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‘He maketh his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sendeth rain on the just and on the unjust.’

Matthew 5:45








PART ONE Immunity







Chapter One

December 2019: Brighton, Sussex

The seafront on the south coast in winter is not a hospitable place. A few hours after dawn, a frail but clearly determined teenage girl wearing Lycra tights, a red long-sleeved tech shirt and running gloves makes steady progress along the front, her face dashed by the wind and punctured by needles of sharp cold. Her wavy brown hair is not fully restrained by an elasticated headband, so scraps blow occasionally into her eyes, which are watering. The headband has imprinted in large white letters the breezy legend ‘I’m Fine!’.

One of the dog walkers she occasionally passes might conclude that she is crying, but it is hard to tell, since the sea spray spits at her eyes, her cheeks, her mouth. She has three silver studs in her left ear – a star, a flower and a simple pearl pin. Her teeth, when she grimaces, show a single gold tooth with the letter ‘C’ hollowed out. On her back, just above the waistline, a fresh tattoo is visible of a small tree, very dark blue, almost black, bare but for one leaf falling. The surrounding skin is still livid from the needle. The tat shows a single bird taking flight from the top branch as the leaf falls towards the ground. Beneath her waistline, delicate roots coiling into earth are etched.

She is on the return leg of her route, making her way from Roedean, east of Brighton, towards the shuttered entrance of the Palace Pier. She barely notices the pavilion roofs, towers and flags that decorate the boardwalk. Concentrating on her breathing and the music that seeps from her earbuds – a loop of Little Mix – her thoughts are as scattered as the distant clouds born out of the night, gathering on the horizon. Her eyes, although open, might as well be closed for all that they register.

Half dreaming, trancing to the music, she senses invisible forces around her. The pull of the moon that drags at the waves. The unheard whisper of the wind scattering detritus along Marine Parade. The secret rhythms of her own body, the movement of blood in artery, vein and synapse.

She passes a seafood stall, smells a trace of mussels and whelks, then a whiff of burned doughnuts. There is tar and ozone. Then salt, though she can’t say for sure what salt smells like. Perhaps nothing.

She has a sense that she can detect particles penetrating her skin. Neutrinos? Photons? Scanning half-remembered shadows of her science lessons, fading now that she has finished school for ever, she can barely call to mind the details. She knows that whatever they are, they perpetually crash into Earth at near light speed. Little bits of almost nothing, falling as endless rain on the planet. She feels, momentarily, utterly transparent, entirely permeable.

She accelerates her pace – running, in her mind, away from something she hates, towards something she fears. The cold air singes her lungs. She passes what appears to be a woman – the sleeper is nested under some thick reflective fabric so thoroughly it is hard to tell – prone on a bench. A large bright blue nylon laundry bag is stuffed underneath the seat. The sleeper’s hand is tangled with one of the handles of the bag, as if to protect it from thieves.

The running girl notices flaked traces of purple varnish on two of the fingernails. Unmoved at first by the sight of the prostrate figure – rough sleepers are an everyday sight on this part of the south coast – the remnants of decoration on the nails skewer her with unexpected pity. She slows, almost stops. Then, assessing her own helplessness – she isn’t even carrying any money to offer – she picks up her pace again, mood curdled with a faint vinegar of guilt.

Turning at her designated point – the doughnut-on-a-stick of the British Airways observation tower facing the burned-out West Pier – she makes her way towards home. She prefers the carbon skeleton of the West Pier to the gaudy, inescapable there-ness of the Palace Pier. The West Pier seems to her more essentially honest in its tragedy, blackened stumps which appear at high tide as a hesitant semicircle spiking out from beneath the grey-green torpor of the English Channel. They stand in sober reproach to the Carry On knockabout of the pier’s younger counterpart, a pocket-picking carnival of funhouse mirrors, pulsing slot machines, slides, wheels and dodgems.

Minutes later she arrives home, a marshmallow-pink three-bedroom terrace near the North Laines. Making her way up the short garden path chequered with black and white tiles, she lets herself in through the heavy panelled front door with its frowning brass lion door knocker.

Entering, she continues jogging on the spot in the hallway, then continues upstairs to her bedroom with its hand-lettered sign on the door:


‘Tips for Entering My Bedroom Properly: 1. Do Not.’



Inside the room there are traces that suggest the occupant is some years younger than her height, piercings and unapologetic tattoo might suggest. The bed is draped with curtains of white muslin on all four sides, supported by horizontal metal struts which connect four upright vertical poles. There is a picture of a pony imprinted on the pillow, although she has never so much as sat on a pony, and, resting upon it, a ragged and puzzled toy monkey. To the right of the bed, there is an orange egg chair suspended on a chain from the ceiling – her favourite item in the otherwise sparsely furnished but persistently cluttered room.

On the egg chair squats Kardashian – Kardy – her stepfather’s obese black cat. Not bothering to undress or shower, she tosses Kardashian out of the chair and throws herself into the womblike space. Here, she weeps – unmistakeably this time. She doesn’t know if the tears come because of the previous night’s election result or because of the painted fingernails of the sleeping woman. Or then again, perhaps it is because during the course of her run she feels she has cemented a long-deferred decision into place.

Kardashian has made no noise of protest. Pragmatically, the cat has resumed her sleep on the girl’s cloistered single bed. Restless, the girl pulls herself out of the egg chair, as if burdened not by gravity but the future.

She doesn’t know when she will put her decision into effect, but the trigger – she feels in her gut – must come soon. With Christmas so close, the stresses building within this house will coalesce and, somehow or other, force her hand. Of this, China Blue is sure.

December 2019: London

A woman’s voice floats up like vapour from the pillow next to where Frankie Blue is vainly trying to pursue some final, scattered wisps of sleep. The interior of his skull feels musty and vague, while the exterior is braided around the crown with thin pepper-and-salt hair and the features below tarpaulined with sallow skin. His mind is hung with cobwebs that sag with the toiling flies he imagines his thoughts to resemble. This sense of malaise, as well as the appearance of sallowness, is the consequence of staying up the previous night, until 4 a.m., watching the coverage of the general election.

‘Hosh. The bears are. The beers ARE. They’re not? Ok then. You stupid.’

Roxy, his girlfriend of six months, is talking in her sleep again. Most of the mumblings are indistinct, but Frankie’s brain automatically converts the sounds into words. The outpouring of nonsense is bookended with a random giggle.

Still muttering, Roxy turns over to face him, eyes still closed, eyeballs visibly roaming under the powdered skin. Other traces of makeup blur her features. Frankie, who has given up on sleep now, idly examines them, with the sudden, uncomfortable feeling that he is seeing the face of an alien species. He senses the weirdness of the slope of a human nose, of the bizarrely comic protrusion of ears, of the slow exhalation of hair from the minutely perforated scalp.

‘Sofa it’s coming and I’m chuffed. Isn’t it? Same, mate.’

Outside, on the Golborne Road, North Kensington, the street traders are busy at their stalls. Moroccans, Tunisians, cockneys, Ethiopians, Somalis – just to name a few of the patchwork of creeds and nationalities Frankie is able to make a stab at identifying. Food, furniture, junk and second-hand clothes are laid out for inspection. He finds the buzz of shoppers and the calls of the traders briefly comforting. His affection for London’s perpetual chaos surges over him in a wave, then crests and disappears into light froth. It finally settles into a vague, contradictory trough of resentment at what he suddenly experiences as mere cacophony.

He reaches to the bedside table on his left. His fingers – the nails clean and manicured – feel their way towards two gelatinous pink lumps resting on the glass top of a scratched walnut 1930 nightstand, picked up from a stall outside a month ago for £50, a figure reached by an epic bout of haggling with the dealer. Frankie, taking pride in his skills as an estate agent, was not prepared to let himself be bested in a negotiation and felt sure that he had walked away with a bargain. But the door of the nightstand is now falling off while the cupboard catch is faulty and refuses to keep the door closed.

The lumps his fingers eventually discover are wax earplugs, with which he tries to block out not only the sleep talking but Roxanne’s persistent, unmaidenly snoring. He works them like putty deeper and deeper into the auditory canal, wondering, not for the first time, if his relationship with Roxy has any future. He suspects that he is only with her because he is lonely. Perhaps that was a good enough reason. Why was anyone with anyone? Not for fun, surely.

‘Blurgh, hff, sngl.’

The plugs are effective to the extent that he can no longer make out Roxy’s words. But enough vibration penetrates the wax to confirm that she is still babbling. He wonders what kind of dreams she has. As dreams go, they seem – when later and inevitably related to Frankie – mundane, often focusing on expensive consumer goods, missed buses and public exposure to mild embarrassment rather than the realms of the truly fantastical. But then – he reflects – it is probably unfair to judge others for their dreams.

He rests his hand on her bare hip. Her skin is hot. How many relationships, he wonders, are founded on this simple desire for skin to touch skin, the fundamental urge for physical connection? He thinks of the places this urge has led him, the bodies it has thrown him up against, human flotsam crashing into one another on a relentless wave of need.

It is a deeper form of connection that Frankie craves. Checking his phone for the third time that morning – it is already 11 a.m. – to see if his daughter has replied to his texts, he feels a soft stab of disappointment. Ten years divorced now, his parents are long dead, and his relationship with Roxy is fledgling and unpromising. His father substitute, old mentor and erstwhile employer Ralph Gwynne is also gone, taken by heart disease. Apart from Jon – ‘Nodge’ – Drysdale, his best friend since schooldays, his daughter is his only real potential remaining link to intimacy, the intimacy that he feels sure should properly and naturally exist between a father and his child.

The trouble being – he reflects bitterly – that his daughter hates him. Sometimes, shamefully, he can’t help but hate her back for it, even though he knows it isn’t her fault. The children of divorce are always hurt, brutally, savagely. Sooner or later, they exact their revenge.

Frankie feels muddy layers of still more unwelcome thoughts and questions accrue inside him. What does his life amount to? The answers torment him with their banality. Work. Five-a-side football on a Sunday. Occasional sex, usually mediocre. A drink out with Nodge. Hard to get proper bitter nowadays. Work. Cycling in Lycra on the latest fancy bike before it gets stolen. Nine holes of golf on a municipal golf course. TV. Work. Brief, unsatisfying masturbation. A Diavolo pizza, extra chillies. Work. Shopping for clothes he can’t afford and artwork he doesn’t like but which makes his sparse, dull flat seem more distinguished, more aesthetic. Work. A fortnight’s holiday abroad once a year, a weekend city break now and then.

Sleep. Work. Sleep. Work. Sleep… With this incantation still ticking over, Frankie becomes aware of a distant voice as if heard through veils of cotton wool.

‘Frankie! It’s nearly midday.’

Frankie reluctantly surfaces into consciousness. He prises the earplugs out of their gristly caves and balances them in his palm. They are ranged there, coated now with traces of brown earwax.

‘Disgusting,’ says Roxy mildly. ‘Like giant hamster droppings.’

She is propped up on her pillow holding a cup of tea. Given the missing frame of time, Frankie realises he must have drifted asleep without registering the fact.

‘I’m sorry you have to witness the distressing fact of their existence,’ he says, replacing the earplugs delicately on the bedside table, as if they still carried precious remnants of his inner life. ‘But you talk even more when you’re asleep than when you’re awake.’ Sometimes I wish I could wear them then as well, he adds, silently to himself.

He pulls his own pillow up behind him to bring him level with Roxy, who is naked apart from an oversized ‘Make America Great Again’ T-shirt. She wears it, she insists, as a joke, a windup. ‘Anything for a laugh’ is her one-time motto that has evolved somehow into what passes for a life philosophy. But Frankie isn’t so sure it’s a joke at all. After all, she had voted for Brexit – made no bones about it, told everyone who cared to listen. Frankie stretches out, hands above his head, feeling a slight crick of protest in his neck.

‘Did you make me a cup?’

‘You were asleep.’

‘You knew I was going to wake up.’

‘Sooner or later.’

‘I could have done with a cup. Anyway, you woke me deliberately.’

‘I’ll go and make you one now if you like.’

‘I don’t want one now.’

‘You just said you did.’

‘Now I don’t.’

‘Stop being a martyr.’

Roxy puts the cup down on her side table, then leans over and rests her head gently on his bare shoulder. Her straight chestnut hair, interrupted with irrepressible grey strands, trails of winding mist, continues halfway down her back. It is too long now for Frankie’s liking – she is too old for it in his uncharitable view – and it now carpets his chest like a dry flannel.

Her brown eyes, soft when Frankie first met her at a Millennium night party in the West End, have hardened into a corona of darkness at the edges while seeming to devolve into sticky caramel at the centre. It was at that Millennium celebration she had met her tragic husband. Tragic, thought Frankie, long before he was scattered across the Piccadilly Line by the detonation of a home-made brew of hydrogen peroxide and liquid oxygen.

‘Don’t be mean to me, Frankie. Don’t be a wanky, Frankie.’

She delivers this plea in a baby voice, which darkens Frankie’s mood afresh. He drapes his arm round her shoulders but says nothing.

‘Do you still love me?’ she whispers.

‘I’ve still got wax in my ears.’

He digs into his ear to remove fictional remnants of the plugs. His responding to Roxy’s drunken announcement a few weeks previously that she was in love with him with a reciprocal tribute – largely uttered through courtesy and drunkenness – seems to have resulted in the unspoken signing of an unspecified yet binding contract.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ says Roxy.

‘Shall we have some breakfast?’

‘Why are you in such a bad mood?’

‘What makes you think I’m in a bad mood?’

Roxy shrugs, picks up her phone and starts scrolling. Frankie closes his eyes. Immediately drifting off, he tries to force his thoughts to straighten out, but whatever it is within him that does the thinking isn’t listening to whatever does the willing. His mind chatters like a radio trying to find a signal. He has never really succeeded in making peace with what Veronica, his therapist ex-wife, would call his ‘internal narrator’. Instead, the unseen voice badgers him, mocks him, criticizes him, rebukes him. As he sinks further towards sleep, images and memories are mixed with the scattered words chasing one another around inside his skull, mongrels pursuing their own tails. They are random, with no narrative glue to hold them together.

Roxy, ten years younger, dressed as a bowl of popcorn when she opened her short-lived gourmet popcorn shop in Portobello Road.

A ghostly bulletin seeps into the dreamworld from the office: Would the contract on Coningham Road go through?

Cue music.

My girlfriend’s name is Senora.

Had he made the follow-up call to the vendor? He can’t remember.

I tell you friends, I adore her.

In an unconscious response to a physical hunger pang, a preview of that day’s intended breakfast manifests – rashers of bacon, sausages, fried bread.

China, grown up now, the face she makes when she criticizes him for continuing to eat meat.

‘It’s a corpse dad. A corpse.’

Shake, shake, shake, Senora.

Harry Belafonte?

China’s voice, five years old: bungalow, bung bung a low.

An image of Colin Burden, his childhood friend as well as Roxy’s former husband, exploding into a thick mist of blood and bone.

Would he have baked beans?

My hands are high my feet are low and this is how I bungalow…

Probably, if they had a tin left. Didn’t Roxy finish them for supp—

He is woken by the awareness of a faint sensation of movement to the side of his face. Opening his eyes, he sees that Roxy is gazing at Frankie’s phone which had been resting in the space between their pillows.

‘Give me that.’

‘Madam hasn’t been answering your texts again. That explains the sour mood.’

Frankie snatches the phone back. Roxy calmly picks up her tea and drains it.

‘Don’t call her “madam”.’

‘You’re so touchy. And so needy. No wonder… ’

‘No wonder what?’

Roxy stares into the tea dregs as if searching for fortune.

‘No wonder she tries to avoid you.’

Frankie taps at his phone, changing the password. He slams the phone on the side table, rattling the glass surface.

‘I miss her. That’s all it is.’

‘I wasn’t trying to get at you, Frankie.’

‘Why do you think she’s so angry with me?’

Roxy slides off the bed and stands up. There is a tea stain across the state of California on the American map that decorates the MAGA T-shirt. She makes her way across the room to a chair which has a pair of Frankie’s suit trousers folded over it. She sits on the chair and leans back.

‘Apart from the fact that she’s nineteen and nineteen-year-old girls are usually angry with one or both parents along with the world generally?’

‘Apart from that. Can you try and not crease those trousers?’

Roxy stands again, then pulls off her T-shirt, depositing it in what she calls the ‘ali’ – the Ali Baba-styled laundry basket that stands under the window looking out on Golborne. Her body was still good, her breasts not sagging, her belly round but firm. Having no children does wonders for your figure, thinks Frankie, then reprimands himself, wondering if he has made a sexist remark, even if the remark is made only to himself.

Often nowadays, it feels to him like he was in church school in White City when he was a boy again and being told that everything he thought and felt, God could see and hear – and judged, largely, to be sinful. Only this time, it was a different god – equally judgemental but coming from the social ether around him rather than heaven. This god was less powerful, but more real, and did not make offers of forgiveness.

Roxy arches her back – ostensibly to yawn, but Frankie thinks it is really to preen herself in front of him. He feels no answering twitch from his loins. The blue pills that Roxy has been pressing him to purchase seem to be an option he cannot avoid for much longer. But he doesn’t want a fake hard-on. Sometimes he wonders if he even wants a real one. It was all so much effort now that women had discovered their sexuality. Hard slog, the female orgasm, if the truth be known.

Was that thought sexist too? He pushes the speculation into a remote chamber in his mind marked ‘Don’t Know’, an imagined vault where countless strata of unanswerable questions lay in tumbling, disordered piles. Some were merely dormant, waiting to once more rise up, prompted by the right word or circumstance. Others eventually decayed into non-existence or sank to the unreachable bottom of the pile, propelled by the force of time and events.

He watches as Roxy pushes her size 5 feet into a pair of green novelty crocodile slippers. They disconcert Frankie, as the jaws of the crocodile appear to be where the feet enter, leaving the impression that the sharp white felt teeth at each ankle are in the process of consuming the wearer’s leg, having already begun digesting the feet.

‘So, are you going to answer my question?’

‘What question?’

‘Why is China so angry with me?’

‘You left her mother.’

‘I didn’t want to leave. Veronica threw me out.’

‘Can you blame her? You made yourself and your family bankrupt.’

‘She slept with my friend. No one ever mentions that, do they?’

‘Tony wasn’t your friend.’

‘So it transpired. Anyway, that’s hardly the point.’

‘What is the point, then?’

‘The point is, it wasn’t all my fault. Nothing is ever completely one person’s fault. Ask any marriage counsellor.’

‘You can hardly expect China to see it that way.’

‘Thanks for the support,’ says Frankie sulkily.

Roxy stares out the sash window overlooking the busy street. On either side of the window are two posters, one an old movie poster of Henry Fonda in 12 Angry Men, the other a framed photo of a green Lamborghini Huracan.

‘I’m just being honest,’ she says.

‘Honesty is overrated.’

‘You would think that. Because you’re an estate agent, isn’t it?’

Frankie exhales loudly and throws the yellowing white duvet off his side of the bed, suddenly aware of an acute need to piss. He feels pressure on his bladder more and more often nowadays. As often as not, he has to get up in the night. Prostate cancer, probably. He discards the thought quickly. The prospect of death pursues him nowadays like a predatory shadow. He wishes that, like Peter Pan, he could tear the shadow away.

He glances at the digital clock on the wall. At the second he does so, the minute counter slides from forty-five to forty-six minutes past the hour of eleven. He stretches, thinking how pleasant it is to be at home on a Friday. He has taken the day off work in anticipation of a hangover.

‘She won’t always be angry with you, Frankie.’

‘She’s managed it quite well for the last five years. When did she even come and stay with me last? August? I’ve managed to see her twice in the last six months, and on both those occasions it involved a 100-mile round trip in order to sit in a vegetarian restaurant and be used as an emotional dartboard.’

‘She’s busy. She has school. Or I suppose its uni now.’

‘She doesn’t have either. She’s on a gap year. You know that.’

‘I forgot. She has a job anyway.’

‘Don’t talk to me about jobs. She keeps quitting them. Never has one she considers good enough for her. Last I heard she was delivering pizza leaflets. The fact I give her fifty quid a week which I can ill afford cuts me no slack at all.’

‘Can’t buy me love.’

‘Colin did.’

Roxy stares at him in disbelief. Frankie feels a gobbet of regret rise in his throat. He struggles to grasp the reason behind his casual spite.

‘Sorry, Rocks. I didn’t mean that.’

Roxy grabs her bathrobe – hooded with a fake leopard-skin collar – from the hook behind the bedroom door, walks into the hall and then into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her. Frankie drags himself out of bed, grabs his own bathrobe and pursues her.

‘Rocks! I’m sorry. And I’m desperate to go. Let me in, would you?’

There is no answer. Frankie jiggles on the spot, checks his phone again to distract himself from the irresistible pressure on his bladder. Still no messages. It isn’t for another four or five deeply uncomfortable minutes that Roxy leaves the bathroom. She walks past Frankie, who has been squirming and jumping up and down on the landing, then makes her way silently down the stairs.

Taking her place in the bathroom, Frankie squats on the toilet, pisses violently and then strains to evacuate his bowels. As so often happens lately, his colon refuses to co-operate. He briefly wonders if he has colon cancer as well as the hypothetical prostate cancer which he imagines is forcing him to urinate so frequently. He instructs himself to eat more fibre, while at the same time knowing that he will do nothing of the sort.

Anticipating a lengthy stretch of confinement, he picks up a What Car? magazine from the pile he has stacked on top of the cistern. He grabs one of the pairs of reading glasses from Poundland he leaves distributed randomly about the house and perches them on his nose.

Several of the cars in the latest issue have been circled by him in ballpoint pen. Frankie has decided to go for something around the 60K mark. He’s almost saved enough. Loans are hard to come by for a former bankrupt, and anyway he never wants to get into debt again. His dream is to walk into a Mercedes showroom and pay in cash. A great thick wad, bulging inside an immaculate buff envelope. The salesman’s eyes would widen when Frankie brought out the swathe of green.



Ten minutes later, finally having given up on any hope of evacuation, he wipes himself, then stands and washes his hands desultorily, staring at his face blankly in the mirror over the basin. The face that stares back at him seems to be disappointed at something or other. He notes that flecks of grey are starting to appear in the stubble. He dries his hands, then leaves the bathroom and heads down the stairs into the living room. Roxy is sitting reading, absorbed in that month’s copy of Vogue. Frankie still carries his copy of What Car? in one hand and with the other idly scratches his balls.

‘That’s not very attractive,’ says Roxy, without looking up.

‘Sorry,’ says Frankie.

‘Stop doing it, then.’

‘No. I mean I’m sorry for what I said.’

‘It’s fine,’ says Roxy, turning the page of an ad for laboratory diamonds. She notices the magazine he is holding.

‘Why are you so obsessed with getting a fancy car?’

Frankie puts the magazine on the table while he goes into the kitchen and starts to make himself coffee and toast.

‘Why are you so obsessed with staring at fashion magazines? Anyway, I’m not obsessed.’

‘You’ve been saving up for a flash wagon for years. What’s the point?’

‘I just think it will make me happy. Isn’t that a good enough reason?’

‘Hey, have you heard this one? What do you do with an old German car?’

‘Don’t know.’

‘Put it in an old Volks home.’

Roxy stares at him expectantly, waiting for a response. He remains stony-faced. Usually he at least pretends to humour her. He pours the coffee from the French press and adds some milk.

‘Look, Frankie. Happiness is like love. You can’t buy it.’

The toast pops up and Frankie throws the slices onto his plate, careful not to singe his fingers.

‘Any more clichés to offer up this morning? How about “what goes around comes around”? Or “time flies when you’re having fun”?’

‘The reason clichés are clichés is because… ’

‘Because they’re true. That’s another cliché. Yes, it’s true money can’t buy me happiness. But it can buy me a fuck-off Mercedes. That’s close enough for me.’

‘I think this obsession is a substitute for something else.’

‘If I’d wanted a therapist for a partner I would have stayed married. I just always wanted a Mercedes. Simple as. Lots of men do. And now that I’m finally going to be getting a partnership at Farley & Ratchett, I’ll be able to afford it. I’m fifty years old. Time to stop thinking about tomorrow and start enjoying myself.’

He scrapes butter and Marmite on the two slices of white bread. Thinking of his daily struggle to empty his bowels, he resolves, weakly, to substitute wholemeal in future.

‘Time to think about yourself for a change?’

‘Exactly.’

Roxy laughs, not unpleasantly but in genuine amusement. Frankie sits down and takes a bite from one of the slices of toast, chews and swallows quickly. Nothing to it but air and chemicals.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘Nothing. I have to go. I’m late for the salon.’

‘No but, what are you laughing about?’

‘You should do stand-up, Frankie.’

She slides her copy of Vogue into the magazine rack, then makes her way back upstairs to get dressed, her gentle laughter tumbling down the stairs in her wake like bright polythene confetti.



On a bench on the Brighton seafront, a ragged figure moves herself slowly as she becomes aware of the policeman standing over her on the bench, coughing politely. She opens her eyes and recognizes the intractability of the situation. Day-trippers are beginning to appear, even on this winter’s day. They – whoever ‘they’ are, although they clearly include the police – don’t like rough sleepers near the main attraction of the Palace Pier.

The woman feels for the laundry bag under the bench. It is there, stuffed and zipped, untouched overnight. She throws the sleeping bag off and sits up. The policeman says nothing. He does not look unkind, but he does not move either.

She catches the odour of herself and grimaces, then belches, sending out a cloud of foul air which dissipates quickly in the ozone. She sees the policeman, who is swaying back and forth on his heels, open his mouth to speak, but pre-empts him.

‘I’m going.’ Her voice is classless, raspy, low but oddly penetrating.

‘I was going to ask you if you wanted a cup of tea,’ says the policeman, ending his rocking motion. He gestures towards a refreshment stall ten yards away.

‘Alright.’

The man turns and walks to the kiosk. The woman stretches and yawns, briefly unzips her bag to see that everything is still there. There are unwashed clothes, a toilet bag, a pair of shoes, an unread book – a novel by Minette Walters that she found in the rubbish bin – an uncharged mobile phone and a mess of clutter that she can’t be bothered to identify. She gathers up her sleeping bag and secures it into the shape of a Swiss roll.

The policeman returns with the tea. He also has what looks like a chocolate muffin in a paper bag. He hands both to her and she takes them without meeting his eyes.

‘Rough night?’

‘Had better.’

She bites into the muffin. It tastes stale, but the hot tea is good, although she could have used a bit more sugar.

‘Do you want the address of a hostel?’

The woman shakes her head, producing a spray of crumbs from her still-full mouth.

‘Not staying.’

She wonders what the hell she is doing here in the first place, then remembers. Her friend of three weeks, Ugly Sue, decided during a drunken binge that she wanted to go to the seaside. The woman, also drunk, agreed, and they begged some money and got the coach from London to Brighton, partly because the woman knew the streets and partly because Ugly Sue, once she got an idea in her head, never would shake it off. They even started to paint their nails purple as if it was some kind of party, but got quickly bored and threw the varnish bottle at a brick wall, just to watch it shatter.

An hour after they had arrived on the coach from Victoria, Sue had met with another rough sleeper on the esplanade who fancied himself a dandy. He had a folded handkerchief in the top pocket of what once might have been an expensive jacket and a whole bottle of Grey Goose. That was the last she had seen of Ugly Sue.

That had been two days ago, and although she’d hung around, half hoping to reconnect with Sue, she didn’t much like Brighton. Too many memories. Also hard to find a connection. Also too small, the police and the do-gooders could find her easily and try to rouse her out of her sodden blur. But she had no wish to be resurrected. Why couldn’t they understand that, whoever they were?

‘Do you have somewhere to go?’ asks the policeman.

The woman nods and takes a swig of the tea. She stares past him at the sea. It is the colour of dough.

‘Alright, then. I’m watching you, though,’ he says pleasantly. It doesn’t sound like a threat, but, the woman thinks, it probably is.

Once the policeman is out of sight, she finishes her tea, drops the paper bag the muffin came in and the empty polystyrene cup on the pavement, although there is a rubbish bin ten feet away, and heads for Brighton coach station. A few hours later, she is in Victoria again and heading for her old haunts.



The ping of a message alert on her iPhone interrupts the remnants of China Blue’s crying jag. She is now spreadeagled like a starfish on her single bed, having displaced Kardashian once more. The struts and posts themselves are decorated with outdated and peeling stickers – Powerpuff Girls, The Amazing World of Gumball, One Direction, red hearts, fluorescent plastic stars and cute cartoon animals with enormous eyes. She had wanted the fancy bed for her twelfth birthday, has long outgrown it but somehow cannot bring herself to replace it.

Face stuffed down into the pillow, she can hardly be bothered to check who the text is from, let alone trouble herself to respond. She assumes the message is another condolence text. Her friends have been sending them all morning, decorated with weeping or nauseous or furious emojis. She is tired of them. They won’t make any difference to anything. Her mood is not helped by the sharp intrusions of period cramps. Her cycle started the previous day, and she knows that she can expect three more days of discomfort and dull aching in her lower back and abdomen.

She drags herself out of bed, removes and discards a bloody tampon, replaces it with a fresh one, then returns to her soft cave under the covers. The phone sounds again, then again. Reluctantly, she hauls herself into a partially upright position and inspects the screen through the map of spidery cracks it acquired when it fell out of her pocket during her daily run two weeks ago. There were three texts displayed.

Are you OK? – Dad.

Can we talk? – Dad.

The third was yet another crying emoji – also from her father.

She tosses the phone to one side and buries her face back into her pillow. It smells of tobacco smoke and hydroponic weed from the joint she had sucked on last night, her face pushed out of her bedroom window, as the results for the Labour Party dipped to catastrophic levels.

Her mother wouldn’t be angry about the spliff – she knows Veronica and Frankie used to smoke weed sometimes – but Silas, her stepfather, will make some kind of embarrassing joke if he notices it. And he will notice it, since while cultivating the demeanour of an ‘Occupy’ activist – which he once was – he retains the puritanical sensibility of a volunteer policeman.

The pungent vapour of the weed gets everywhere, penetrates everything. At least the odour in the room will dissipate eventually. If only she could flush a different toxicity out of herself. Be cleansed of Englishness – of shame, of self-pity, of guilt, of bombast, of atomization. But it is impossible.

She presumes that her father is going to pretend he is upset the Conservatives have triumphed. She decides in advance not to believe him. She hasn’t believed anything he says about anything for years. ‘Frankie the Fib’, her mother, Veronica, once told her, was her father’s nickname when she met him back in the 1990s. Veronica thinks it is funny. China finds it disgusting – another flake torn from the pristine varnish with which she had once lovingly coated a private hagiography of her father.

Now if she imagines a depiction of him, it is vandalized and torn – the only difference from actual vandalism being that the damage has come from within. Her father has defaced his own image simply by being who he is and being unable to hide it – as China emerged, painfully, year by year, from the bright, false amusement park of childhood.

Apart from anything else, her father was an estate agent. It was embarrassing. Estate agents, China knew, were among the prime beneficiaries of capitalism. So he would hardly have voted for Jeremy Corbyn. Perhaps the Lib Dems at a stretch. Not that, in her mind, they were any better than the Tories. The university fees that she was going to have to take loans to cover the following September when her gap year ended were causing her anxiety already, and she held the Lib Dems responsible.

Interrupting her thoughts, from somewhere beneath the uncarpeted floorboards of her first-floor bedroom comes the cry of a complaining child – answered with the soft response of his ever-patient, ever-pleading, ever-negotiating father. The bleater is Mason Foale, twelve, and the pleader, Silas Foale, age unconfirmed (China guesses fifty-five rather than the fifty he claims). They are her stepbrother and stepfather in effect, since her mother and Silas have been cohabiting for seven years.

If she applied blinkers carefully enough, China can imagine what her mother saw in Silas. He was cookie-cutter. The careful use of sentences trimmed to remove offence or controversy. The copies of Bernardine Evaristo and Rebecca Solnit on his homemade bookcase – unread so far as China could make out, stored next to well-thumbed carpentry manuals as well as books on British military history, guides on running a successful small business and several volumes of popular science.

Silas Foale was tall, he was athletic, he cycled and swam, and meditated for twenty minutes every day. He supported the right causes, marched on the appropriate marches. He volunteered at a food bank once a fortnight. He was a guitarist in a pub band that had a good local reputation. The band, ‘Black Axis’, although all white (except for a Hispanic – no, LatinX – keyboard player), were known for their reggae covers, which included obscure Ska rarities, some Burning Spear reworks and a couple of Linton Kwesi Johnson tributes.

Silas avoided charges of cultural appropriation with a deft manoeuvre. He claimed to be black, although his skin was verging on the pasty. According to Silas, his father, Vitalis – whom neither Veronica nor China had ever met – had come to escape the sugar cane fields of St Lucia, only to find himself in the West of England, Bristol, home of slave traders, half a mile under the earth toiling for industrialists who sought profit from coal, instead of plantation owners extracting sugar from the land.

Vitalis, having married Carol, a white laundry worker from Knowle, the toughest part of an otherwise prosperous town, eventually set himself up in a hardware shop, and by the time he died, ten years ago, had three branches in the West of England and had accrued enough resources to send his only child, Silas, to private school. Carol, apparently grief-stricken, died six months after Vitalis.

Silas had moved to Brighton after his father died and started work as a ‘gentleman carpenter’, as he would have it, in and around London. His inheritance from his father purchased the Brighton house. Despite his expensive education, he was not academically minded and preferred to work with his hands. It was on one of his carpentry jobs that he had met China’s mother, at her grandmother’s house in Buckinghamshire, where China and Veronica had landed up with the ever-bickering Cordelia and Michael, after Frankie had rendered them penniless. Silas was building wardrobes and Veronica made him cups of tea, then brought him glasses of wine, and, as she usually abbreviated the subsequent process when reminiscing, one thing led to another.

The altercation taking place on the ground floor beneath China’s bedroom increases in volume – the only noise insulation being a cheap, once-fluffy white rug that extended from the door to the foot of the bed. Or it had been white before China’s indifference to hygiene and personal organization had transformed it. Now there are faint stains from herbal tea, kimchi, carrot juice and pesto, none of which can quite be erased by the repeated journeys to the washing machine, which have more or less flattened most of the fluff into a matted, smooth veldt. Elsewhere, distributed across the floor are hair straighteners, several pairs of jogging trousers, scattered trainers, a half-eaten packet of plain chocolate digestives, a scattered box of tampons, three empty coffee cups and a dozen or so pens and pencils sprinkled across virgin A4 cartridge paper. Each of the three drawers in the pine wooden chest hangs half open, with items of clothing – knickers, tights, T-shirts – overflowing.

Silas’s pleading, although the words cannot be made out through the barrier of the floorboards, displays its infuriating tone of quiet, rational, patient common sense. Irritated, China rises reluctantly from her bed and takes her diary out of the back of the drawer of the nightstand where it lies vaguely concealed under several layers of buff folders. Taking a Uni-ball, she opens the diary and starts to write, pressing too hard on the paper, making scarifications in the wood pulp. There is a tap on the door. China puts the diary and pen back in her drawer, closes it, jumps back into bed and pulls the covers over her head.

‘China? China girl? Can I come in?’

China remains silent and inert, hoping this will discourage the visitor. Disappointingly, she hears the door creak open and then her mother pacing across the room. She knows it is Veronica without hearing her voice, because even at this distance, under these layers, she can detect the faint scent of the pungent neem and turmeric soap her mother uses to wash her hands.

What is neem anyway? thinks China randomly, then burrows further into the bedclothes. There is a creak as Veronica seats herself on the vintage armchair, recovered from the skip and painstakingly restored by Silas, that stands to the left of her bed. Beyond the chair is a dark wood Ercol-inspired John Lewis dressing table, out of place among the childish trappings of the rest of the room. The table has a mirror built in and it reflects a lava lamp that sits forlornly on the surface.

The lava lamp is broken. Mason broke it in the summer, trying to take it apart so he could examine the mixture of water, dye and paraffin wax. Silas had had one of his little chats with him afterwards, but had been sympathetic to his son, putting the transgression down to the workings of a curious, probing mind rather than the act of pure mischief that China frames it as. To China, Mason’s mind was as curious and probing as one of the Mars Bars he compulsively helped himself to, contributing to his ever-swelling physique. Not that she was fat-shaming, but the kid was a whale.

Veronica, having entered, regards the gently rising and falling hillock under the bedclothes through the semi-transparency of the pale muslin curtain. She has little doubt about the reason for China’s reluctance to face the world. She had felt much the same when she had awoken four hours previously, but with five therapy sessions to conduct that afternoon, she has too many commitments to allow the disappointment to immobilize her.

‘It’s not so bad,’ says Veronica, just loud enough for China to make out through the bedcovers. She pulls back one of the wispy curtains to clarify the image of her daughter’s silhouette.

‘Isn’t it?’ says China audibly, albeit into her pillow which is damp from tears and spittle.

‘It’s not great. But everything will keep ticking over. I’ve brought you a cup of green tea. I’ve put some Manuka in it.’

Throwing back the covers and raising herself from the pillow, China accepts the mug, which announces its colour as Pantone Blue 19-4052. Her father bought it for Veronica as a birthday present two years ago. He still bought her birthday presents even though they had been divorced for nearly a decade. Frankie got a lot of mileage out of their surname when it came to gifts – Kind of Blue by Miles Davis, The Blue Room poster by Picasso, and most recently The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison. Veronica, however, had long since reverted to her maiden name, Tree – part of the reason China had the arboreal tattoo etched on her lower back.

‘Don’t forget that… ’ begins Veronica, not sure how she is going to finish, but determined to trick China out of her despair.

‘It’s my future.’

‘I’m just saying that… ’

‘What? What are you saying?’

‘That we live in a democracy and we have to… ’

‘The trouble with democracy is that most voters are cunts.’

Veronica checks the time on China’s novelty clock, which is faced with a tumble of random numbers and the legend ‘Whatever, I’m Late Anyway’. Veronica, after a few moments trying to decode the time through the jumble of numbers, registers that she is going to have to leave for work shortly.

‘I take your point.’

Veronica has been no less upset than her daughter by the ascendancy and then triumph of Boris Johnson, but, unlike China, had struggled mightily to put her cross next to the party of Jeremy Corbyn. But she had done so in the end. What was the alternative? The Greens? The way they ran Brighton, their only parliamentary seat, was chaotic. Anyway, it turns out that – she reflects – for the overwhelming majority of voters, Boris Johnson was the alternative.

China takes another sip of the tea. It is so weak as to be tasteless, apart from the honey. This is not, in her mind, an entirely bad thing. It indicates to China that it is probably good for her. Things that were bland or unpleasant usually were, or so she has come to believe. After sipping the tea, she takes a draught of water from the HydrateM8 bottle on her side table, starting her fulfilment of her two litres a day of pure water minimum.

‘What’s going on with Silas and the Beelzebrat?’ she mutters, swallowing another teaspoon’s worth of the tea.

‘He has a name.’

‘Mason. Macy. Mad Macy.’

‘Going on in what sense?’

‘It sounded like he was having another one of his tantrums.’

‘He’s calmed down.’

‘What’s his problem this time?’

‘He’s only twelve years old. That’s his problem. He has issues.’

‘Ish-shoos.’

‘He hasn’t got a mother.’

‘So?’

‘Come on, China, you’re better than this.’

Veronica pats China on the back of the hand. China carelessly puts down the tea on the side table on the other side of the bed, spilling part of it in the process. She flings her head back into the pillow, face first. Veronica can just make out a muffled complaint.

‘I’m not better than this! I am this!’

Veronica rises and dabs at the spilled tea with a Kleenex taken from a box on the dressing table, sits down again, then waits in silence. After thirty seconds, China emerges from the pillow. Veronica is now breathing with such forced deliberation that China feels sure her mother is putting into practice one of the relaxation techniques she has recently learned on her Headspace app.

‘Dad texted me,’ says China, obscurely annoyed by her mother’s regular, accentuated breathing. ‘He claims to be disappointed with the election results.’

‘Oh yes?’

‘Just trying to curry favour,’ says China. ‘I’m sure he’s delighted at the result.’

‘Not necessarily. Your father is – well, politically neutral. More or less. As far as I can gather.’

‘You mean he couldn’t care less, so long as he gets his pay cheque. He’s not exactly going to be manning the barricades when the time comes.’

‘Selling them, more like,’ says Veronica.

‘At unreasonably inflated prices,’ says China. She manages a faint laugh. ‘Sorry, I’m being such a bitch.’

‘You’re not. It’s okay.’

China looks at her mother’s face full on. The face is drawn, but she still looks okay for her fifty years. Did the creases on your face really reveal your accrued personality? There are laugh lines at the corner of Veronica’s eyes. Or were they frown lines? China finds it hard to tell. But her overall impression is of someone stoic and unbowed, if somewhat weary and, China guesses, not as fulfilled as she had once hoped to be by this age.

The door opens again – no knock this time – and Silas enters, wearing faded blue OshKosh overalls, a Muji collarless jerkin, rubber-soled boots, and looking like the overgrown infant China casts him as in her private family melodrama. His expression is open as usual, but somehow, thinks China, artificially so, like a full-blown plastic flower. His eyes slide about like eels, never quite meeting those of whoever he is talking to, except fitfully. The only exception is when he is angry. Then he looks right at you and his eyes blaze.

He stops and sniffs the air shaking his head, his still-plentiful brown curls flopping around flaccidly as if defeated by the perpetual effort to remain as pert, shiny and tight as they had been when Veronica and China had first encountered him, planing planks of wood in Grandma’s garden in Buckinghamshire.

‘Been at the waccy baccy again, bud?’ he says, glancing amiably at China.

Policeman, thinks China. Veronica shoots Silas a glance. She, too, has smelled the pungency of the extinguished joint, but has mustered the tact to say nothing. They will discuss it later. Veronica and Silas talk with a frequency and depth she and Frankie never managed, but somehow don’t seem to understand one another any better for it.

‘No problem, Chi Chi. Just save a sprig for moi.’

He grins, showing crooked teeth, two of which on the lower rack are missing, although the gaps can only be seen when he smiles.

‘I thought you hated smoking,’ says Veronica. She has given up her enjoyment of the occasional cigarette – at least when Silas was around – to pacify his hatred of smokers, whom he categorizes as anti-social, pollution-spreading vandals.

‘I hate tobacco, to be specific. Ganja is part of my culture.’

China, discomfited by this attempt by Silas to forge camaraderie with her, simply stares at him mutely. He continues to grin back, the smile eventually taking on an unsettling fixity. Then Silas slides his eyes critically over her bed. The stickers were peeling as well as the pink paint.

‘You should get rid of that bed. What are you, twelve?’ says Silas. ‘I could make you a new one.’

‘No, thanks.’

‘It’s a bit – you know – young for you?’

‘My heritage.’

A sound of thumping starts from downstairs. Mason, China speculates, is taking his frustration out on the sofa cushions.

‘What were you fighting with Mason about?’ she says. ‘And why isn’t he at school, anyway?’

‘We weren’t fighting. We were just working something out between us. He’s not at school because he’s taking a mental health day off. The school allows it. He’s feeling a bit edgy. I’m going to take him on my current job. Try and get him to learn a bit of carpentry. Physical activity calms him.’

‘Anything you’d like to share? About the argument?’

‘No secrets in this household.’

Silas just continues smiling, though, as if it solves all puzzles, dissolves all mysteries. China knows that any important information will have to be painstakingly excavated.

‘Carry on.’

‘It’s not really important.’

‘I thought you just said no secrets.’

‘It’s not a secret.’

‘Just tell her what you were arguing about, Si,’ interjects Veronica, an edge in her voice. She finds herself snapping at him far more than she used to. She dismisses this as inevitable. People are always annoying when you get to know them well enough.

Silas looks only mildly hurt. He turns to China with a serious, concerned expression.

‘Mason was just a little disappointed about Christmas.’

‘In what sense?’

She sees a dark ember, dully glowing in the back of his eyes.

‘I had to break it to him that I wasn’t going to get him the Nerf Super Soaker.’

China stares back blankly.

‘It’s a water cannon. You know – a toy one,’ says Silas.

‘I presumed you didn’t mean one of those that the riot police use.’

‘No, no, of course not,’ says Silas, his smile disappearing.

‘Why not?’

‘Why not what?’ said Silas pleasantly, hitching up his overalls, then scratching his butt unashamedly. To conceal one’s animality was against Silas’s liberal, green, grassroots principles. He sometimes left the door open when he was doing a shit.

‘Why aren’t you…?’

‘Why isn’t Santa,’ corrects Silas conspiratorially.

‘Why isn’t Santa, who Mason hasn’t believed in since he was five, going to bring him a toy water cannon?’

Silas stops scratching himself and instead tugs at his left ear, a tic that often appears when sensing any imminent conflict.

‘It’s a bit aggressive, wouldn’t you say?’

‘He’s twelve. He’s not going to go out and buy an Uzi and start spraying year 8.’

‘It is what it is. But it’s the principle.’ Silas smiles again. He has such a wide palette of smiles, all of them, to China, unconvincing – encouraging, sympathetic, curious, engaged. ‘I had a long talk with him about aggression, and war, and weapons of war, and I think I deepened his understanding. He’s taking it on board. He can be surprisingly receptive for someone with learning difficulties.’

More thumping can be heard from downstairs, more urgent this time.

‘Sounds like it. So what are you getting him instead?’

‘A punchbag.’

‘No, but really, though. What are you getting him?’

‘Like I said – I’m getting him a punchbag.’

China examines Silas’s face to see if she can find traces of irony. But he is deadpan.

‘He can’t have a water pistol, but he can have a punchbag?’

‘There are healthy ways to channel aggression, Chi.’

‘Can you not call me “Chi” please? My name’s China.’

‘I didn’t mean to offend you.’

‘It’s not offensive, “Si”. It’s simply annoying.’

‘I didn’t mean to annoy you, then. Sorry.’

‘That’s annoying too.’

‘What is?’

‘The way that you’re always apologizing when you don’t really mean it.’

Silas looks at Veronica, dredging her face with his eyes, looking, apparently, for support. Veronica, trapped as ever between poles of her life, keeps her expression neutral. Silas turns back to China and holds his raised hands out towards her, palms open, elbows bent. Even his body language, thinks China, manages to be patronizing.

‘I’m just doing my best. It’s not easy trying to keep the peace and at the same time inculcate the sense of some kind of values in Macy.’

Veronica picks up the now-empty tea mug from the chair, and moves towards the door. Silas, considering the matter settled now, turns to follow her.

Just before he closes the door gently behind him, he turns and looks at China.

‘Don’t forget to save me some of that sprig, bud.’

He winks.

‘By the way, you haven’t got that £20 I lent you last week, have you?’ he adds.

‘Not on me.’

‘No worries. But if I could have it sometime today, that would be good. I’m a bit pinched for funds at the moment.’

With that he goes, closing the door behind him. China considers her next move. Veronica and Silas will both leave for work soon. Silas is taking Mason with him on the job. She starts to ruffle though her bag. Makeup. Credit cards. A packet of Mentos. Crumbs. Eventually she finds at the bottom her wrap of grass. She digs it out along with papers and a plastic grinder. Putting the hook into the ring that lightly secures her bedroom door from the inside, she takes a lump of green and begins to grind it.



Downstairs, Silas checks his watch – still fifteen minutes before he has to leave – sits at the kitchen table and opens his computer, a cheap PC plagued with viruses, while Veronica clears up. China has left a mess after last night’s TV marathon. He squints at the computer screen. He has long needed reading glasses, but is too vain to get his eyes tested, insisting against all the evidence that he has 20/20 vision.

‘What are you doing?’ says Veronica, swilling out China’s teacup. She grimaces as she spots a curd of mould at the bottom.

‘Finishing off the monthly accounts.’

Veronica tenses slightly as Silas looks up. She recognizes the cast of his expression. Such pointed glances are most common this time of the month, when the nitty gritty of finances are routinely picked over, and particularly apparent at Christmas when money is especially tight.

‘I don’t want to make a fuss, Veronica, but you’ve barely used the gym membership that you paid for out of the joint account.’

‘You told me to get myself a present for my birthday.’

‘I didn’t think it was going to be a present that cost £300 that was never going to get used. It is what it is, but it seems a bit of a waste.’

‘Are you saying you think I need to go to the gym?’

His slightly bulging eyes bulge further. The light from the steel hanging lamp above him, switched on because of the poor light of the now-overcast day, gives his face a saturnine appearance.

‘I didn’t mean that.’

‘You’re saying I’m fat.’

‘Not at all. Although… ’

He picks up a circular table mat made of recycled paper and picks at the edge of it with a cracked fingernail. Then he brings the nail to his teeth and bites off the end, leaving a ragged strip. The detached scrap of nail he swallows.

‘Although what?’

‘When you asked for gym membership you told me you were getting out of shape.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with my shape. A gym membership is about getting fit, not your shape.’

‘No, I know, but… ’

‘So you only gave me gym membership so that you could have something smaller to look at. For yourself, in other words. Just keep digging, Silas, why don’t you. Here’s a shovel.’

Silas’s eyes flick back to the computer and he squints again to make out the figures that fill his screen. He tries to Google search ‘Gym Membership Fees’ but gets a message ‘Unfortunately Google Search is Not Working, Please Contact Your Server’.

‘Sugar. This fricking thing is glitching again.’

‘Is that all you’ve got to say?’

‘You’re perfect just as you are, Vronky,’ says Silas, without looking up from his screen. His eyebrows are knitted, his eyes milky. Veronica, pretending to be appeased, leaves the kitchen and heads back upstairs to prepare for the afternoon therapy sessions. Silas labours at getting the Google search to work. The wasted £300 still niggles. So does the £20 that China owes him. He tries to make a note on his computer to pursue her for it, but the Notes app isn’t working.

‘Frick,’ breathes Silas, returning his gaze to the Excel spreadsheet which, despite refreshing successfully, stubbornly refuses to improve the financial picture it presents.

December 2019: London

There are only three people using the outdoor gym on Tiverton Green in Brondesbury. It is otherwise deserted, since it is cold and there is rain in the air which has chased most of the other regulars away.

The middle-aged man on the sit-up bench is panting heavily as he pulls himself vertical once more. He is maybe ten pounds overweight with a round, doughy face made rounder by the fact that his hair, entirely receded, is cropped close to the skull. Next to him, on a Sky Stepper, which mimics the activity of walking, is his husband, about the same age. This man is taller, heavily bearded and humming ‘Three Little Maids From School Are We’ from The Mikado. A third, older man, in his early sixties, labours on a fixed bicycle. He is elegant, with sharp cheekbones, long thick white hair brushed back and an abstracted, kindly expression.

‘Driscoll and Drysdale. Sounds like a firm of dodgy lawyers,’ says the man on the bicycle, pausing for breath and regarding his two companions fondly. He dismounts from the bicycle and fumbles for his cigarettes.

‘What’s that, JJ?’ says Jon – known to all his friends as ‘Nodge’ – as he struggles to raise his body again from its prone position. JJ, the older man, habitually speaks in a lazy semi-mumble and constantly has to repeat himself.

‘I said, Owen Driscoll and Jon Drysdale – it sounds like a firm of lawyers.’

JJ is tall – 6’2”. He has a soft, musical voice and is slightly theatrical in his presentation, a residue of the now-defunct gay culture in which he came of age. He has a Nat Sherman cigarette, imported from New York, hanging out the side of his mouth, and a tattoo of a merman with a bulging, muscled torso, a long tail and a sailor hat on his left bicep.

Owen met JJ some years ago at the local amateur dramatic society he belongs to. He is a GP, retired, not been on the scene for years, perfectly happy on his own as far as either Nodge or Owen can make out, living in a tidy little cottage overlooking Queen’s Park in north-west London with three cats – Bibbety, Bobbety and Boo – and a terrified rabbit in the garden, constantly in fear of feline attack.

He isn’t a particularly good-looking man, his beaky nose and thin white lips sabotage any potential charm, but his eyes are kindly and intelligent. He has a very faint Irish burr and cadence to his voice, although his family left County Down before he was born, sixty-five years ago.

JJ lights his Nat Sherman and takes a deep inhalation.

‘God, JJ, you’re a doctor,’ says Nodge, pausing in his exertions as JJ blows out smoke into the cold air. ‘What are you doing smoking anyway?’

‘Ah, I don’t know. It’s sort of a habit,’ he says, blowing a perfect smoke ring.

‘We get that.’

‘When you get to nearly seventy you sort of can’t be arsed anymore. Being born and dying, it’s all the same as my old mother used to say, haha.’ JJ has a nervous habit of laughing mirthlessly at the end of his sentences. ‘Anyway – I’m not a doctor anymore, am I?’

‘That’s stupid,’ says Owen. ‘Birth isn’t the same as death. And you aren’t nearly seventy. And you are still a doctor even if you’ve retired.’

‘I dare say,’ breathes JJ, unoffended. He sucks on the cigarette again, checks his 1930s Rolex. ‘But it’s part of the same thing, process, whatever. Yin and yang, you know, all that.’

‘Death is death and birth is birth,’ says Owen.

‘If you say so,’ responds JJ, moving further away out of earshot, worrying that his smoke will disturb the other two. Neither Owen nor Nodge can quite make out his words. Owen stops pedalling and looks meaningfully at Nodge, who has gone back to lowering and raising himself.

‘What shall I do with the fag end?’ calls JJ, holding up a filter blackened by nicotine and tar. ‘I don’t want to besmirch the immaculation of the recreation ground.’

Owen indicates the litter bin in the corner of the exercise area. JJ walks over, flicks it in and looks back at them. There is fondness in his gaze. Owen climbs off the Sky Stepper as Nodge disentangles himself from the sit-up bench. He stands stiffly at Nodge’s side. JJ walks slowly towards them.

‘What the Jesus is wrong with the you of two? You look like a pair of stuffed dummies. And you, Owen, it’s your face that’s gone red.’

‘Something about that death and birth thing. I can’t really explain.’

‘What about it, haha? You’re making no sense.’

‘We’re going to be fathers.’

Nodge glances at him sharply. Owen catches the look and shrugs.

‘That just sort of slipped out. You’re the first to know,’ says Owen.

There is a heavy silence. Owen reaches for Nodge’s hand, but he can’t find it. JJ speaks again in barely a whisper.

‘Well, I’m nothing special. I don’t know what you want to be telling me for.’
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