for a fat person

  to ask for chips, so she got some roast potatoes instead and then took lots of pasta salad to fill up on, and some lettuce leaves and tomatoes so she looked healthy. She had to wait for ages at the

  salad bar because the cool group kept pushing in front of her, not even deliberately, probably, but just because she was so unimportant as to be almost invisible. She waited patiently for a lull,

  then loaded up her plate.




  She went to find Kayleigh and Jasmine, but they’d already sat down with Harriet Jackson and Lucy Wright, and there was no space at their table. Emma hovered with her tray for a few moments

  hoping someone would ask her to pull up a chair, but nobody did, so in the end she had to go off and find a table in the corner by herself. She ate her lunch as fast as she could and left the

  canteen to go back to the chapel.




  When Emma got home from school, her mother was on her knees in the kitchen scrubbing inside the oven. The surfaces were gleaming, and various cleaning products were arranged in

  neat rows on the kitchen table. A bad day, then. Emma put some bread in the toaster and poured herself a glass of milk.




  ‘How was school, love?’ her mum asked.




  ‘Fine.’




  ‘That’s great, darling!’




  It struck Emma that this was not exactly what she’d said, but she decided to let it go.




  ‘How was Maths? Was it alright?’




  ‘Fine.’ She saw her mother looking at her, anxious for more information, and added, ‘We did quadratic equations.’




  ‘And did you have a CU meeting?’




  ‘Nope. It’s tomorrow.’




  ‘And what have you got planned?’




  ‘I think we’ll do some St Paul.’




  ‘And how are your friends?’




  ‘They’re fine.’




  Emma took the toast and milk up to her room and sat down on her bed. She wondered when her dad would be home. Her mum was in fussing mode – it would be better if he wasn’t

  around.




  She tore the crust carefully off the toast and put it to one side whilst she ate the middle bit, licking the jam off her fingers. She was always, always aware of the danger. They probably

  thought she couldn’t remember all the awfulness after Kit died. But it was part of her now – her dad’s scary moods, her mum going for days without speaking. There could be no

  going back to that, so she tried to keep an eye on things.




  She finished the crusts, and went to get her CU file from the desk. Looking at it made her feel better. It was a big pink ring-binder filled with plastic pockets where she kept all her notes and

  Bible passages and pictures. She liked how thick the file had got, and she found it satisfying to turn over the plastic pockets and look at all the successful meetings she’d organized in the

  past. The better prepared she was for tomorrow, the less likely Kayleigh would be to try and take over.




  She got out her pad of paper and felt tips, and wrote the heading in bright blue: ‘God’s purpose for us’. She thought for a moment, then added below in pink,

  ‘Paul’s own life serves as example. Wicked Saul converts to Christianity and accepts his mission to spread Christ’s Word.’ She hesitated, chewing the end of the felt tip.

  She wasn’t happy with the phrase ‘accepts his mission’. It made St Paul sound like he was in Mission Impossible. She crumpled up the page and started again. She had a

  rule of no crossings-out in her notes.




  This time she wrote, ‘undertakes the mission of spreading Christ’s Word’. Then she paused again. She was finding it hard to concentrate today. Jamie was in her head. Sometimes

  she enjoyed imagining where he might be, and what he might be doing now, but today it was just making her sad.




  She closed her eyes, and asked Jesus for guidance. He stayed silent. Sometimes it was like that. Emma wondered, suddenly, if Jamie believed in God. When he finally came back, she would ask him.

  She would remind him that God loved everyone, and He would forgive Jamie. And so would Emma, in the blink of an eye, if he just came home.
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  Emma was woken by her father hammering on the door.




  ‘Time to get up,’ he called.




  Emma ignored him.




  ‘It’s late, Emma.’




  ‘It’s Saturday, Dad.’




  ‘You’ve had enough of a lie-in.’




  Emma picked up her watch from the bedside table and inspected it. ‘It’s 8.47.’




  ‘Quite.’




  Emma rolled out of bed and started hunting around the room for clothes. There was no point in arguing, and despite her grumbling she wasn’t really annoyed. She adored Saturdays. No school

  and no prospect of school the next day either. Sundays weren’t so good. A little bit of Monday always seemed to bleed in, however hard she tried to keep them separate.




  The kitchen table was laid with three plates, and jam, Nutella and maple syrup. They always sat in the same places, round one end. It struck Emma that the table was too big for just the three of

  them. She took her seat alongside her dad as her mum brought over the pancakes; she’d piled them up on a plate with kitchen towel between the layers. There had been pancakes for breakfast

  every Saturday since Emma could remember. Her mum said a family breakfast, all together, made a good start to the weekend.




  Emma helped herself to Nutella, and passed the maple syrup to her dad. They prepared their pancakes in silence.




  Her mum sat down and began to pare an apple, which she cut into quarters and ate very slowly. She didn’t like pancakes, and rarely ate breakfast herself. Emma noticed that she already had

  lipstick on, the orangey-red one that didn’t look very nice. Her mother used to wear pink colours, soft shades, rose like her name, but recently she’d said she was trying a new look, a

  smarter one. Her makeup had got brighter and her clothes had got darker, and she didn’t look much like herself any more.




  ‘What have you got planned for today, Emma?’ she asked.




  ‘Nothing much.’




  ‘You must have something in mind. A nice book to read?’




  Emma shrugged and concentrated on her pancake. She could feel her dad tensing with irritation beside her.




  ‘Any schoolwork to get on with?’




  Emma’s mood plummeted at the mention of school. She didn’t reply.




  ‘I thought we might go and look at the shops together this afternoon. Unless Dad wants to go on a family walk?’




  ‘For God’s sake,’ Emma’s dad said. ‘Can’t you leave her alone for a second? She’s fourteen, she doesn’t need you scheduling her day for

  her.’




  Emma saw her mum freeze for a moment, a piece of apple halfway to her mouth. She shot a thought-wave at her father: I hate you. Her mum put the piece of apple into her mouth and looked down at

  her plate as she chewed. Emma watched her swallow and fix her face into a smile. ‘I just thought it would be nice to do something as a family. We could go for a walk and then play

  Monopoly.’




  Emma cringed in anticipation of her dad’s response. But he only said, ‘I’ll be in the shed all day.’




  ‘I’ll come shopping with you, Mum,’ Emma said.




  She reached for another pancake, but as she picked it up her dad said, ‘Don’t you think two’s enough?’ Emma drew back her hand and stared uncertainly at her empty,

  chocolate-smeared plate. She felt humiliated, caught out in her greed.




  Her mum said, ‘She’s hungry. Let her have another.’




  Emma silently pleaded with her not to make it worse.




  ‘Makes no difference to me.’ Her dad got up from the table, muttered something about the shed and left the kitchen.




  Her mum offered Emma the pancake plate. ‘Go on, darling. If you want another, have one.’




  Emma stared at the plate of pancakes. They’d gone a bit cold by now, and drops of grease stood out on their surface. She didn’t want one any more, but she took one anyway and ate it

  miserably. She pictured herself as her father must see her, fat cheeks crammed with slimy chewed-up pancake. She kept the mess in her mouth too long, found it horrible to swallow.




  As soon as she could, she said, ‘I have to go and get started on my homework, Mum.’ She was on her feet and heading out of the room before her mother could reply.




  On the landing, she paused briefly outside Jamie’s and Kit’s old rooms. Sometimes, with the doors closed like this, she tried to pretend her brothers were still in there, playing on

  their computers or listening to music. It had worked in the past. It was usually easier with Kit, because his room had been kept exactly the same (though tidier now than when he’d been alive)

  – the same dark-blue duvet cover, the sports trophies on the shelf, the Spurs scarf pinned above the bed.




  Jamie’s room, though, had been cleared out and redecorated, with cream walls and a brand-new double bed. It had become the Guest Room, although no guest had ever slept there. It was more

  difficult to imagine Jamie being in there; hard to ignore the emptiness that seeped out from under the door.




  Emma went into her own bedroom, deciding to distract herself by working on her board game. She got out the board she’d made from the base of a cardboard box, and her sheets of coloured

  card and felt-tip pens and glitter glue. This game, her project of several weeks, was based around the Harrowing of Hell. The players’ aim was to help Jesus rescue as many lost souls as

  possible. She’d enjoyed working out all the aims and rules and designing the colourful base, but she was getting too tangled up in the theology now to feel confident about the final product.

  (Chiefly, if the souls were already in hell, could they really be rescued? Surely you couldn’t be un-damned?)




  Nevertheless, she set about outlining the squares on the board with different-coloured glitter, but after she’d done that she couldn’t really think of anything else to add.

  She’d already made her little Jesus figurine out of modelling clay, and dressed him in a loincloth made from a piece of bandage from the medicine cupboard and a red cloak she’d

  fashioned out of a scrap of velvet. She’d also made some poor men and women he could save, but she’d left them naked (part of their punishment). The game was almost complete now. This

  last stage of creation was never as exciting as the beginning. And it occurred to her that she wasn’t sure what she was going to do with it when it was finished. Her mum would probably play

  it with her, but it wasn’t really designed for just two people.




  If Jamie was here, he’d play it with her as well. Jamie and Kit had always played with her when she was little. They’d been much older than her, which her mum used to say had made

  them protective of her. Emma enjoyed thinking about this.




  She remembered Kit teasing her, when he met her around the house and pretended not to know who she was, pretended to think she was a burglar. Or he’d deliberately get her name wrong,

  making her giggle.




  ‘Hello, Emmet,’ he’d say.




  ‘No, no,’ Emma would reply in delight. ‘That’s not my name. You always say it wrong. It’s Emma.’




  ‘I’m saying it right,’ Kit would say. ‘You’re the one saying it wrong.’




  And she remembered Jamie reading The Hobbit to her, doing all the different voices. He’d sung the dwarves’ song about the Misty Mountains, making up his own tune and using a

  very deep voice which made her laugh.




  She clung on to memories like this, but it had occurred to her recently that perhaps they couldn’t be trusted. If enough time went by, how could you be sure what was actually true and what

  you had imagined? Especially if nobody talked about any of it.




  Emma tried to focus her mind on Jamie, to imagine what he might be doing. Maybe he was working as a journalist somewhere dangerous and exciting like Africa. Or perhaps he was living a glamorous

  life in Paris, drinking red wine on the banks of the Seine and painting. But it was Kit who’d been good at art. It upset her for a moment that she’d got confused, like she was

  forgetting them both or rolling them into one, so in the end she’d be left with a sort of composite brother who didn’t resemble either.




  She returned to Jamie. He hadn’t liked Art, but he’d been interested in history. He’d studied it at university. Emma didn’t like it much herself. They’d had a

  lesson at school on why History was an important subject, and Mrs Majithia had said it was because we need to learn from the mistakes of the past so we can stop awful things like the Holocaust ever

  happening again. Kayleigh had put up her hand and said sagely, ‘Those who do not learn from the mistakes of the past are doomed to repeat them,’ and Mrs Majithia had said, yes, that was

  a very apposite quotation and Kayleigh had looked pleased with herself. But as far as Emma could see, people could study the past until they were blue in the face and it still didn’t

  stop them doing horrible things in the present.




  Perhaps one day Jamie would turn up on television doing a series on the Tudors or the Nazis or something. And then she’d write to him and ask for his autograph.




  She told herself again that he’d come home eventually. She was sure of it. Even if he didn’t turn up on TV, one day he’d start to feel less upset about Kit, and then he’d

  come back for her.




  The bit which she tried not to think about was that Jamie had left without even saying goodbye. How could he have done that, when her mum said he’d been so protective of her? It was when

  she remembered this that she came closest to understanding why her father was so angry.
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  Jamie woke early. The light where it came in between the curtains had a pale, washed-out quality, despite its aggressive brightness. It couldn’t be long after seven.




  He lay there for a few moments, accepting the presence of another day, letting its colour wash over him.




  He needed to pee. His mind could freeze over, but his body was insistent in its demands. He headed to the bathroom, then made some tea and took it back to bed with him, where he read a few more

  chapters of South by Java Head. There didn’t seem to be any reason to get out of bed, but he was bored with lying there.




  The empty day ahead disconcerted him. He tried to make a timetable in his head. Shower. Put on clothes. Eat. Then . . . go out somewhere? He could go into town and buy some Lego. He tried not to

  do it too often, and to spread his custom thinly, frequenting several different stores. He didn’t want them looking at him strangely, a grown man browsing amongst the toys. But he really

  wanted the Lego space station.




  He was putting on his jacket when the doorbell rang. Jamie retreated into his bedroom and waited there silently until he thought whoever it was must have gone. But when he went back into the

  hall, the doorbell rang again. This time the person didn’t take their finger off the bell and Jamie winced at the drawn-out, piercing shriek. A voice called through the door, ‘Let me

  in, you bastard. I’m freezing.’




  ‘For Christ’s sake.’ Jamie wrenched open the door and was forced back as a man pushed past him and stood in the hall, soaking wet and dripping onto the carpet.




  Jamie looked at him with resignation. ‘Hello, Sam.’




  ‘You kept me waiting ages, and it’s pouring with rain!’




  ‘It’s not raining again, is it?’




  ‘It’s always fucking raining in Sheffield.’




  Sam hung his sodden coat on a hook and squelched through to the living room where he peeled off his soaking jeans and positioned himself on the sofa in his boxer shorts.




  ‘No, please, make yourself at home,’ Jamie said, following him through.




  Sam was his closest friend from university – his only friend, these days. This was a tribute to Sam’s tenacity. He had clung on where others had been cast off, exhibiting a

  determination and thick skin that defeated even Jamie.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ Jamie asked him.




  ‘Checking you’re still alive. Because you haven’t been answering your phone. For weeks.’




  Jamie glanced guiltily at the mobile on the coffee table. ‘It ran out of battery,’ he said. ‘A while ago.’




  ‘Well, it’s funny you should say that, because lots of people were having the same problem, so the phone companies invented this magical thing called a phone

  charger—’




  ‘Alright. Sorry.’ Jamie paused. ‘You can’t stay.’




  ‘Why not?’




  Jamie said nothing.




  Sam said, ‘I’m not going to allow you to chuck me out when I’ve come all the way up from London. Even you wouldn’t do that. Would you?’




  Jamie sighed. ‘Apparently I wouldn’t.’




  When Jamie had made them both tea, Sam produced, with great ceremony, a large, garishly wrapped parcel from his bag. He deposited it in Jamie’s lap.




  ‘Happy birthday.’




  ‘It’s not my birthday.’




  ‘I know. But it was last month. Try to make these connections on your own, Jamie.’




  Jamie picked up the parcel. It was a box, quite wide and flat. It felt heavy. ‘What is it?’




  ‘Open it and see. Jesus. It’s like talking to an alien.’




  Uncertainly, Jamie pulled off the wrapping paper. ‘A PlayStation?’




  ‘A PlayStation 3.’




  Jamie inspected the box. ‘You didn’t have to get me a present.’




  ‘I know,’ Sam said. ‘It was selfish, really. I didn’t want to have to talk to you, so I thought we could play FIFA instead. I brought a second controller.’ He

  produced a stack of games from his bag. ‘These are for you, too.’




  ‘FIFA?’ Jamie brightened. ‘I remember being a lot better than you at that.’




  ‘Ah. But we’re not in the heady days of FIFA 2000, Jamie. Times have moved on. You’ll be like Captain Hornblower trying to man a submarine.’




  That evening, playing FIFA amongst the detritus of their Indian takeaway, Jamie said, ‘I saw Alice a few days ago.’




  ‘Alice who?’ Sam’s Agger tackled Jamie’s Defoe just outside the box and angled the ball out to the wing. ‘Strong challenge,’ the commentator

  observed, as the animated Defoe went down.




  ‘Alice Brown.’




  ‘Oh.’ Sam went silent for a few moments, apparently concentrating on the game. ‘Where did you see her?’




  ‘She came into the bookshop. Just by chance.’




  ‘Nothing’s ever by chance with her.’




  ‘She was with her husband.’




  Sam raised his eyebrows. ‘What was he like?’




  ‘Seemed alright.’




  ‘Alice Brown married.’ Sam drew in his breath speculatively. ‘Wonder if that’ll last.’




  Defoe was making for the goal again, but Sam blocked him easily.




  ‘You’ve been practising.’




  Sam acknowledged the compliment with an incline of his head. ‘What did Alice say?’




  ‘Nothing, really. It was – awkward.’




  ‘I bet it was. Did she seem angry?’




  ‘Yes.’




  Sam took a swig of beer. ‘I don’t blame her, Jamie.’




  Jamie didn’t reply for a moment. On screen, Dawson scythed down Suarez. ‘No point raking all that up now.’




  ‘No, I agree. But will Alice?’ When Jamie didn’t reply, Sam added, ‘She’s not one to let things rest, is she?’




  Jamie thought about it. ‘You never liked her.’




  Sam’s eyes remained fixed on the screen. ‘No, I never did.’




  On Sunday morning they drove to the Peak District and walked for two hours in the wind and rain, both unsuitably attired in jeans and sweatshirts, much to the scorn of the

  serious, Goretex-ed walkers who crossed their path. They worked their way up Chrome Hill in puffing silence and triumphantly made their way along the ridge, breathless, chilled and damp.




  Sam was in high spirits. ‘Look at that view!’ he shouted above the noise of the wind. His gesture took in the green, drenched valley and the neighbouring hills crouching under the

  onslaught of the weather.




  Jamie nodded, pushing his wet hair off his forehead.




  Sam shouted, ‘You’re lucky, living so close to all this. How often do you come out here?’




  ‘Hardly ever,’ Jamie shouted back. He became aware of Sam staring at him. ‘What?’




  Sam shouted something.




  ‘What?’




  ‘I said, that’s a bit weird.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘It’s just – a shame, isn’t it?’




  ‘Typical Londoner,’ Jamie said, turning to carry on along the ridge.




  They stopped for lunch in a pub and ordered pints and a roast each, seating themselves by the fire to dry off. Sawing at a tough slice of beef, Sam said, ‘I could do a better roast than

  this.’ He speared a piece of Yorkshire pudding, contemplating it sadly. ‘Look how dry this is. They need to watch their timings more carefully.’




  ‘You’re a bit insufferable sometimes,’ Jamie said.




  Sam didn’t seem concerned by this. For a while, they ate in silence. The rain was growing heavier outside, beating against the windows with increasing urgency.




  ‘How’s life in the bookshop?’ Sam said.




  ‘Fine. Except for the customers.’




  He hadn’t intended this as a joke, but Sam laughed.




  ‘I mean,’ Jamie said, ‘they’re always asking you for things.’




  ‘How unreasonable of them.’




  ‘But it’s stupid questions, like, where can I find books on Military History? – when they’re standing right next to the Military History section.’




  ‘You’re so misanthropic. Maybe it’s time to get a different job. Go somewhere new.’




  ‘Can’t be bothered.’




  ‘Come on, Jamie.’




  ‘It’s a good job. They’re going to put me in charge of Eastern European History. I’m going to order in loads of books on the Bosnian genocide. And maybe Vlad the

  Impaler.’




  ‘Sounds like a right laugh,’ Sam said. ‘But how about moving down to London?’




  ‘I want to stay where I am.’




  Sam exhaled in exasperation. ‘That’s what you’re going to end up doing. Forever.’




  Jamie kept his eyes on his plate.




  There was an uncomfortable pause, then Sam said, ‘They haven’t crisped up these potatoes very well.’




  ‘I think they’re OK.’




  ‘I’m not sure they’ve even used the meat juices in the gravy. I have a horrible suspicion it’s Bisto.’




  Jamie shook his head, but smiled in spite of himself. ‘You’re very hard to please.’




  ‘I’m not, though. That’s the sad thing.’




  Sam left in the late afternoon, promising – unprompted and uninvited, Jamie noted – to visit again soon.




  Alone, Jamie wandered listlessly around the flat. He settled down for a while to play one of the PlayStation games Sam had left him, Red Dead Redemption, which intriguingly he found to

  be a Western. He was surprised at how violent it was. He thought of his and Kit’s teenage years playing Tomb Raider – a much tamer proposition. But that, he thought, had been

  all about killing, too. It was just that they managed to make the deaths look real these days. You could blow a man’s head off and see the fear in his eyes the moment before, the blood

  splatter on the ground behind.




  He grew tired of the game and went through to his bedroom, wondering what to do next. The light outside was fading, spreading gloom through the flat. He supposed he should make some supper, but

  couldn’t work up the energy. He pulled off his jeans and sweatshirt, and climbed into bed in the darkening room. The weekend was nearly over, at least. After a few moments of lying blankly,

  he roused himself, flicked on the bedside light and reached for South by Java Head.
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  Years ago, in the other life, Jamie had won four tickets to Blackpool Pleasure Beach in a charity tombola at his school fair. He and his friends had all bought tickets for 50 p

  after being harassed at breaktimes and lunchtimes by the Year 6s, who were in charge of selling them.




  Mr Winters was up on the wooden platform and asked for a volunteer from the crowd to choose the winning tickets. Jamie and his friends all put up their hands, but it was Jamie who was picked,

  perhaps because his mum had helped to organize the tombola.




  His hands were so sticky from the gobstopper he’d been transferring between his mouth and his pocket that when he reached into the box to pick a ticket, a whole cluster of them stuck to

  his hand and he brought out about fifteen at once. Everyone laughed, and Jamie played to the crowd by waving his hand around as if trying to shake the tickets off. They stuck firm. Miss Wyatt came

  forward and picked one of them off and read out the number as the winning ticket. It took Jamie a moment to realize it, but then he said, ‘That’s me!’ and drew out the

  ticket’s twin from his pocket, where it had curled itself around the depleted gobstopper.




  His mother said afterwards that he shouldn’t have accepted the prize because if you’re picking out tickets and you choose your own, you’re supposed to put it back and choose

  another one. And it was awkward, too, because she was the one who’d organized the prizes. But Jamie didn’t care, because it was too late to give the prize back and he and his parents

  and Kit were going to Blackpool Pleasure Beach!




  They went one Saturday in the summer holidays. Afterwards, their dad described the experience as ‘like being mugged’, but Kit and Jamie thought it was brilliant. They wandered round

  wide-eyed, dazed by all the bright colours, the swooping, hurtling rides, the crowds, the endless candyfloss and sweet stalls. Jamie rushed them from ride to ride and from stall to stall, bumping

  them through throngs of people. He was concerned, as always, with the passage of time, aware that they couldn’t cram every activity into one day but seized by an almost hysterical

  determination to try. ‘Come on, come on,’ he’d say, as he chivvied them out of the exit of one ride and towards the queue for another. Kit told him to chill out, but kept

  up with him all the same.




  Their parents dealt with it good-naturedly, used to their sons’ sudden enthusiasms. They allowed themselves to be hurried along, insisting only that the boys sat down for a solid half-hour

  after lunch before being allowed to go on another ride.




  But the excitement of the day began to fade for Jamie when they started trying to go on the bigger rides. Aged eight, he found himself just below the height-restriction for the rides that looked

  the most exciting. He went on the tiny Ferris wheel with his mother over and over again whilst Kit and his father went on huge, careering rides that promised the thrill of chaos. Kit went on the

  same roller coaster four times he enjoyed it so much.




  ‘With the tickets I won!’ Jamie complained to his mother as they went round on the Ferris wheel at a painfully slow pace for the sixth time.




  ‘I know, love,’ she said. ‘But it wouldn’t make it any better, would it, if Kit couldn’t go on either?’




  ‘It would,’ Jamie said crossly.




  Standing at the side and listening again to the urgent rumble of a roller coaster passing by without him on it, Jamie’s fury at the injustice came to a head and he burst into tears. His

  mother comforted him with a big, colourful lollipop, and he was sucking tearfully on it when Kit returned, flushed and laughing, his hair standing up like the crest of an exotic bird.




  ‘What’s the matter?’ Kit said.




  Jamie was too sulky and humiliated to reply, or even to look at his brother, but their mother said, ‘He’s upset because he’s too small for some of the rides.’




  Kit looked at Jamie with concern.




  ‘Don’t worry, darling,’ their mother said. ‘Jamie and I will go on the dodgems again. You can look after me, can’t you, Jamie? These big ones are a bit scary for

  me. Then we’ll go and get some candyfloss, or maybe a toffee apple. How does that sound?’




  Jamie licked his sticky fingers miserably and didn’t say anything. He wanted a toffee apple, but not as much as he wanted to go on the big roller coasters.




  ‘You really want to go on one of the big rides, Jamie?’ Kit asked.




  Jamie nodded.




  ‘Come on, then.’ Kit grabbed Jamie’s arm and pulled him towards the space-themed roller coaster. Their parents followed reluctantly.




  ‘No good, Kit,’ their dad said. ‘He’s too small to be let on it.’




  ‘Let’s try,’ Kit said.




  Their mum looked unsure, but seeing Jamie’s face, their dad said, ‘Worth a try, I suppose.’




  As they neared the front of the queue, Kit said quietly to Jamie, ‘See the man in the booth? He’s checking, but he can’t see properly from where he’s sitting.’ When

  they had drawn almost level, Kit whispered, ‘Stand on my foot.’ Jamie did as he was told, clutching his brother’s arm to take some of his weight and trying to look nonchalant. The

  extra few centimetres were all it took: the man in the booth nodded them on. Jamie and Kit kept very quiet, but exchanged delighted smiles as they passed through the turnstile.




  The ride car was grey and shaped like a space shuttle. Jamie and Kit climbed into the front seats, their parents behind them, and brought down the T-bar restraints. After what seemed like ages,

  everyone else had got on, and there was a hushed, expectant pause as they all waited for the ride to start. Then the cars jerked and clunked into life, and Jamie felt a rush of pure joy as they

  moved off, quickly gathering speed. This was it: he was living on the very edge of life.




  The roller coaster passed along winding tracks in the open air before rocketing into an enclosed tunnel and descending rapidly in darkness, with stars glowing on the tunnel walls. Being too

  small for the harness, Jamie slipped lower in his seat as soon as the car started to race down the sloping tracks, and was held by his harness half-sitting, half-lying in place, his arms jammed

  uncomfortably in the air. His legs were now wedged into the nose of the shuttle-car, and all he could see were the stars on the ceiling spinning round and round. But he shouted with excitement

  along with the others as the ride hurtled downhill.




  As they emerged into the light and shot along the tracks towards the end of the ride, Kit glanced over and noticed the position his brother had ended up in. He laughed helplessly until they drew

  to a halt. The fact that Jamie then had to be prised out of his harness by the ride attendant became one of Kit’s favourite stories.




  Alone in his flat with the new PlayStation, Jamie saw it all again.




  He’d been racing round different tracks ever since coming home from work, playing one of the games Sam had given him – a game which reminded him of Mario Kart, one of his

  and Kit’s old favourites.




  He allowed himself to think once more of the roller coaster, then tried to put it away. It was a happy memory, but it wasn’t safe. This seemed the cruellest punishment of all – that

  he could rarely think of Kit without also thinking about what happened. Particularly when he was in a mood like this. He couldn’t be certain, but he thought things had been getting worse

  since he’d seen Alice again. He could have done without that.




  He tried to fill his head with silence, whitewashing the bright images of the theme park. Searching for safety, he managed to conjure up the woods. He stepped forwards; began to disappear among

  the trees.
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  Emma was furtively eating some cheese and onion crisps at the back of the chapel. She was the only person in there so there was no real need to be surreptitious, but it felt

  disrespectful to be munching on crisps in the House of God.




  She had officially given up crisps, because her mum had put her on a healthy-eating drive. Rose said it would make Emma feel happier in the long run, and since Emma thought it would be good to

  feel a bit happier, she’d agreed.




  They’d discussed it together and decided that Emma should start by cutting out crisps completely, and then gradually try to cut down on other unhealthy foods like cakes and chocolate;

  ‘cut down on’, her mother had said, not cut out completely – it was best to be realistic, otherwise there was no chance Emma would stick to it. Her mum had made her a

  healthy-eating chart which she was supposed to fill in every day, and when she’d got three gold stars, for three weeks of consistently healthy eating, her mum would buy her the kimono jacket

  she’d seen in Debenhams, which was made of the softest pale-pink silk, with a pattern of surging dragons embroidered in black.




  Emma hadn’t forgotten the healthy-eating chart when she’d stopped at the vending machine just now; she’d sinned with her eyes open. She was already regretting her decision. If

  she was honest and wrote it on the chart, that would be the end of the kimono jacket. But if she didn’t, that would be a kind of lie – and pretending it wasn’t, even to herself,

  would be another; God was probably counting them all up. The crisps had made her feel better for the first few mouthfuls, but they were making her feel much worse now. She licked her fingers and

  reached into the packet for the last few crumbled bits.




  She’d needed something to cheer herself up. This lunchtime’s CU meeting hadn’t gone at all well, and Emma had ended up leaving early – something she’d never, ever

  done in all her time as a member. Then she’d passed the vending machine on the way to the chapel, and fallen into Temptation.




  Everything had been different since Stephanie Morris started coming to meetings. Emma had feared the worst when she first turned up, because she was in Emma’s class and was one of the cool

  group, who sat on the desks in the middle of the form room every breaktime and lunchtime so everybody else was squeezed out into the corners of the room, but nobody ever complained about it. Often

  they blocked the way to Emma’s desk completely, and she’d have to say ‘Excuse me’, and then all of them would turn and look at her and usually not bother to move. Sometimes

  they’d talk really loudly about getting drunk, and the things they’d done with boys, and it made Emma feel embarrassed and a bit frightened.




  All the same, Emma thought she’d better give Stephanie Morris the benefit of the doubt. After all, Zacchaeus was a hated tax-collector, but even he had wanted to see Jesus, and Jesus had

  looked up and seen him in the tree and said, ‘Zacchaeus, make haste, and come down,’ and told him he would stay at his house. So Zacchaeus was saved, and promised to give half his goods

  to the poor. And Jesus said, ‘This day is salvation come to this house.’ So perhaps it would be the same for Stephanie Morris. Emma had started to feel a bit hopeful, and had smiled

  kindly at Stephanie when she came to the first meeting. (‘This day is salvation come to this room.’)
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