
		
			[image: 9781787589797.jpg]
		

	
		
			
			

		

		
		

	
		
			Ramsey Campbell

			An Echo of Children

			FLAME TREE PRESS

			London & New York

		

	
		
			 

			For Cat and Colin –

			banquet it, folk, it’s Chinatown

		

	
		
			One

			The shrieks of children greeted Thom as he drove into Barnwall. At first he wasn’t certain he was hearing them beyond the cries of gulls above the harbour, where boats waved their masts to conjure the clamorous flock down from the August sky. A further burst of screams let him locate the rollercoaster inverting carriagefuls of youngsters inside a loop of the track. “Dean would love that,” Jude said. “Maybe we can take him.”

			“It looks a bit fierce for me. I don’t think you should risk it either.”

			“No need to act our age so much just yet,” Jude said and squeezed his hand while he braked for a family as plump as the quartet of rubber doughnuts they were bearing to the beach.

			A breeze through her open window tried to tousle her clipped silver hair on his behalf. Though wrinkles had netted her long oval face all the way to the tapering chin, they couldn’t tame the quirky snubness of her nose or dim the vigour of her eyes, which were busy relating the promenade to the map on her phone. “Are we turning pretty soon?” Thom said.

			“Don’t distract me and I’ll tell you in a minute.”

			“I’m silenced.” In case this too was a distraction he refrained from adding “Not another word.”

			The breeze that was rearing ragged crescents of foam from the sea enlivened displays outside shops, where the clappers of plastic spades tolled the dull bells of buckets while mobiles composed of shells kept up a shrill clatter, and inflatables for bathers roused themselves to accost shoppers only to slump back. Presumably Jude ignored all this, instead observing “There’s a sign for the park.”

			A pigeon functioned as a beaky extra indicator on the sign that pointed inland towards Childer Field. A mass of seafood cafes climbed the hill: Nowt Without Trout, Bass With Sass, There’s A Plaice For You, Hake No Mistake…. Perhaps an initial jokey name had infected its neighbours. On the corner of a lane a woman in an amber kaftan rampant with the breeze was puffing on a metal cigar outside a shop called Crystal Distillations. At the top of the slope, beyond a disused fire station whose dusty windows looked stopped up with cracked slate, was the park.

			Railed gates stood wide beneath a wrought-iron arch displaying a Victorian year. On the path beyond the gates a toddler’s protests were substituting for a siren. A phalanx of barely teenage cyclists veered past the howler and his trudging mother to lob bottles not especially towards a concrete bin. A man who appeared to have cast a line to fish over a grassy mound reeled in the lead to reveal he’d caught a sprawling pink-tongued Labrador. “We need the far end,” Jude said.

			For a moment Thom wondered if she’d sent him wrong, but if anybody was confused it wasn’t her. They’d just passed Childer Close, a name that twinged his memory, though Willow Grove was the street he should be looking for. Childer Close in Barnwall – the memory vanished before he could grasp it. The perimeter road extended side streets that seemed to reach for its nature or its past: Pine Lane, Green Row, Woodland Way…. It curved around the park for at least half a mile before Jude announced “There” and more urgently “There.”

			Though it appeared to lead to the park, Willow Grove was almost a dead end. Beyond a stub of road it expanded into a square composed of broad neat pairs of fifties houses helmeted with shallow red-tiled roofs. The frontages – not just the walls but doors and window frames – gleamed so white they seemed designed to dazzle with their innocence. Number fourteen stood at the top of the square, beside an alley leading to the park. Its hedge enclosed a lawn bordered by flowers and grew several feet higher alongside the alley until it gave way to a solid wooden fence. The street was so quiet Thom could have thought any sounds had been tidied away, so that the muted trundling of his and Jude’s small suitcases felt like an impolite intrusion. As they wheeled the cases up the garden path pieced together out of jagged slabs reminiscent of an infant’s jigsaw, he noticed there were no toys in the garden.

			He was about to ring the doorbell when he heard someone struggling to open the front door, an effort that sounded close to frantic. “What’s wrong?” Jude said just as the albino plastic slab swung inwards to reveal their grandson dropping from his tiptoes. Dean dashed to hug her legs and then his grandfather’s. “They’re here,” he shouted. “Gran and grandad Clarendon.”

			Jude ruffled his turfy reddish hair as much as it would stir. “Have you been watching out for us?”

			“Mum and dad said you’d be here by now. They kept saying before.”

			“You know how far we have to drive. You wouldn’t want us going too fast, would you?”

			“You mustn’t.” Concern skewed the six-year-old’s lips. “You mustn’t get hurt,” he begged.

			“Don’t worry, we aren’t planning to,” Thom said as Dean’s parents and a forceful aroma of coffee emerged from the kitchen at the far end of the hall, which might have been designed to demonstrate cleanliness by remaining unadorned. “Come here now, Dean,” Coral said.

			“Give my mum and dad a chance to breathe at least,” Allan told him.

			As the boy retreated they stepped forward to hold his shoulders and make space for the Clarendons in the hall. They could almost have been posing for a portrait that depicted their closeness as a family. Dean had inherited his father’s lanky limbs and looked set to be as gangling a teenager, but owed his expansively roundish face and deceptively sleepy eyes to his mother. Having planted him at the foot of the stairs, his parents hastened to embrace the visitors. “You mustn’t feel you have to visit if it’s giving you any trouble,” Coral said. “We’ll still have our video calls.”

			“You’re all worth the trouble,” Thom assured her.

			“So long as driving doesn’t start to be a problem,” Allan said.

			“I don’t see it being one just yet or for a while either.”

			“We’ve a few years on the road left yet. More than you can count, Dean,” Jude said in case he needed reassurance.

			“I can count to a hundred. Do you want to hear me, gran and grandad?”

			“We’ll believe you,” Thom said. “Maybe you’ll see us live that long.”

			“Heady says some people only live as long as me.”

			“Don’t start your silliness again,” Allan said. “Coffee, is it, mum and dad? Or something stronger if you feel the need.”

			“Coffee’s fine.” Once Jude confirmed it Thom said “Shall we take our cases out of everybody’s way? There’s something for somebody in mine.”

			“We’ve given you Dean’s room,” Coral said to Jude and Thom. “You won’t mind, will you? My parents asked for the guest room.”

			“It’s very kind of you to let us use yours, Dean,” Thom said.

			As Allan hefted Jude’s suitcase Dean ran to grab his grandfather’s, which he bumped from stair to stair until Allan seized the handle. “We mustn’t spoil the carpet, must we? We need to treat our new house with respect.”

			“You were just trying to be helpful, Dean,” Jude said. “You can show us our room instead.”

			The boy scampered upstairs to stand in a bedroom doorway, gripping the frame as if he was pinned to an invisible cross. He stepped back as his father carried the cases into the room while Jude halted on the threshold. “What a tidy boy you’ve grown into,” she said.

			The room was as pale as the hall and not much less plain. A tall stack of plastic baskets full of toys stood next to a wardrobe beside an equally straightforward dressing-table just as white. “Did you clear up your room for us?” Jude said.

			“Mummy and daddy say I have to all the time.”

			“It goes with the house, remember.” Allan stood a case at the foot of each bed, a single and its unfolded temporary companion. “Will this do for a couple of nights?” he asked his parents.

			“I can stand it if your father can. We’ll just have to abstain from each other.”

			Allan grunted as if he’d been punched in the stomach. “Do remember someone’s listening.”

			Thom saw Jude refrain from telling their son he shouldn’t be so untypically embarrassed, either for himself or on Dean’s behalf. Instead she crossed to the window, where Thom joined her. The view included swings and slides and climbing frames beyond trees in the park. As he observed none of the trees were willows she said “Is that where you play with your friends, Dean?”

			“You’ll make some soon at your new school. We’ll leave grandma and grandad alone now to unpack.”

			“Let’s just see what there is for a tidy boy,” Jude said.

			This prompted Thom to fetch the present from his case. She’d wrapped the item in a sheet of glossy paper printed with rings of dancing children and secured it with an elaborate bow. “What do you say to grandma and grandad?” Allan said.

			“Thank you very much, grandma and grandad.”

			“You’re entirely welcome.” Not just to him Jude added “I’m sure you were about to say.”

			Dean set the parcel on top of a jovial moon that gave the quilt on his bed a face, and perched on a corner while he tugged at the bow with eagerness Thom thought unusually measured for his age. He stretched the ribbon as long as his arms were wide and straightened it on the bed before unfolding the wrapper, which he flattened small along its folds and placed precisely alongside the ribbon. “No need to make a performance of it, Dean,” his father said.

			“You and mummy said I’d got to be like granny says I am.”

			“We aren’t that severe, are we?” This was meant for Allan’s parents, who responded with a wry smile each. “There’s just no need for any mess.”

			“Do you remember what your room was like,” Jude said, “when you were his age?”

			“I gave you too much cleaning up you should have made me do myself. Coral and I have enough to do working from home.”

			Dean had yet to open the Lego box. “Do you like it, Dean?” Thom said.

			“It’s great. Are there a lot of pieces?”

			“There should be, but we can bring more next time if you like.”

			“How many can I play with, daddy?”

			“Now you’re just being silly again. Do you want my mum and dad to think we don’t let you have any fun? You’d better leave it till you have your room back.”

			“Can’t he take it somewhere else?” Jude rather more than suggested.

			“All the other rooms are spoken for. We’ll let people finish their unpacking now, Dean. We’ve bothered them enough.”

			“You’re no bother to us, either of you.”

			“I can help,” Dean said. “I’ll take their things to the bathroom.”

			“Perhaps they won’t want to be helped.”

			“We appreciate it, don’t we, Thom? You shouldn’t feel embarrassed that you’ve brought such a helpful boy up, Allan.”

			“If that’s your choice, fair enough.” He lingered in the doorway to add “If he’s any kind of trouble, just send him down to us.”

			Jude unloaded toiletries from her case as Allan padded downstairs. When she heard him murmuring to Coral in the kitchen she said “Was there anything you wanted to say to us, Dean?”

			“Thank you very much, grandma and grandad.”

			“We know what a polite boy you are. You’re a credit to your parents and yourself.” As he mimed awkwardness, skipping from foot to foot in slow motion, she handed him her bag of lotions. “If that’s all,” she said, “forget I asked.”

			Once Dean made for the bathroom Thom said lower than she’d spoken “What was that about?”

			“Nothing if you think there’s nothing. Here’s that good boy again.”

			Thom rummaged in his case for the bathroom bag he passed to Dean. As the boy trotted across the landing Jude said “It felt as if Allan didn’t want him staying with us.”

			“In case he was in our way, which he isn’t,” Thom barely finished declaring before Jude put a finger to her lips. “What’s he saying?” she mouthed.

			“My gran and grandad are sleeping in my room,” the boy was murmuring. “You have to look after them.”

			Perhaps Dean realised his grandparents might hear, since he reappeared at speed. “Were you talking to your friend?” Jude said.

			His discovered look did its best to hide as if he wished he could. “Yes, gran.”

			“I think we know why she can’t talk back.”

			“He’s a him.” Dean looked more guarded than ever. “Why, gran?”

			“Were you speaking to him in the mirror?”

			“Some of him’s in it sometimes.”

			Jude tried to signify discomposure just with a laugh. “Sometimes he can talk,” Dean said.

			“How do you make him do that?”

			“He does it when he’s got a head.”

			Jude started and clutched at her chest as if to pump out the laugh she manufactured, but Thom couldn’t tell whether she was reacting to Dean’s fanciful notion or the doorbell. She was making to speak when Allan’s shout cut her off. “Here’s nan and grandpa, Dean,” he called. “Come and let them in.”

		

	
		
			Two

			The front door was still shut when Thom heard Kendrick Benton. “It looks as if the youngsters beat us to it. Isn’t that their car?”

			Leigh’s answer stayed outside the house, but opening the door turned her husband’s volume up. “There’s a sight to make our day,” he greeted some if not all of the family. “Come and squeeze the air out, Dean.”

			Thom didn’t have to see to know Kendrick had swung the boy into the air before signifying the hug with an extravagant breath that could be heard throughout the house. Jude completed a grin with a comical wince. “It sounds as if Kendrick’s on form.”

			As a conversation that included everybody’s voice but Dean’s receded into the kitchen Jude said “We can leave the rest of our things in the cases. Let’s go down.”

			She seemed anxious to hear what was being said downstairs, and hurried past a pair of dwarfish cases in the hall. As Thom followed her into the clinically pristine kitchen, where every surface other than the polished metal ones was white, Kendrick jogged his chair away from the table and stood up. “Always a treat to see you both.”

			“We feel the same,” Thom said, though not as loud.

			Beneath a shock of permanently untamed ruddy hair Kendrick’s extensive flattish face looked loosened in anticipation of a joke his heavy-lidded eyes were dreaming of. He clasped Thom’s hand while his other arm embraced Jude. “What do you think of the new home?”

			“It feels even newer than it looks,” Jude said.

			Leigh’s small face framed by hooks of greying hair might have been compacted around patience. Her unobtrusively watchful eyes appeared to keep a constant lookout for a punchline to deliver. “The road’s where the park lodge was,” she said.

			“Not too much of a trek for you young folk, we hope,” Kendrick said and released them to take their seats at the lengthily expanded table. “Half as far for us, and that’s ideal.”

			Coral set two scrubbed plastic coasters in front of Thom and Jude before posing a pair of mugs ringed by lines from Shakespeare. “So what was all the chat about upstairs?”

			“Just how good Dean is,” Jude said, “and how you should both feel proud of him.”

			“Then I think our little man deserves a present,” Kendrick said.

			“You two get so many books to read in your job,” Leigh said, “we didn’t think another one could do anybody any harm.”

			“That rather depends what it is.” Almost without a pause Allan said “We’re sure we can trust your judgment.”

			Leigh made fast if lopsidedly for the hall, where Thom heard the rasp of a zip, a sound that felt close to impolite in the house. She reappeared with a Texts carrier and showed Dean the contents. “Do you love it?” she scarcely asked as she handed Coral the bookshop bag. “Can you tell us what it’s called?”

			“Let’s Sail to Fairyland,” Dean said not quite at once.

			The cover depicted a mass of children on a galleon beneath sails stretched concave by a wind. “Would you like to be on there, Dean?” Jude said.

			“Mummy and daddy want me to stay here.”

			“I mean in your imagination.”

			“He’s got plenty of that,” Allan said. “Maybe a little too much.”

			As Leigh looked rebuffed on behalf of the book Jude said “Show us how well you can read, Dean.”

			Leigh opened the book at the first story before laying it in front of him. “Once upon a time,” she read aloud like a prompter.

			“Once upon a time.” Dean might have been echoing her until he went on. “There was a little girl who hadn’t many shoes, so in the summer she went barefoot and in the winter she wore clods that hurt her feet….”

			“Is that a typo?” Coral said as if she were at her copy-editing job, and leaned over to peer at the page. “That isn’t what she wore. Take your time and be more careful.”

			“It’s only a tiny mistake,” Jude protested. “We wouldn’t have pulled anyone his age up for that when we were teaching.”

			“They would have at the schools we went to,” Kendrick said. “Perhaps they’d lowered their requirements by the time you youngsters got involved.”

			“You’ve just a couple of years on us, you know,” Thom felt driven to object. “And we’ve always believed in encouraging our pupils, not dismissing their efforts.”

			“People never got our praise unless they earned it. We thought that made them try to do better. Still,” Leigh said, “what do we know? We only ever saw to one child.”

			“And you did a great job,” Allan said, “just like I hope you’d say my parents did.”

			“Who couldn’t?” Kendrick clasped their hands across the table. “Please forgive a pair of old solicitors,” he said, “for forgetting how we were brought up to behave.”

			“So long as we haven’t set a bad example,” Leigh said.

			Thom thought Dean was too intent on reading to have overheard, but everyone fell silent until he used a finger for a bookmark. “I’ve finished that story.”

			“Don’t say you have just to impress us.”

			“I have, mummy. The girl gets some red shoes and they make her do things she doesn’t want to do because she went to church with them on.”

			“That’s what happens to people who do wrong.”

			“And she goes to a man who chops her feet off and the shoes run away with her feet in them. That’s like Heady.”

			“Heady’s a friend Dean made up,” Jude seemed to find it urgent to explain. “I expect you won’t need him once you make some real ones, Dean.”

			“And we’re sure they’ll be nicer than the children where you used to live,” Leigh said.

			As Dean reopened the book Allan said “What haven’t you said to nan and grandpa for your present?”

			“Thank you very much, nan and grandpa.” With a six-year-old’s pique Dean said “I was going to say but nan said to tell you what my book was called and grandma wanted me to read it to you.”

			“Don’t speak to us like that,” Coral said, “or it won’t be your book any longer.”

			When the boy clung to it with both hands Leigh said “Shall we vote on where we’re buying everybody dinner?”

			“What’s the best in town, Dean?” Kendrick said.

			“I like the one they bring us here.”

			“He means a takeaway,” Allan said. “It might be a good idea when you’ve all been driving.”

			“Give us the name, then,” Kendrick said.

			Dean kept his eyes on the book but risked a grin. “Cod Is Everywhere.”

			“True enough round here,” Kendrick said and added a guffaw. “Witty into the bargain.”

			Allan gazed at him. “I’m afraid I don’t see the joke.”

			“Now you’re joking,” Jude said. “What don’t you see?”

			“Perhaps we don’t want someone else seeing it,” Coral said.

			The silence this achieved appeared to settle on Dean, who lowered his head as if the book might hide him. His mother took a menu from a drawer next to the one in which she’d laid the bookshop carrier flat on top of a stack of bags. COD IS EVERYWHERE BUT HERE’S THE BEST, the menu proclaimed. Perhaps the pun was inadvertent, then. Haddock and chips and peas proved popular, with Dean doggedly selecting cod despite Leigh’s urging to choose whatever he liked. “Half an hour,” Kendrick said as he ended his phone call. “We’ll unpack and then we’ll be down.”

			“Shall I help you, nan and grandpa?”

			“You stay here with your book now,” Coral said. “You’ve been quite enough help for one day.”

			As Allan headed for the suitcases, Jude identified the tale Dean had just read. “Did you like the emperor’s new clothes?”

			“I liked how the boy couldn’t see them.”

			“The point is people can convince themselves they’re seeing things that aren’t there, Dean,” his mother said. “They have to be shown where they’re wrong or else it’s dangerous. Remember how the girl with the red shoes saw she’d done wrong. If she hadn’t seen her error she wouldn’t have been able to go to heaven.”

			“Some people can’t even if they haven’t been very bad.”

			“That’s right, they go to purgatory.”

			“And some people have to stay here.”

			“I’m sure that isn’t in your nan and grandpa’s book.”

			Dean planted his hands on the open pages as though he feared losing it, unless he meant to hide any questionable content. “I just thought it, mummy.”

			“Then don’t let such ideas into your head.”

			Thom felt impelled to change the subject. “We haven’t congratulated you yet on your bargain.”

			Coral glanced at Dean as if this might refer to him. “Which are you saying we’ve made?”

			“Why, this house.”

			“Prices are dropping, and the owners wanted a quick sale. We thought the house was too big for them.”

			“What were they like?” Jude said.

			“We never met them. The agent showed us round.”

			“What was their name again that made us laugh?” Leigh said from the hall. “The Lettices, that’s right. They were involved in education too.”

			“Wine from your family, Coral.” Allan produced bottles from a carrier as Leigh and Kendrick followed him into the kitchen. “I’ll put one in the freezer,” he said, “so we can have it with dinner.”

			“Better put a friend in with it,” Kendrick said, “and the rest in the fridge.”

			“That should do for tonight,” Leigh said, “unless anyone thinks there’ll be more of a need.”

			“We haven’t been driven to drink that much yet,” Coral said.

			A wry grin or at any rate a twist of the left side of her mouth defined this as a joke. Allan returned from the utilities room to produce a misted bottle from the refrigerator. “Here’s one to start the celebrations,” he said, “and you’ll have orange, won’t you.”

			“Yes please and thank you,” Dean said.

			“That’s an old way to put it,” Jude said. “Did you find it in one of your books?”

			“It’s the way we’ve started teaching him,” Allan said.

			“I wasn’t saying anything was wrong with it. It just doesn’t sound like you.”

			“So long as it sounds like Dean,” Coral said.

			She collected the mugs to wash them in the sonorous gleaming metal sink and stood them on their mouths while Allan dealt out the chardonnay and Dean’s glass of juice. “Here’s to your new home,” Kendrick said.

			Dean’s glass joined in the communal clink, if a little timidly. “And your new life in it,” Leigh proposed.

			“Your better one,” Jude told Dean.

			As Thom pondered a wish he could add Dean said “Can I say one?”

			“So long as it isn’t silly,” Allan said.

			Dean raised his glass solemnly enough to be honouring a vintage wine. “Everyone who lived in our house ever.”

			“That’s a kind thought,” Leigh said. “What do you think they were like?”

			The boy glanced at his parents and visibly revised his answer. “Like my friend.”

			“All right,” Coral said, “we’ve done your toast now.”

			“Grandpa said we were having fish and chips.”

			“We don’t need that kind of cleverness,” Allan said. “Just read your book.”

			When the boy ducked to it as though his head had been forced down Jude said “I don’t know if he was meaning to be clever.”

			“Then he needs to be clever in the right way. I’d have known what she meant at his age.”

			Thom wasn’t sure this would have been the case. As the elderly quartet began to reminisce about Allan and Coral as children, Dean kept his head close to the book. He looked up eagerly when a bell tolled along the hall – the doorbell sounding the first phrase of a nursery rhyme. “Oranges and lemons,” Thom said to Dean, only to recall the candle lighting you to bed and, with an unexpected chill, the threat of the chopper. “That must be the feast,” Kendrick said and produced a wallet stratified with plastic cards to hand the boy a fiver. “I’ve paid, but there’s a tip for you to give.”

			Dean dashed along the hall and succeeded in opening the front door as Kendrick strolled after him. Thom wondered what the pause was until Dean said “There isn’t anybody, grandpa.”

			“Have they rung the bell and run away? That won’t earn anyone a tip.” Louder Kendrick said “Yes, this is number fourteen. You were right first time.”

			The answer came across the square. “Just looking for it, sir.”

			“You didn’t ring just now. You didn’t see who did.” When the man said no to both Kendrick told him “I can’t say I care for the example you’re setting. You keep what I gave you, Dean.”

			The front door shut with heavy emphasis, and Dean ran into the kitchen, flourishing his prize. As Kendrick reappeared hugging a carrier stacked with polystyrene oblongs Coral said “Just let me set the table, daddy. That didn’t sound like our regular man.”

			“Can’t we have it out of the boxes?” Dean said, closing the book like a lid on Rumpelstiltskin.

			“Do you want to save us washing up?” Jude said.

			“I thought it’d feel like going by the sea.”

			“I expect you must do that quite a lot.”

			Allan broke if not dismissed Dean’s silence. “When we can find the time.”

			“All of us grandfolk have lots of that, Dean. We’ll be giving your mummy and daddy a break. I don’t mind having a carton, Coral.”

			“We can sit in the garden like on the prom,” Dean said.

			“There isn’t room for everyone,” Coral told whoever ought to be informed.

			“Is there room for two old things and Dean?” Jude said. “We always like a picnic.”

			Sprawling inscriptions with a marker pen identified the contents of the cartons, and Dean’s was on top of the stack. He carried it together with a wooden knife and fork to the table on the back lawn as gravely as a priest bearing a sacred object to an altar. “Have some proper knives and forks if you like,” Allan told his parents. “We know we can trust you with them.”

			Surely this wasn’t a comment on their age. “We’ll use the ones they sent,” Thom said. “They’re part of the experience.”

			He followed Jude to the bench across the table from Dean’s perch. Apart from the picnic facilities, the long lawn beside a concrete path was bare. A wall about ten feet high separated the path from the alley that led to Childer Field. A multicoloured trinity of bins next to a garden shed stood guard by the back gate, which was secured by a large padlock. “What’s happened to the bike you were so fond of?” Jude asked Dean.

			“It’s locked up safely in the shed. It’s brought out when it’s called for.” Allan nudged Dean’s carton aside with his own. “Budge up, Dean,” he said. “I’m sure grandma and grandad want some adult company.”

			“We’d have been happy with Dean’s,” Thom said.

			“Well, I hope you’re still happy with mine.”

			“I’m sure you’ll never give us reason not to be.”

			“You’d hope that about everyone.”

			Thom could only agree, though he didn’t feel entirely certain what he might have endorsed. His carton loosed a polystyrene squeal as he held the lid wide with his glass. Dean was already digging out chunks of cod to munch. “Is that your favourite?” Jude said.

			“Mummy and daddy say it’s my treat.”

			“Then you’ll have to be good to deserve it.” As Allan turned his eyes towards her, the sunlight narrowed them. “We know you are,” she appeared to feel prompted to add.

			A screech accompanied by echoes did duty as an answer. Seagulls were veering like scraps of ash beneath the implacably blue sky. “Watch out, Dean,” Thom said, “or the birds will be stealing your dinner.”

			A gull swooped down to land on the shed but swerved away with a cry that sounded outraged. “You’re safe after all,” Thom told the boy. “It must have been something I said.”

			In a while Dean’s performance – thrusting the wooden fork into the fish so hard the tines scraped the carton, opening his mouth in preparation for the next load, brandishing the tiny trident until the mouthful went down with a visible spasm of his throat, spearing a fat chip stained green by peas and biting it in half before following it with the remainder, collecting a forkful of peas to add to his internal mix – grew sluggish, and then he stuck the fork upright like a miniature memorial in half the fish. “I hope you’re just having a breather,” Allan said. “Remember grandpa can see.”

			“I liked it, daddy, but I don’t want any more. It was big like yours.”

			“If it’s too much you should have asked for a small portion. Nobody’s going to want it now.”

			“It was filling even for me,” Thom said and laid his splintered fork and knife down in the carton. The batter was growing bedraggled, while the watery puree studded with peas had softened the remaining chips and turned them alarmingly greenish. “I’m retiring from the competition too,” he said.

			“Don’t anybody feel compelled to finish,” Kendrick called from the kitchen. “So long as you’ve enjoyed what you had.”

			“You don’t need us to tell you,” Jude said and consigned her utensils to the carton.

			“I remember you both having more of an appetite.” The sunlight slitted Allan’s eyes again as he gazed at Dean. “If you’ve really had sufficient,” he said, “make sure that’s shut tight before you put it in the bin. We don’t want to attract any unwelcome visitors.”

			By now his gaze had settled on his parents, though of course he couldn’t mean them. Thom collected the tight-lipped containers and took them to a bin as garishly green as the peas had been rendered. As he dropped the ungainly pile in the bin he heard his nails scratch a carton. Nobody’s could have, since he’d felt no sensation. A restless fork must have clawed at the polystyrene as though scrabbling to lift a lid.

			Politeness seemed to require him and Jude to stay while Allan finished, and Dean seemed to feel his presence was expected too. Thom could have taken Allan’s resolute behaviour as a rebuke to them all. By the time Allan scraped the carton clean his son was swinging his legs under the table, and Allan stared at them until they wavered to a standstill. “I think we’ve had enough excitement for one day,” he said. “Time for your bath.”

			Jude hurried after them into the house, and Thom felt driven to keep up. “Can the grandparents supervise the ablutions?” she said.

			“If you think you’ll have the patience,” Coral said.

			“I can’t imagine he takes much.” To the Bentons Jude said “Shall we alternate?”

			“You and Thom do the honours tonight,” Leigh said. “We can hear you’re eager.”

			“We’ll be outside with our drinks,” Coral said, “if you need any of us.”

			Dean was already heading for the bathroom. As Thom followed Jude upstairs the boy emerged from the parental bedroom, naked apart from a wad of pyjamas he was using as a fig-leaf. “Can I have bubbles?” he was anxious to establish.

			“They’re his treat,” Coral called. “I suppose you can indulge him, since we’re celebrating.”

			“Don’t forget to open the bathroom window,” Allan added. “It needs the ventilation.”

			As Thom propped the frosted transom wide a convivial murmur rose from the garden. A yellow plastic duck, earnestly jovial despite its solitariness, sat on the edge of the stainless white bath like a waterfowl waiting on a snowbank for a dammed river to return. Jude wedged the plump plug into its socket and squirted liquid into the bath before setting an onslaught of water on the pinkish puddle, which swelled into a haphazard mound of soapy globes. Dean hurdled the side of the bath and handed her the protective nightwear, then plunged under the bubbles. “Watch out you don’t get lost in there,” Jude said. “We wouldn’t know where to look.”

			“I’d still be here, gran. People can be even if you can’t see them.”

			As the conversations down below subsided, Thom heard a bottle encounter a glass and another. “Don’t forget your friend,” Jude said. “I mean your duck.”

			“Duck doesn’t like bubbles. They hurt his eyes.”

			“Can’t you wipe them for him?”

			“You can’t fix eyes when something bad’s happened to them.”

			Thom saw this disconcert her. “Haven’t you given your poor duck a name?” she said.

			“He didn’t tell me any.”

			“I think the idea is for you to make up one.”

			If Dean disagreed, he kept it to himself. For a while he played with the contents of the bath, raising arms bejewelled with bubbles out of the pallid bulbous mass to watch the fragile swellings disintegrate on his skin, leaving it scaly with their remains. Eventually he said “Please may I have a drink of orange, please and thank you?”

			“I’m sure you can,” Thom said and made for the kitchen, where Dean’s glass was intent on its own vague reflection in the polished metal draining-board. He was taking the chilly bottle of juice out of the refrigerator when Jude called “Sorry, what did you say?”

			Her footsteps padded out of the bathroom. “Was somebody wanting me?”

			“Not that I could hear,” Thom called.

			As he shut the refrigerator it seemed to echo overhead. Filling Dean’s glass covered up Jude’s voice, whatever she was saying. A throaty gurgle had begun somewhere in the house. Thom was carrying the glass to the stairs, having taken a surreptitious sip to render the contents more manageable, when he saw Jude on the landing. “Come up quickly,” she little more than whispered. “The door’s shut and I can’t get in.”

			Thom took the stairs as fast as the glassful allowed and limped to twist the doorknob. Though it obeyed readily enough, a soft but stubborn object – surely not Dean – was blocking the door. “Dean,” he urged. “Let us in.”

			“Not so loud, Thom. I don’t want anybody thinking I was neglectful.”

			“I know you weren’t.” He handed her the glass, in which the juice began to jitter. Gripping the doorknob with both hands, he thrust his shoulder against the door. “Dean,” he said with his mouth against the wood, which smelled and tasted faintly of polish. “Dean, answer me.”

			Perhaps the creaks of the door obscured his murmur. He’d heard no response by the time the door yielded a few inches, only for the obstruction to consolidate its resistance. He sank to his knees as speedily as age permitted and groped through the meagre gap. His fingers found a small limp arm that seemed to deflate as he stretched to grasp it. Before he succeeded in taking hold he realised it lacked a hand. He had to drag it into view to be sure it was a sleeve of the pyjamas Jude had hung on the door. He fished the nightwear through the widening gap and clutched at the doorknob to haul himself to his feet. Dean was seated in the bath, where the last of the foam was gurgling down the plughole. “Why didn’t you answer me?” Thom demanded.

			“I thought gran didn’t want mummy and daddy to hear.”

			Thom lowered his voice to match the boy’s. “Then why didn’t you open the door at least?”

			“It’s slippery. I couldn’t get out. I want to now. It’s cold.”

			Jude pushed past Thom to shut the window, although he didn’t think the summer evening could have caused a problem. She grabbed one of the fat white towels from the rail to enfold Dean as she helped him out of the bath. “Good heavens, you are cold,” she said, having touched his cheek with the back of a hand, and stooped to peer into the bath as she set about towelling him. “What am I seeing, Thom? It can’t be ice.”

			He glanced into the bath in time to see a whitish substance vanish down the plughole. “It looks like snow, but you have to know it’s foam.”

			“It is ice, gran. It’s how Heady made the bubbles go,” Dean said, and Thom felt glad the window was shut. “He makes it go cold sometimes when he comes,” the boy insisted, “and it was him that wouldn’t let you in.”

			“We’ll pretend you didn’t say any of that,” Thom said, “so long as you don’t tell anyone we left you alone,” and hoped his deviousness was justified on Jude’s behalf.

		

	
		
			Three

			A touch on his forehead wakened Thom. Was the hand cold, or was that the room? As he struggled towards consciousness the chill receded, and by the time he opened his hesitant eyes it had gone. The room was emphatically warm despite the open window, but the hand could only have been Jude’s, reaching out from the unfamiliar bed to establish his presence – either her hand or a trace of a dream. If she hadn’t sought the reassurance without waking, perhaps it had let her resume her sleep.

			Her right hand lay on the thin quilt, while the left was upturned beside the puffy pillow as though to indicate some item in the dark or to invite a caress, and Thom might have responded if he hadn’t been wary of wakening her. Her face was turned towards him, simplified and rejuvenated by dimness. He could almost fancy they were young again, except that he was too aware how the last few years had revised him. His equipment had shrunk faster than the rest of him, and showed even less ability to regain its stature; it required a manful effort to produce the infrequent faltering increase, and he felt as though it had reverted to a second childhood. “It doesn’t matter, Thom, I’ve still got you,” he heard Jude say, although this time only in his head, and nearly reached to clasp her hand.

			A stab of cramp in his calf made him twist onto his back, striving to keep the movement surreptitious. He’d pushed the beds together for company, but whenever he shifted, the frame beneath him creaked, and he took all the time he could bear to straighten his agonising leg under the burden of the clammy quilt. Only the faint sight of Jude’s sleeping face let him wait for the pain to subside while he trapped his voice by pinching his upper lip between his teeth. When at last the pangs dulled to an ache he closed his eyes in the hope of retreating into sleep. If he let thoughts start to swarm he feared he’d be awake well past dawn, but then a final twinge of cramp lost its hold on his consciousness.

			Light through his eyelids roused him. When he widened his eyes to restore their reluctant focus the sunlight showed him he was lying by an empty bed. He might have expected Dean to waken him; Allan was always insistently audible at that age. Thom turned on his back in a tangle of quilt and saw Jude at the open window. She put a finger to her lips before beckoning him. “Come and look,” she mouthed.

			She slipped an arm around his waist as he leaned over the windowsill, bruising his unmanageably advanced stomach. Dean was seated at the picnic table with his book. An illustration showed he was intent on the tale of the ice queen. Rainbow jewels of dew glittered on the lawn around him, though the closest globes were pale and opaque. “He’d have been a model pupil,” Thom murmured, “if we’d had him at school.”

			“I didn’t hear him get up even though I must have been awake.”

			“Sorry if you were. I did my best to let you have a good night’s sleep for a change.”

			Jude’s frown underlined by a blink suggested he’d missed a point if not a pair of them. “Let’s make ourselves presentable and go down,” she said.

			She was already showered and dressed. Once Thom left the shower a befogged shape kept him company, eventually revealed as his reflection by a ventilation fan he hadn’t previously noticed. Jude turned from the bedroom window as he started hopping perilously from foot to foot in a bid to don his shoes. She supported him with both hands around an elbow until he succeeded in mastering the feat. As a promise of caffeine met them in the hall Coral called “Come and have your breakfast, Dean.”

			She shook a measured heap of cereal into a bowl and sugared it with a precisely flattened spoonful before moistening it with milk. The adults went for those ingredients too, and for a while the morning ceremony made all the noises – the flimsy rush of cereal into bowls, the faint hiss of sugar, the trickling of milk out of a small beaky jug and the helpless gulps of a bottle of orange juice emptying its contents, followed by a contest to restrict the sounds of breakfasting to the politest level. When Dean crunched a mouthful Allan sent him a critical look, which appeared to prompt Jude to provide a distraction. “Dean?”

			He swallowed and dabbed at a spluttering cough with his napkin. “What, gran?”

			“Don’t try to speak when you’re eating. Now you see what happens to you.”

			“It was my fault, Allan.” Jude waited until Dean doused a final explosion with a glug of juice. “I was only going to ask,” she said, “were you in our room?”

			“When, gran?”

			“Last night when grandad and I were asleep.”

			“He couldn’t have been,” Coral said. “He couldn’t have got past us without our noticing.”

			“What gave you the idea he did?” Allan said.

			“I woke up for a moment and thought he was there.”

			“I wasn’t though, gran.”

			“I should have known really. You couldn’t have fitted between our beds.”

			“Grandma’s saying she was dreaming,” Coral said.

			As the boy looked unconvinced Thom said “Shall we elders give you both a break today? Dean can show us round the town and what he likes to do.”

			“Are we included in the merry band?” Kendrick said.

			“It wouldn’t be as merry without you,” Thom felt required to assure him.

			“Dean likes the playground in the park,” Coral said. “That could be a plan if you don’t feel up to walking far.”

			“We need to give our legs a good stretch,” Jude said, “after all that driving.”

			“There’ll be my parents as well to consider.”

			“We can take him,” Thom told them, “if you’d rather have a restful day.”

			“I hope he won’t be giving anybody any other kind,” Allan said. “If he does, please let us know.”

			“Neither of us needs a rest,” Leigh said. “We’re up to whatever everyone wants.”

			“Can we go down to the sea?” As both his parents opened their mouths Dean added “Please and thank you.”

			“Is that all right with everyone?” Jude audibly hoped.

			“I think we’ve made our view clear,” Allan said.

			Thom wasn’t sure Dean’s parents had, but Jude took the answer for agreement. “We’ll make a day of it,” she said.

			“You’ll have your phones, won’t you,” Coral told all four grandparents. “Ring us if there’s any kind of reason.”

			“Does Dean have one? A phone, I mean.”

			“No need.” Coral might have been referring to the question too. “Could we drop the subject?” she barely asked. “We don’t want anybody being tempted.”

			Dean swallowed a last resolutely discreet mouthful and planted his spoon in the bowl with a subdued clink. “It looks as if someone’s ready to be off,” Thom said.

			“Bathroom first,” Coral said, presumably not to him, “and don’t rush.”

			As Dean scrambled down from his chair Allan said “What have you forgotten?”

			The boy looked unsure where to direct his answer. “Please and thank you?”

			“Never forget that, but I’m asking if you’re leaving your book out for the birds.”

			“They don’t come, daddy. You and mummy said they were the only thing you missed.”

			“Just bring it in and hope nan and grandpa aren’t thinking you don’t value what they give you.”

			“We’d never assume that, Allan,” Leigh said.

			Dean ran to the picnic table and returned hugging the book as if he feared it would be confiscated. “Sorry, nan and grandpa. I really like my present.”

			“Put it away safely now,” Coral said. “Leave it on your bed in our room and then do what I told you in the first place.”

			As the boy ran upstairs Jude said “We did buy him a present too. Can’t he play with it outside?”

			“You wouldn’t want pieces falling through the table,” Coral said, “and having to be thrown away.”

			“There’d be no need for that, surely.”

			“There’s every reason if they got soiled, and I shouldn’t think you’d want to risk it.”

			While the grandparents fetched thin jackets from their rooms Thom heard Dean dash downstairs to be told to stay calm. Coral and Allan accompanied the party to the garden gate. As Dean swung it open – playing the doorman, Thom thought, rather than anxious for release – Allan said “Could you all keep an eye on what he eats? No additives, if you don’t mind.”

			“Don’t let him go on anything that may make him ill,” Coral said. “And Dean, don’t you go running off.”

			By now Thom had begun to feel impatient to be on his way. “We’ll see he doesn’t,” he said and strode out of the gate.

			Past the corner of the garden he turned along the path to Childer Field. Twin hedges boxed him in, and then a pair of gapless fences more than a head taller than him. As he heard Jude say “Hold my hand” to Dean, the shadow of Allan and Coral’s house closed around him. The sudden darkness cut off all the sunlight from this stretch of the path. It seemed to muffle his senses, so that the noise of children in the park sounded muted by distance if not walled off from him. Presumably a neighbour had been gardening, since the elongated shadow smelled of upturned earth. Thom felt unnecessarily glad to emerge into the brightness of the park.

			A picket fence that might have belonged to an idyllic cottage surrounded a play area. Fewer children than he’d thought he heard were clambering across rope bridges or dangling by various limbs from tubular frames or sailing down slides only to sprint back to the ladders and repeat the experience as if they were caught on loops of film. A mother was propelling a toddler on a swing no higher than her breasts despite his pleas to fly. Thom turned to find Dean waving at the house. “Are you saying goodbye to mummy and daddy?” Jude said.

			“I can’t imagine who else,” Kendrick told her.

			Thom glimpsed Dean’s parents at their son’s window before they stepped back out of sight. Had he and Jude ever been so concerned for Allan? Perhaps in their fashion they had, but less oppressively, he hoped. He waited by the play area in case Dean wanted to detour, but the boy urged Jude past the picket gate. “Do the children keep you awake at night?” she said.

			“They’d gone home by the time we read his bedtime story, Judith,” Leigh said.

			“I meant the ones who woke me when we were in bed.”

			“We didn’t hear them, did we, Kendrick?”

			“It was as quiet as the—” He edited his comment, having glanced at Dean. “As quiet as I don’t know,” he said with the force of frustration. “The quietest thing you can think of.”

			“Heady when he’s like this,” Dean said and wagged his fingers at his neck to express some notion Thom failed to grasp.

			Leigh ignored this, which felt like an unspoken response. “Did you hear these children, Thomas?”

			“I’m afraid I didn’t, Jude. I slept nearly all night for a change.”

			“Maybe they were teenagers. I couldn’t really tell with the kind of noise they were making. You’d have thought it was some kind of screaming competition. That’s how some teenagers behave.”

			“I hear them sometimes.” Dean let go of her hand to stretch his fingers towards a woman on the path the family was following. “There’s Mrs Doughty,” he said.

			“Inspector Doughty, Dean, remember,” the woman said gently enough.

			“Sorry, Mrs, Inspector.”

			“Mrs Inspector will do for now.” She drew a finger back and forth across her eyebrows as though to focus the scrutiny she trained on his companions. “You’ll be the family I haven’t met,” she told Jude and Thom, thrusting a large hand at them. “Call me Elsie. I live across the road.”

			She was tall and broad and muscular, with an expansive face squared off by cropped black hair. “Thom,” he said as his hand began to twinge from her handshake.

			“Jude,” Jude said, and he saw her manage not to wince at Elsie’s grip.

			“Do you go in for lost causes, then?”

			“I shouldn’t think so.” Jude sounded bemused if not resentful. “Why do you ask?”

			“Like the saint, I was thinking.”

			“It isn’t short for Judas.”

			“I’d hope not.” As Thom considered pointing out the saint’s name had been a biblical truncation, Elsie said “Folk generally know how to behave round here. I can tell you my young neighbour Dean does.”

			“Do you see much in the way of drugs?” Jude said.

			Elsie’s gaze was her first response. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d be interested.”

			“I haven’t been for many years.”

			“I’d rather have heard you say never. May I ask why you are now?”

			“I just wonder if some children were taking any in the park last night.”

			“Did you see them doing it?”

			“Only heard. They sounded a bit out of their minds.”

			“If there’s any repetition I’d appreciate you reporting it at once.”

			“Are you saying we should call you?”

			“You may as well when I’m so close,” Elsie said and scribbled a number on the card she handed Jude. “Keep me in mind while you’re in Barnwall.”

			“We take it you heard nothing last night, Elsie,” Kendrick said.

			“I must have been sleeping the sleep of the just,” Elsie said and turned to Dean. “I don’t know how much you understood, but we were saying some children get mixed up with drugs. Don’t you ever, Dean. It’s a wicked thing to do, and bad things happen to wicked children.”

			“I know they do, Mrs Inspector.”

			Presumably he thought she’d authorised the usage. “Excuse me now if I make the most of my day off,” she said and strode past the playground.

			Dean was visibly battling to contain his eagerness. “Please may we go to the sea now, please and thank you?”

			“You’ve been very patient,” Jude said. “Nobody could say you weren’t good.”

			He took this as a liberation, and dashed along the path before apparently remembering to slow down and wait for her beside the first of the high grassy hillocks between which the path rambled. Thom heard children beyond each of them, and occasionally someone would poke up a head to spy out the land or whoever was near. Past the hillocks the path led alongside a lake and bisected it with a bridge, beneath which Dean trotted nonchalantly upside down beside Jude in the water. Beyond the lake a splintered wave of starlings surged up from the furthest trees to veer away from the park. “Look, Dean,” Jude said. “There are birds after all.”
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