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For Jake,
who also should have lived



I, born of flesh and ghost, was neither
A ghost nor man, but mortal ghost.

Dylan Thomas



Every night Jesse lies down to sleep with fire. This time, screams and a dark chord
burning. This time, the beam falls before his hair ignites.

Jesse woke with a start, his heart thudding. It took him a moment to remember where
he was. Something in his rucksack was digging into his cheek. Wincing, he shifted on
the piece of cardboard that was his mattress. The solid blocks of stone at his back,
rough and lichen-crusted, made good sentries but poor bedfellows. His neck was sore
and kinked, his muscles cramped, and he had pins-and-needles in the arm he’d been
lying on. He needed to pee.

The dream again.

Fingering the handle of his knife, he looked about him. Just after dawn, and the air
smelled fresh and clean, with a dampness that hinted at rain. His sleeping bag felt
clammy, and the grass along the riverbank glistened with dew. Water lapped close by, a
sound from his past, and he could hear the noisy riverbirds scolding his sluggishness.

There was no help for it. Wait too long and somebody would appear. Shaking off the
last whorls of sleep, he unzipped his sleeping bag and crept out. He stretched, then
made a few circles with his head, grimacing as the vertebrae in his neck rasped like the
sound of Mal crushing eggshells in his fist—one of his least offensive habits. A couple of
knee-bends till Jesse’s bladder protested. He glanced round once more, for he didn’t
like to leave his things unattended for even a moment—on the street, a moment’s
inattention could mean the difference between a meal and hunger, between safety and a
vicious beating/mutilation/rape, between survival and annihilation.

He grabbed his rucksack, thrust his knife inside, and sidled barefoot down the
grassy riverbank until he came to an overgrown bush. After relieving himself, he knelt
at the river’s edge and rinsed his hands, then splashed cold water into his face. Not
exactly clean, but it helped remove the film of sleep and dross from the morning. Dis-
tastefully, he ran his wet fingers through his hair. He needed a good wash—failing a
long hot punishing shower then at least a swim in the river. Later maybe—first he
would have to eat. He kneaded the skin above his waistband; he’d lost weight again, he
supposed. Hunger never quite retracted its claws: on the rare occasions when he had a
full belly, there was always the next meal to worry about.

It would be another long day.

From his rucksack he removed his battered water bottle and trainers. After slaking
his thirst he capped the bottle and considered his next move. He always tried to find a
new kip each night, and if he got lucky he might be able to locate an abandoned ware-
house or garage or even an allotment shed. The docklands looked promising, although
there would probably be others with the same idea. Still, it was a largish place. He kept
away from the squats. He wanted nothing to do with anyone else.

Jesse rummaged for the currant bun he’d kept back last night, then shook out his
sleeping bag, formed it into a compact roll, and stored it in his rucksack, followed by
the bun and his water bottle. After slipping into his trainers he wedged the cardboard
between one of the bridge’s massive stone abutments and a clump of wild briars, just in
case he was obliged to return tonight.

It was still barely light, and except for a boat in the distance—a barge, from the long
squat shape—and the birds and jazzing whirlybird insects and occasional frog, Jesse
had the river to himself. He made his way along the bank in the direction of the city
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centre. There was a thin opaque haze over the water which the sun would soon burn
away. Though overcast now, with a likelihood of rain, Jesse could tell that it would be
hot later on, hot and humid. Good swimming weather. Usually the river was well traf-
ficked, but he had yet to see anyone else swim. Of course, he always chose a secluded
spot.

When hunger gnawed at him, he stopped by a sandy patch of ground, half-hidden
by large boulders and a willow, to eat his rather flattened bun. He stared at his break-
fast for a few seconds, then returned it to his rucksack. He’d wait. Impossible to predict
how long it would be before he could earn some money. Pity that he hadn’t saved that
bit of sausage instead of feeding it to yesterday’s stray, who probably needed it less
than him.

Jesse fumbled in his pocket for the cigarette he’d picked up. Bent but only a trifle
dirty at the tip—perfectly smokeable. He straightened, then lit it with one of his last
matches. Back propped against the rock, he inhaled deeply and watched the river.

The cigarette did little to dull his hunger. Inadvertently, he found himself picturing
bacon crisping in a cast-iron frying pan, a loaf of his grandmother’s bread, a bowl of
rich yellow butter. Saliva spurted into his mouth. He forced the memory into retreat—
not that road.

Cigarette finished, Jesse licked his fingertips, pinched it out with his usual meticu-
lousness, and dropped the butt back into his pocket. Then he took out his well-
thumbed copy of The Tempest. With a few pounds, he’d be able to buy some second-
hand paperbacks. Unlike most other kids on the street, he wouldn’t nick anything, not
even an apple from the market. He only wished he had a place to store the books. If he
kept going at this rate, by winter it would be a real problem to carry them around. Of
course, by winter there would be other problems—problems a little more pressing than
his luggage. He smiled to himself. Nothing was worse than taking yourself too seriously.

The dog kept its distance at first. The two-leg was mumbling under his breath,
twisting a length of hair around his finger and tugging on it. He smelled worn and
musty, like a discarded shoe. The dog edged closer. It sniffed at a crushed tin,
scratched itself. Loud staccato cough: the dog slunk back. The street had taught it
caution, even patience.

A small movement caught the corner of Jesse’s eye. He whipped his head round.
Not again, he thought, shutting his book. So many of his mistakes came back to haunt
him. The dog moved closer, licked at Jesse’s hand.

‘What do you want? I've got nothing to feed you.’

The dog stared up at him with large, sentimental eyes. A big skinny creature, black
fur dirty and matted, but otherwise in pretty good shape. Jesse wondered how it man-
aged so well on the street.

T bet you could teach me a thing or two,” he said.

Jesse stood, jingling the coins in his pocket. They hadn’t earned any interest over-
night—just enough for a hot drink and a hamburger. No doubt a sell-by loaf and some
milk would be smarter, but at the burger places they usually didn’t notice how long you
used the lavatory. He could at least brush his teeth, maybe wash his neck and hair.
Stripping would be risky, unless he could bolt the door. Few people had seen him
without pants, no one without his T-shirt. He didn’t do naked.

Jesse glanced at the sky. The cloud cover resembled an old greying sheet, thin
cheap cotton to begin with, the kind they gave you in those rundown places where, for a
few quid, you could get a bed for the night—he’d slept a couple of times in one or an-
other of them when he had some money and was desperate for a real mattress and real
roof and real shower—the kind of linen that didn’t even remember white, that you could
put your foot through, and did. Only here it was the sun that was breaking through the
crumpled and dingy fabric.

The rain would hold off for a few hours. Ample time to eat and find shelter. It was
bad enough being dirty and bedraggled, but a wet T-shirt was uncomfortable, and wet
jeans, a torment. He had only one change of clothes, none too clean. Filthy, actually. He
knew there were certain things he could do—or allow to be done to him—that would get
him a night or two in someone’s flat, bathroom and washing machine privileges in-

2



Mortal Ghost

cluded. He’d go back to Mal before it came to that.

Jesse packed up his meagre possessions. He’d follow the river south for a while,
then thread west to the nearest McDonald’s. Though he ignored it, the dog trotted along
beside him. After a few steps, Jesse paused to glower.

‘Go away,” he said. ‘Leave me alone. I can’t take on a dog.’

The dog stopped, cocked his head, whined a little.

T mean it. Get lost,” Jesse said. He stamped his foot and lunged towards the dog,
who retreated fearfully.

Jesse resumed his walk, a bit faster now. The breeze off the river ruffled his hair,
the freshness of the air more country than city. He waited several minutes before glanc-
ing behind him. The dog stood there, irresolute. Jesse could tell that it wanted to follow,
but didn’t quite dare. Jesse didn’t like the way this made him feel—as if he could take
the animal’s trust and squeeze it between his fingers like a lump of wet clay.

He almost stumbled over the bird. It lay askew near a tree stump, but as soon as
Jesse approached began to scrabble with its legs, bent wing dragging and sound one
flapping. A kestrel, Jesse saw straight off—an adult male with dove-grey tail. It flopped
about, trying to escape when he knelt at its side. The dog came over to investigate,
thrusting its muzzle at the bird, who reacted by raking the dog with its sharp talons.
The dog yowled more in surprise than real injury and skittered away.

‘Leave it be,” Jesse snapped at the dog.

The dog understood when it was time to ignore a boy, when to obey. It kept its dis-
tance.

Jesse looked round. There was no one in sight. With enormous care—he knew just
how sharp those talons could be, how strong the beak—he reached for the bird, making
a good if quiet imitation of a kestrel’s cry: ‘kee kee kee.” It no longer struggled to get
away, watched instead with an alert tilt of its head, its eyes clear and focused. It was
not ready to relinquish its hunter’s fierce proud spirit. But before long another animal
would maul it, or a passing kid drown it—or worse.

‘Come, Windhover,” Jesse said. ‘You can trust me. Let’s see if we can help you fly.’

Head tilted and ears cocked, the dog waited with frank curiosity to see if a meal or a
miracle would be forthcoming.

Jesse grasped the kestrel in both hands, firmly pinioning its wings. He rose,
brought the bird to chest level, and closed his eyes. The bird’s heart fluttered beneath
his fingers, and Jesse waited until the warmth of his palms, the timbre of his thoughts
calmed the frightened creature. There is no healing through subjugation. Then Jesse
moves like a line of melody through its body, lingering longest over the broken bones in
its wing. Cells resonate as note calls out to note. The air is still: the stir of wind has died
away, leaving only the scent of pine in its wake.

The dog raised its head and sniffed. It could identify the peppery richness of new-
mown grass, the hot iron bite of fresh pitch, the oily slick of riverbird, the fruity tang of
another dog’s urine—all the manifold but familiar odours of river and city. And then
this new thing: the boy, suddenly different. The dog would have liked to bark but con-
tented itself with a low rumble in its throat, hardly a growl. Jesse opened his eyes for a
moment and flicked a look of reproach at the dog, who hung its head.

Ten minutes, twenty, an hour; or no time at all. As always, the whentide ebbs till
the creature begins to struggle. Then it was done—bones healed, and the kestrel re-
leased to flight. Jesse smiled as it met the air with vigorous wingstrokes, skimming the
water until it reached the middle of the river. There it hovered into the rising wind, then
banked and flew in a steep climb. The higher it flew, the bigger it seemed to grow—the
stronger its wings. Jesse followed its path with a hand shading his eyes, for the clouds
had parted and he was staring almost directly into the sun, which tipped the kestrel
with redgold. A single wild cry split the air: no elegy’s minor key. Engulfed in flame, the
bird passed from sight.

Jesse watched for a while longer. The kingfishers were chasing each other over the
river. Their small, brilliantly-coloured bodies darted and flashed, embroidering the
rippling length of greygreen silk. There was a moment in their flight, just before they
dived, when they paused, suspended—the wave at cresting, the pendulum at the top
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of its arc—and then with a shiver, as if time itself had hesitated, resumed their plunge.

Eventually hunger intruded. Jesse sighed, flipped his hair out of his eyes, and
forced himself to turn away. The river would wait. He shouldered his rucksack and
continued in the direction of the city centre. Tired and dispirited, he trudged along the
narrow footpath. The kestrel had drained whatever energy his short, troubled night and
inadequate supper had provided. His usual craving for chocolate nagged at him. After
McDonald’s, he decided, he’d spend the morning in the library, then try to find some
work, maybe in one of the posh residential neighbourhoods—mowing, weeding, paint-
ing, window cleaning, anything.

The dog had waited before following the boy. Gradually it crept closer, but not too
close. When the boy stopped to lean on the back of a concrete bench, the dog stopped
as well, watching wistfully.

Jesse took a deep breath, lifted his head, and saw the dog.

You again,’ Jesse said.

The dog’s persistence irritated him. What would he do with a dog? Most days he
didn’t even know where he’d find his own next meal. A dog would make him stand out,
far too noticeable. And shackled: he didn’t want any creature’s loyalty or devotion. He
picked up a stone from the ground.

T'm warning you,’ he called. ‘Go away.’

The stupid dog came a few steps nearer.

T don’t want to hurt you. But I will if you don’t leave me alone.’

The dog moved forward another inch.

‘That’s it,” Jesse said.

The rock landed on the dog’s flank. The dog yelped and jumped back, then slunk
away. At the same time a voice shrieked in rage. Before Jesse could turn to see who had
shouted, something—someone—rushed at him and knocked him flat. He covered his
head with his arms as fists pounded at his shoulders, pulled his hair, pinched his
upper arms. After a bit he realised that not much damage was actually being done. He
sat up, pushed his assailant away. Right. A girl.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Jesse asked her.

She sprang to her feet and picked up another rock.

Tl throw it at you. See how you like that,” she spat.

Jesse couldn’t help laughing. Her brown eyes blazed at him, fierce with indignation.
She was about his own age, with a long mane of chestnut hair escaping from a thick
elastic. A fraction shorter than him, and very wiry. He had the impression that she was
a ballet dancer—something about the way she stood, moved. She was dressed in shiny
blue Lycra shorts and crop top, white trainers—typical classy jogging gear—and her
face was flushed and filmed with sweat.

‘Go on, then, throw it,” Jesse said from the ground. ‘Hit a man when he’s down.’

‘Some man,’ she said with a snort. She dropped the rock.

The dog in its perversity, in its doggy cunning, came prancing up. Tail wagging, it
began jumping up on Jesse to lick his hands and face.

Your dog is more faithful than you deserve,’ she said.

Tt’s not my dog.’

‘He doesn’t seem to know that,’ she said.

Tt keeps following me,’ Jesse said.

T see. So that’s a good reason to throw rocks at him, is it?’

‘Not rocks. One rock.’

‘As if that makes any difference,’ she retorted.

T daresay it does, to the dog,” Jesse said calmly.

The girl regarded him with a puzzled look on her face.

‘Who are you?’ she asked.

Jesse stood. He brushed himself off, picked up his rucksack.

‘Ring the RSPCA, will you.’

You haven’t answered my question.’

‘Nor do I intend to,’ Jesse answered. ‘What business is it of yours?’

You’re not from here,” said the girl. She took a step closer, her head tilted at a
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graceful angle. Again he was reminded of a dancer.

‘So? That’s no crime.’

This had gone on long enough. Jesse turned to leave. She laid her hand on his arm.
Flinching, he jerked from her grasp and walked away.

‘Wait,” she called.

He was determined not to stop. The girl ran round in front of him, blocking his
path. He would have brushed past her but something in the set of her shoulders, her
mouth made him hesitate.

‘Please walit,” she said again.

They looked at each other for a while in silence.

‘Are you hungry?’ she finally asked.

And if she noticed the sweat that sprang up on his forehead when she handed him
the muesli bar from her bum bag, she was considerate enough not to say.
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At first they walked back towards the Old Bridge in silence, which was exactly how
Jesse wanted it. But the girl had the kind of energy that, like the river itself, would not
easily be diverted.

‘My name’s Sarah.’

‘Jesse,’ he offered in exchange for the forthcoming meal.

‘Where did you spend the night?’

Jesse shrugged.

“You look like you've slept under a bridge.’

He gave her a mocking half-smile and pointed towards the Old Bridge.

She was shocked but tried to conceal it. Studying her surreptitiously, he wondered
exactly how old she was. With such an expressive face it was hard to tell. She wouldn’t
make a good liar: that smile would give her away, those eyes. There was something
about her . . .

Just before they passed under the bridge, Sarah stopped and gazed up at the stone
parapets.

‘Not a good place to sleep,’ she said.

‘There’s worse,’ Jesse said.

T don’t like it.’

‘Why? It’s a handsome structure. Look at the curved coping stones above the span-
drels and wing walls. And the projecting courses at road level. All good solid features
typical of the period.’

Sarah was astonished. You know a lot about it.’

‘Not really. Just from my reading.’

She indicated the stone dogs guarding both ends of the parapets with bared teeth.
‘They scare me.’

‘They’re only statues.’

‘Maybe . . .” She shook her head. ‘There are too many legends about this bridge. It’s
supposed to be unlucky. That’s why a lot of people won’t use it. You wouldn’t get me to
spend a night here, alone, for anything.’

Jesse teased her. ‘How do you know I was alone?’

She blushed easily. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean . .. I mean, I didn’t mean to...” A futile
attempt to hold back a peal of amusement. T'm getting myself all twisted up over noth-
ing, aren’t I?’

He liked her willingness to laugh at herself. 1 was alone.’

‘All the more reason to find someplace else to sleep.’

T can look after myself.’

Her eyes took him in from head to foot, not missing much. ‘Listen, it’s really not a
good place to hang out—not alone, and especially not at night. There've been several
murders underneath the bridge. Just last year someone found the body of a man who’d
been beaten to death and left on the bank.’

‘All old buildings—or bridges—have their history.’

‘Not like this one,” she persisted. ‘My mother says some places are imbued with
spiritual energy.’

‘Ghosts?’ he scoffed.

‘No . . . no, nothing like that. More like a fingerprint, a kind of emotional charge be-
cause a person—or maybe an animal—burnt so strongly that everything, even stone,
remembers.’

6



Mortal Ghost

Her clear gaze unsettled him, as if she understood a secret about him. Her scent
sprang out at him, clawing at the base of his throat. His grandmother had hung large
bunches of lavender in the kitchen to dry, but he’d never met a girl who liked it, a girl
like this, and that unsettled him even more. Go, he told himself. Just turn around and
leave. There are worse things than hunger. His stomach growled in disagreement, loud
enough for her to hear. He hitched his rucksack higher on his shoulder and rubbed his
midriff; caught her grin. He could never resist the absurdity of a situation, even his
own. His lips twitched, then turned up at the corners.

On the other side of the bridge the dog plunged into the river, paddled in exuberant
circles for a few minutes, then bounded back to Jesse and shook itself vigorously.

‘Shit!’ Jesse exclaimed. ‘My clothes were disgusting enough already.” He glared at
the dog.

But Sarah was looking back at the bridge, unable to let it go. It reeks of evil.’

‘That’s a bit strong, I should think.’

‘Don’t be so sure. One of my mum’s—’ She hesitated, then started again. ‘One of my
mother’s acquaintances killed herself there not too long ago. She threw herself into the
river and drowned.’” Jesse heard the faint emphasis on acquaintances. He wondered
what she wasn'’t telling him, but had no intention of trespassing on restricted territory.
He had enough landmines of his own.

He smiled, making it easier for her. T’'m not going to throw myself off any bridge,
haunted or not. Anyway, I’d never drown.’

‘Why not?’

Tm too good a swimmer.’

Sarah glanced at him. Jesse’s eyes danced, but his voice was quiet and assured. If
anybody else had spoken like that, she’d have sniggered or told him off. This was differ-
ent, somehow. She had a strong feeling that this lad didn’t brag, didn’t lie—that in fact
he had no need to lie. But she knew the bridge. And her mother.

The house was an old and beautiful one, set back from a quiet road on the outskirts of
the city. Perched on a hilly prospect with unencumbered views, it had been built per-
haps two hundred years ago of local stone. Its exterior walls were a mottled but mellow
ochre, like the best vanilla ice cream. A clever architect had brought light and river into
what must have once been a dark, even cramped interior. Now it was spacious, sunny,
and very untidy.

Jesse had been on street for a few months, yet thought he could still imagine other
people’s lives—ordinary people, who lived in flats and houses, who got up in the morn-
ing and bathed and ate breakfast and kicked the dog (or the youngest family member)
and left for work or school. But entering Sarah’s home, he needed a passport and
phrase book.

At the front door he noticed three motorcycle helmets hanging up along with the
macs and jackets.

‘My dad’s,” she said.

Jesse was astounded by the quantity of possessions these people could accumulate:
magazines and newspapers, sandals, pillows, vases filled with wilted flowers, CDs, a
heap of socks, African baskets, photos, a trumpet lying on a piano, plants, a chess set,
statues in stone and wood—and books, lots and lots of books. And this only from a
glimpse through the doorway as they headed towards the kitchen.

Sarah passed Jesse a plate heaped with scrambled eggs and grated cheese, grilled
tomatoes, buttery toast. The dog had already wolfed down a helping of stale cornflakes
with milk.

‘He’d probably sit up and recite all of the Elder Edda—in the original—for a soup
bone,’ Jesse said.

‘My mum and I are vegetarians,” Sarah said without a hint of apology. ‘No bones, no
bacon or sausage, only some steaks for my dad in the deep freeze. Finn would kill me if
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I used his imported beef for a dog.’

‘Finn?’

‘My dad.’

‘A nickname?’

‘No. An old family name.’

You call your father by his first name?’

Yeah, why not?’ She looked at him in surprise, then asked, ‘What’s the Elder
Edda?”

‘A collection of early ballad-like poems. An important source of the Norse myths,
written in Old Icelandic.’

‘Norse?’

Yeah. You know, stories of the Viking gods. Odin. Thor. The Valkyries. Loki the
Trickster’s one of my favourites.’

She stared at him for a moment with a frown, as if she’d never heard of the Vikings,
before going to the refrigerator for another packet of cheese.

Your dog won’t mind some cheddar, I reckon.’

Sarah persisted in calling the dog his. Jesse hadn’t bothered to correct her again. A
meal was worth more than a pronoun. If he played his declensions right, he might get
to shower as well.

While Sarah cut some cheese Jesse concentrated on the tastes exploding on his
tongue. Hunger sharpened the senses—everyone knew that. Only the truly hungry saw
the ghosts it raised: a grandmother cooking on an old range, a little girl setting a basket
of warm feathery eggs on the table, the sad tired eyes of the constable. Sarah noticed
how Jesse’s eyes caught the light as he raised them from his plate. They winked like
mirrors, or deep blue pools, full of hidden and subtle layers of colour.

‘Would you like some coffee?’ Sarah asked.

‘Please.’

Sarah liked that he was polite, that he ate slowly and thoughtfully even though he
was clearly ravenous.

Sarah sat across from him while the dog lay at their feet, licking up crumbs. The
coffee was hot and strong and utterly delicious. Sarah took hers black, but Jesse added
sugar, lots of sugar, and a dollop of cream from the jug she’d set before him. Though
they’d stopped talking, the silence was not strained or uncomfortable.

When he’d finished the eggs, Sarah rose and prepared a second batch without ask-
ing, and two more slices of toast. He ate everything. Sarah offered him more coffee, but
he refused. He could feel some pressure against the sides of his skull, a mild fogginess.
Though coffee could sometimes relieve his headaches, more often it triggered a debilitat-
ing migraine. He’d been lucky in recent months. Perhaps he was only overtired. But
what would he do if he had a full-fledged attack?

Sarah poured herself another mug. Her fingers were not particularly long or fine—
nails short and blunt—but her hands carved a line of melody through the air. Reminded
of a CD Liam used to play, Jesse hummed a few bars of Stravinsky’s Firebird. Sarah
finished the phrase for him.

T've danced to that,” she said.

‘So you do dance,’ he said. 1 wondered.’

She swirled the coffee in her mug, a private smile on her face.

‘What?’ he asked.

You'’re not at all what I expected.’

Jesse noticed the faint sprinkle of freckles across the bridge of her nose, the flecks
of green in her eyes. He looked away when she became aware of his scrutiny. The
kitchen was warm, and despite the coffee Jesse was beginning to feel drowsy.

‘Do you want to lie down?’ Sarah asked. 1 don’t mind.’

Jesse played with his fork, considering. You shouldn’t be so trusting. It’s danger-
ous.’

She laughed, deep and throaty. There’s a spare bedroom upstairs which has a bath
en suite. You’re welcome to use it. I'll make up the bed for you.’

T can do that myself. You don’t have to wait on me.’
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Tt’s OK this time. You'’re tired.’

She narrowed her eyes, measuring him.

‘There’s probably some old stuff of my—’ She broke off and took a breath. ‘Some old
stuff we’ve still got that will fit you. We can put your clothes in the washing machine.’

‘Won’t he object?’

‘Who?’

Your father.’

Her laugh again. ‘He wouldn’t even notice. Anyway, he’s on the top of some moun-
tain in the Andes on another of his expeditions.’

‘Expedition?’ This was getting more interesting.

‘Don’t be so nosy,” Sarah said, but with a grin. She relented. ‘He’s a photographer.
Does a lot of nature assignments. You know, like National Geographic. Unless you’re a
new kind of moss or mollusc or mineral, you’re just another teenage body. You could be
wearing a dinner jacket over a thong, with feather boa to match, and he wouldn’t turn a
hair. He lives in jeans and T-shirts, which he orders in bulk from the internet. Except
when he’s in his biker’s mode, when he dons black leather and chains.’

‘Now you’re trying to wind me up,’ he protested.

‘Well . . . only a bit. If you get to meet Finn, you’ll see what I mean.’

Ts he gone for long?’

‘Depends. Why? Are you planning to rob us or just move in?’

Jesse shook his head in irritation. You really need to be more careful.’

You don’t know my mother,” was all Sarah would say.

After showing him the bathroom, Sarah handed Jesse a comb and hairbrush as well as
a wrapped toothbrush, then carried off his dirty clothes and sleeping bag without a sign
of disgust, for which he was grateful. Now he lay down with a sigh of pure bliss, skin
tingling from the long hot shower and scented by the lavender skin cream which Sarah
had offered him. 1 make it myself.” His hair had lightened at least two shades. The old
T-shirt and boxers fitted well enough, though they were a size smaller than he normally
wore. He had lost weight in recent months. The dog was curled up on the brightly
patterned bedside mat. Though Jesse always read himself to sleep no matter where he
kipped, his eyes were too heavy for print. He was asleep within minutes.

Despite his exhaustion, he sleeps fitfully. Darkness eddies uncertainly around him.
Voices whisper. Faces appear and disappear. Figures cry out in agony, and flail their
arms, and sink beneath the waves. A red sun blisters the sea, blinding Jesse, burning
him. Wait, he calls. Hold on, I'm coming. But the water rejects him, tosses him roughly
from image to image, until sleep finally ebbs and leaves him stranded on a strange
shingle.

In the curtained light, red starbursts snagged the edge of his vision like thorns, and
he closed his eyes again with a groan. His stomach heaved in protest. Lines of fire
zigzagged under his lids. His fingertips felt numb, and he worked his hands under the
duvet, bunched and tangled around his body. After a few minutes, the nausea subsided
enough for him to stand. He needed to pee.

The house was quiet. The dog followed Jesse along the landing, which was deco-
rated with a series of luminous black-and-white photographs of seashells so real that
Jesse felt he could reach out and pick them up in his hands. He stopped to examine
them. If this were her father’s work, he was good—much better than good. Jesse whis-
tled softly under his breath. Sarah was lucky.

Jesse found a note on the kitchen table: Gone out. Help yourself to what you need.
Don’t wake my mum. S. He opened the refrigerator. He was not used to so much food at
once; he’d eaten too many eggs. He drank half a glass of milk, hoping it would settle his
stomach. The clock ticking on the wall told him that he’d not slept long. The dog looked
up at him expectantly and Jesse poured it some milk. The dog’s eager tongue slapped
against Jesse’s ears. He shivered a little. His gut ached, and there was a heaviness
behind his temples, a stiffness in his neck that warned him of worse to come.

He needed to pack his things and go.



Mortal Ghost

‘Are you a friend of Sarah’s?’

Jesse whirled at the voice. A woman stood in the doorway, regarding him with curi-
osity but without alarm. He could see the resemblance to Sarah straightaway—not in
the colouring, for her mother had deep red hair and the most amazing eyes he had ever
seen, the smoky amber of the animal kingdom. Her face was very pale, and at first he
thought she must be ill. Then he realised that her skin crackled with energy, as if an
electric current were racing under its translucent surface. The line of her eyebrows, the
shape of her nose, the curve of her lips, her cheekbones: all had been replicated in
Sarah.

T'm Jesse Wright,” he said, feeling rather awkward. ‘Sarah invited me for a meal.’

She glanced down at the dog, who retreated behind Jesse, uttering an odd little yip.
Nearly as gracefully as her daughter, she bent and stroked its head, then went to take
some things from the cupboard.

‘There’s a herbal tea I use that should settle your stomach,’ she said, filling the ket-
tle.

‘How did you know—’ Jesse began.

‘About the nausea?’ She smiled. ‘Sit down. I'll massage your neck and shoulders
while you drink. It'll help. Perhaps we can forestall the migraine.’

He intended to refuse—politely—but found himself taking the chair she indicated.

‘Not my shoulders and back. Please don’t touch them,’ he said. Just the top of my
neck, the base of my skull.’

She agreed without questioning him.

Her fingers were cool and competent, kneading the knots of tension while he sipped
the tea. It had been so long since someone had touched him except in anger—that he
had allowed someone touch him. Liam had been the last. Jesse closed his eyes, listen-
ing to the tune she hummed under her breath. The room was warm, warm as the
musky tea, warm as the song, warm as sleep. Water lapped at his temples, pushed at
the locks of his mind. Behind him lay the past. Far behind. He drifted, warm and
relaxed.

Jesse lay in bed. He threw off the covers and padded barefoot to the window, twitched
back the curtain. He must have slept a few hours this time, for the sky had hazed over
once more, but he could tell that it was around noon. He opened the window and
breathed deeply. His headache was gone, and the air was muggy, saturated with the
mingled scent of noonday heat and incipient rain, honeysuckle and late roses and
lavender and blackcurrant, so potent that he could feel the gravel underfoot on the path
through his grandmother’s garden, taste the jam she’d be making.

He tried to remember how he’d got back to the bedroom. He had a clear picture of
Sarah’s mother in the kitchen, brewing him a mug of pungent herbal tea, then massag-
ing his neck and temples, but after that—nothing. Surely she couldn’t have carried him
upstairs, even if he’d drifted off to sleep. He was wearing jeans: had he dreamt it after
all, and somehow dressed himself without being aware of it? Some form of sleepwalking,
perhaps.

You're awake,’ a voice called up from below.

Trowel in hand, Sarah’s mother stood by a tangled flowerbed. Her hair was tied
back from her face, but like her daughter’s, it was fast escaping. The dog was sprawled
thoroughly at home under a large walnut tree, which sported a handsome if somewhat
lopsided treehouse, complete with shingled roof and a shuttered window.

‘What time is it?’ Jesse asked, more for something to say than because he wanted to
know.

‘Just before one,’ she said. ‘Come down to the kitchen for lunch. I was about to stop
now anyway. It’s beginning to rain.’

Frenzied barking, a streak of fur followed by a canine missile.

‘Come back here!’ Jesse shouted.

Meg laughed. ‘He’ll never get our neighbour’s wily tom. That animal has at least
ninety-nine lives.’
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‘How did I get upstairs?’ Jesse asked her over a grilled cheese-and-tomato sandwich
and fresh lemonade.

You don’t remember?’ she asked. It can take some people like that.’

‘What takes some people like that?’

‘The tea, the massage.’

‘Rubbish.’ Jesse narrowed his eyes. ‘Unless you drugged the tea . . . ?’

She laughed, her voice light and frothy like the heads of elderflowers growing wild
along the lanes of his childhood.

‘Of course not. It’s just a little technique I use for headaches. It works too, doesn’t
it? I led you upstairs, helped you into bed. You’ll probably remember after a while.” She
looked at him, her eyes thoughtful. But youre particularly receptive. A sensitive, I
should think.’

He shrugged his shoulders. 1 don’t know what you mean.’

Her mouth crimped slightly at one corner. Jesse had the feeling that she under-
stood him very well indeed and was amused by his prevarication. Abruptly he changed
the subject. ‘Where’s Sarah?’

‘Gone to do some errands. She’ll be back soon.’

Tl wait to say goodbye.’

‘Where will you go?’

Again he shrugged. T'm following the river.’

‘For the summer?’

‘More or less.’

Tf you want to take a break—’ She hesitated and bit her lip. It was the first time
he’d seen her at a loss, and suddenly he anticipated her next words.

‘No!” he snapped. 1 don’t need a job.” Stupid, he thought. These people would pay
well. A day or two couldn’t hurt, could it? A few pounds put aside, a couple of new
books, maybe even a second-hand jumper and a warm anorak for the winter. ..
Sarah’s face flashed across his mind. He pushed back his chair and stood, upsetting
his glass of lemonade.

‘Sorry,” he said as he hurried to the sink.

‘Not a job,” Sarah’s mother said. ‘A refuge.’

He stared at her, cloth in hand. He could hear the loud ticking of the ceramic clock
on the wall.

She quoted quietly:

‘Be not afeard. The isle is full of noises,
Sounds, and sweet airs that give delight and hurt not.’

You've been going through my things!’ Jesse said.

Her smile was patient. T wouldn’t do that. None of us would. The Tempest is one of
my favourite plays. I acted in it at university.’

‘Sorry,” he muttered again, not entirely reassured. The very play that he was reading
now, and some of his own favourite lines. Experience had taught him to mistrust coin-
cidence.

She rose and began to clear the table.

‘Thanks for lunch,’ he said, moving to help her.

‘Leave it,” she said. ‘You and Sarah can do supper, if you'’re still here.’

She stopped, the jug in her hand.

‘Think about it, Jesse. A few days of rest. I think you need it.’

Her words splashing over the rocky bed of his mind, Jesse dug his hands into his
pockets and walked out into the garden. Sarah’s mother watched him go, a troubled
expression on her face.

11
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Sarah had bought the dog a sturdy leather collar and lead. ‘He’s going to need a tag and
chip, his shots. And what about his name?’

T told you,’ Jesse said. It’s not my dog.’

‘He is now,’ she said. ‘What do you want to call him?’

Jesse shrugged. There wasn’t much point thinking up a name unless Sarah’s family
would be willing to adopt a stray.

‘How about Anubis? We did Egyptian mythology last year in school.’

No way, thought Jesse. Even if he named the animal—temporarily, mind you—it
would be Harry or Jinx. Simple, ordinary, doggy.

The dog tugged on the lead, anxious to keep moving. They’d walked down the hill
from Sarah’s house and were now in another part of the city. The townhouses were
neat, upmarket, with little front gardens, geranium-filled window boxes displayed like
medals on a war hero’s chest, and brightly painted doors and window frames.

Sarah indicated a narrow lane almost hidden between two brick dwellings. ‘Come
on, I want to show you something.’

She led him along the cobbled way towards a small stone chapel which had been
converted into a residence and workshop. A stone bench curved round the base of a
towering chestnut tree. Mounted on the scrolls of the wrought iron gate was an exqui-
sitely hand-lettered sign: Sundials, it said. They stopped and leaned on the fence while
Jesse studied the pieces, each bathed in the astringent green light. Once again he could
smell the flush of lavender on Sarah’s skin.

‘Brilliant, aren’t they?’ Sarah asked.

‘They’re wonderful,” Jesse said. ‘Who makes them?’

‘A friend of my mother’s. She’s not here at the moment, or we could say hello.’

Jesse pointed to a gilded greenslate sundial mounted on a plinth and set some dis-
tance from the others. That’s the only one standing in the sun.’

‘Ursula’s partner wanted to remove the tree so visitors could appreciate the sundials
better, but Ursula wouldn’t hear of it. Most of these are only display pieces, though I
think one or two might be current orders.’

‘Sundials have to be calibrated for a specific site in order to be accurate.’

You do read a lot, don’t you?’

He appeared not to hear. Isn’t she afraid someone might steal them?’

‘They’re far too heavy.’

‘Anyone could hop over this fence and vandalise them.’

‘More tempting stuff to go after, I suppose.” She gave him a sideways glance. Do
you always expect the worst?’

Tt’s best to be prepared.’

Automatically he groped in his pocket for a cigarette, but came up only with an
empty matchbox.

You smoke?’ Sarah asked, more observant than Jesse was used to—more, perhaps,
than he cared for.

‘Sometimes. Did Ursula make the one in your garden?’

Yeah. My mother spent hours arguing with her about the design. She can be a right
pain in the you-know-what sometimes—my mum, I mean.’

Your mother’s a very interesting woman.’

‘That’s what everyone says,’ Sarah said drily.

Jesse turned his gaze away from the sundials.
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‘There are many different kinds of gifts,” he said, then shook his head and ran his
hand back and forth over the scrollwork on the gate. ‘Sorry, that was really dumb of
me. [ hate such platitudes.’ He continued to rub at the metal with a fingertip, his whole
attention concentrated on erasing his words.

Tt’s OK. I genuinely admire her. Like her, too. It’s just that . . .’

Yeah, I can imagine.’

Sarah studied his face for a moment without speaking. When he wasn’t frowning,
his features had the soft look of an old pair of jeans, familiar and comfortable and worn.
Like someone you might have known forever. Even his eyes, when they shed their
brittle layer of mica, turned the colour of her favourite stonewashed denim. There was
no stubble on his face, but she could tell that he’d soon be shaving.

He turned his head and met her eyes. Caught off guard, she flushed.

‘Look, I didn’t mean to compare you to your mother,’ Jesse said. ‘Or to pry.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘OK, maybe I am a bit curious,’ he conceded. ‘Do you blame me?’

Sarah had a mischievous glint in her eyes, the same look he’d seen on a small girl
who’d found a stash of chocolate and a single disintegrating cigarette hidden under his
mattress. On Emmy. He didn’t notice that he was biting his lip till he tasted a trace of
blood.

T’ offer you a trade,” Sarah said. ‘One fact about yourself for one about my mum.’

Tt wouldn'’t be a fair exchange,’ he said curtly. ‘There’s nothing worth learning about
me.’

He walked away, leaving Sarah to stare after him. His shoulders were hunched as if
against a chill wind.

Sarah led them through a cemetery where she stopped to point out a row of small
graves whose headstones all bore inscriptions dating from as far back as the 1890s.
Though not quite overgrown, the plots were no longer carefully tended, and the sweet
smell of the honeysuckle which clambered rampantly through a nearby lilac added to
the slight air of neglect.

T don’t know why,’ she said, ‘but I always like to take this detour. You'd think the
sight of these tiny graves would be sad, but it’s not. In a strange way they’re like chil-
dren I've met. Sometimes they even seem to be whispering to me. Comforting me when
things go wrong, or I'm just lonely and depressed.” She pointed to a crooked headstone
at the end of the row. ‘Amelia Holland. She was four and a half when she died. I feel as
if I know her best. She’d have become a teacher, I think.” She looked up to see that
Jesse’s face was set in stone. ‘Sorry, it’s silly, I suppose.’

Jesse shook his head but said nothing. Then he moved away towards the honey-
suckle. Head bent, he plucked a handful of blossoms from the vine and crushed them
between his fingers, releasing their scent. Without understanding what was the matter,
Sarah could tell that she’d made a misstep, that she was encroaching on hallowed
ground in some way.

She tried to make amends. It’s just that it’s very peaceful here. Sometimes I bring a
book and read.’

Jesse flicked the crushed petals away and brushed his hand off on his jeans.

Tt’s getting late,” he said. ‘Let’s go see this park you say is so amazing.’

‘Hedgerider Park.’

Jesse lifted an eyebrow.

‘That’s its name.’ She looked down at the dog, who was lying in a patch of sunlight.
‘Come on, Anubis.’ She grinned. Nubi.’

As they walked along, Jesse stole an occasional sidelong glance at Sarah, but either
she was unaware of his curiosity, or most likely indifferent to it. A girl like this, he
reminded himself, would have no reason to lack self-confidence: intelligent, a privileged
only child, plenty of money, decent (OK, fascinating) family, scores of friends, boyfriend
too probably, herself nice enough to look at it though nothing special really—way too
thin, too angular, ropy with muscle, even if she did have nice eyes, and that long gleam-
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ing hair, and he liked the way her mouth crept slowly upwards in amusement as
though she’d found a hoard of beautiful polished stones like the ones he kept in a soft
leather pouch and Emmy’s eyes shine, her mouth spreads in a wide astonished smile
when he gives them to her for her birthday, jewels,’” she breathes, ‘my own jewels . . .

Nubi made a choking sound in his throat. Jesse started, he must have tugged too
hard on the lead. He slackened his grip, then slowed to catch his breath while he tried
to work out why he was still here. His headache was all but gone; his stomach was full,
and the sky had cleared. There was no reason to remain, and a lot of reasons to move
on. From the outset he’d established an ironclad rule never to stay more than one night
in the same place.

Sarah looked at him in concern. ‘Should we get a coke or something?’

He shook his head and strode ahead. It was better to keep going. Sarah called out
to turn left, and they rounded the corner into a world he knew all too well.

A knot of lads—hardly older than kids—were crowded round an object on the pave-
ment. Jesse stopped short. At first he thought they had an animal, a dog or a cat, or
even a large sack of spoils, which they were prodding and kicking and sniggering over.
Then he heard the sobs and the pleading, and his headache exploded behind his tem-
ples, along with his memories. The boy was doing exactly the wrong thing by begging.
They would finish him off if he didn’t shut up fast. Maggots fed on soft flesh.

There were about six or seven of them, and Jesse spotted the ringleader straight-
away: a tall lad with a shaved head, smooth sallow face, and very white teeth. He was
standing at the kerb with his arms crossed, enjoying his handiwork without getting his
own hands dirty. His eyes glittered with intelligence, and Jesse had the feeling the guy
was so stoked on his own power that he had no need of other stimulants. In different
circumstances, he’d easily have been headed for a career in politics.

It was a party. Music was blaring from a ghetto blaster, and several of the kids had
tins of lager in one hand, though they were certainly underage. Nobody would dare to
challenge them. Jesse could smell that particular kind of hot sour sweat which a gang
exudes when pumped on drink and adrenaline and bloodlust—on sheer strength of
numbers—as well as the stink of urine. The poor bugger had pissed himself. He didn’t
stand a chance.

Sarah came up behind Jesse and exclaimed when she saw what was taking place.
She gripped him by the arm, and this time he merely winced when she dug her fingers
into his flesh. The dog retreated the full length of its lead, sensing trouble. Jesse
grabbed her arm and dragged her backwards while she tried to fight him off.

‘Let go of me,’ she said. ‘We've got to do something.’

Jesse looked round. Far down the street an elderly man was scurrying out of sight
into a doorway. A couple of girls were giggling at the next crossing, and casting curious
glances at Sarah and him to see if the show was about to get really interesting. Anyone
else who might have been prepared to help had disappeared or was keeping a low
profile. Even the traffic seemed to have taken an alternate route. Jesse grasped Sarah’s
arm tighter and slowly hauled her back around the corner before the fuckheads had a
chance to notice them. For the moment their attention was still focused on their prey.
All except the tall bloke, who had seen them right enough. He’d narrowed his eyes and
was cupping his chin with his hand and tapping one long forefinger against his lips, as
if weighing the pros and cons of the latest tax proposal.

‘Keep quiet,’ Jesse hissed at Sarah. She was a city brat. Didn’t she have any more
sense than this? She must know when to cut and run.

Her face was blotched with rage, and she was shaking so hard that she could barely
spit out a coherent sentence.

‘Bastard. Get off. Take your fucking hands off. Right now. Now.’

‘No.’

She tried to pull away, kicked him, and swung her other arm for his head. She was
strong, but he held on. The dog whined and ran round them, tangling his lead about
their legs.

Jesse waited until her first fury had passed. It’s got nothing to do with us.’

‘Fuck that.’
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T'm not getting involved in someone else’s fight.’

‘What’s the matter with you? You can’t just walk away. There are six or eight of
them. They’re going to put him in hospital.’

‘No, they’re more likely to kill him.’

‘And that’s it? You don’t care?’

Tt happens.’

‘Not if I can help it,” Sarah said.

You can’t do anything. We can’t. Now let’s get out of here before they invite us to
join their little party.’

He flinched at the contempt in her eyes but held his ground. Her eyes filled with
tears.

‘Have you got a mobile?’ he asked with a sigh.

‘At home. Forgot to charge it.’

He shrugged. Let’s go.’

T'm going back there.’

‘Then you’re on your own.’

He released her arm. They stared at each other in silence. Jesse could still hear
music and laughter coming from around the corner, but his head was throbbing, and it
took all his concentration to deal with Sarah. The sun was hot, and the smell of swelter-
ing tarmac and exhaust was making him nauseous and a touch dizzy. Jesse remem-
bered what Sarah’s mum had said to him—had offered him. It had sounded so
tempting. A chance to rest. To read. To sleep. To figure out where to go, what to do. But
it would never work. These people were fools. They seemed to think you could change
the world. And what did they want with him anyway? The whole set-up stank worse
than a backed-up public convenience. Maybe he was a new kind of school project: get to
know the disadvantaged in the summer holidays. Stuff that. He didn’t need their phi-
lanthropy. Which amounted to what? A few meals, some old clothes they’d have sent to
Oxfam before the month was out.

He didn’t owe them anything. If Sarah insisted on acting heroic, on getting hurt,
he’d find his way back up the hill on his own, he supposed. Stupidly, he’d left his stuff
at their house. But he could be there and gone in an hour. Or less.

His headache was making it difficult for him to think.

He hesitated, waiting to see what Sarah would do. When she didn’t move, he un-
wound the lead from their legs and handed it to her. She took it without a word. He
could feel her eyes on his back as he bent to stroke the dog’s head. The creature was
trembling.

They heard a high thin scream from around the corner, which was suddenly cut off.
A burst of loud laughter.

With a wordless oath Sarah flung the lead at Jesse and ran.

‘Sarah!’ he called after her.

Instead of stopping or looking back she began to run in earnest. Her thick plait
swung along behind her, stray tendrils already making their escape. She ran the way an
animal runs—fluid, graceful, all its essence distilled in movement. The lasso of her
flight dropped over Jesse’s shoulders. Tethered, he scooped up Nubi’s lead and ran after
her.

To his surprise, Jesse found that he couldn’t overtake her. She was fast. The sun
was still high in the sky, and it beat down upon his head and shoulders. He squinted in
the glare from the pavement. Sarah wavered and gradually dwindled before his eyes. He
pushed himself harder, faster. Light flashed at him from the metal and glass of the cars,
sometimes blinding him. He began to pant. Finally he eased to a walk, then stopped
and wiped the sweat from his forehead. Sarah was no longer in sight. He’d lost her. His
breathing slowly returned to normal, though his head pounded. He licked his lips. He
could use a cigarette; even better, a cold drink. He fumbled in his pocket. Nothing but a
few coins. Again he licked his lips, swallowed. What would happen if he knocked at one
of these classy doors and asked for a glass of water? He smiled to himself, imagining
the response. Then again, maybe he’d actually get his drink. His clothes were clean and
respectable. He had a dog on a very handsome leather lead.
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Where was Sarah? The city grumbled and shifted around him. He thought of it as a
great lumbering beast long inured to the specks of dirt and itching fleas clinging to its
hide, probably not even aware of their existence. Jesse looked at the people walking by,
seeing them for the first time. The streets weren’t overcrowded on this hot summer
afternoon, but they weren’t empty either. It was unlike him not to have noticed, even
more unlike him to outrun his common sense. The street had no tolerance for the weak.
And now he had no idea where he was.

Tongue hanging, Nubi—damn it, now he had started using that name—waited for
Jesse to decide what to do. If only his head would stop pounding . . .

Jesse stumbled over to the kerb, sat down between two parked cars, and folded his
arms across his knees, pillowing his head and closing his eyes. Sweat was still running
down his face and chest and armpits, soaking his T-shirt. He could feel Nubi’s breath
on his neck, then the silly dog’s tongue. Only a minute or two, Jesse told himself. He
didn’t care if anyone gawked, at this point didn’t even much care if a driver backed into
him. Sarah had duped him. There must be a lesson in this somewhere—a lesson he
thought he’d learned years ago. For the first time since Liam he’d let someone invite
him home, and he’d been hungry enough—naive enough—to go. What had she ex-
pected? A noble savage? Gratitude? Now she had run off and left him stranded without
his gear, without money, without even a piece of loo paper to wipe his arse. He ought to
be angry or disgruntled or something. All he felt was tired.

‘Hey mate, y’'OK?’

The speaker was dangling his car keys in his hand. Jesse must have drifted off for a
moment, because he hadn’t noticed the man’s approach. Jesse shaded his eyes, nod-
ded, and cleared his throat. He rose and dusted off his jeans—no, Sarah’s jumble, he
reminded himself—then regarded the man coolly.

‘Fine. Just worn out from our jog.’ He indicated Nubi with his head.

Yeah, too hot for a run.’ The man looked him up and down. Need a lift somewhere?’

Warning bells jangled in Jesse’s head.

‘Thanks, but we’re OK.’

‘Are you sure? You look like you could use a cold beer, maybe a fag.’

T said we’re fine.’

‘Look, no offence. Just trying to help.’ But he took a step closer.

Nubi growled.

The man retreated behind the protection of his car, throwing back over his shoul-
der, ‘Call off your dog, for god’s sake. It was a friendly offer. I don’t want any trouble.’
He jumped into his car and started the engine. Gears clashed as he pulled out of the
parking space and drove away.

Jesse scratched Nubi behind his ear.

You might just earn your keep,’ he said. ‘Any suggestions what we should do now?’

A cigarette was OK, but Jesse didn’t touch anything, not anything else.

‘Does your dog bite?’ a voice behind Jesse asked.

Jesse spun round, then grinned. A girl of about four or five was watching him from
her doorstep, with what looked like a dead badger—but probably wasn’t—clutched
limply in her hand. Behind her the bright blue door stood half open to reveal a black-
and-white checked floor and pale yellow wallpaper.

‘Only if you bite first,” he said.

Her eyes opened wide, in the solemn unblinking manner of a small child.

‘Penny,’ called a sharp voice from inside the entrance hall. ‘What do you think
you’re doing? How many times have I got to tell you not to open the front door?’

A young woman appeared on the threshold. Her cheeks coloured when she saw
Jesse.

‘Oh sorry,’” she said in a milder tone. T didn’t know anyone was there.” Then she re-
membered caution. Penny, you know you’re not supposed to talk to strangers.’ But she
smiled at Jesse over her daughter’s head.

Tt’s OK. You're right to teach her to be careful,’ Jesse said.

‘The dog was growling,” Penny told her mother.

‘At you?’ her mum asked, glancing anxiously at Nubi.
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‘No, nothing like that,” Jesse reassured her. ‘Someone tried to— He looked down at
Penny. ‘Someone tried to hurt him.’

‘Some people.” Penny’s mother grimaced. She turned to go, taking her daughter by
the hand. ‘Well, bye now.’

You wouldn’t happen to have some water for my dog, would you?’ Jesse asked on
impulse. ‘We’ve been running, and he’s very hot.’

‘Of course,” she said. Tl be right back.” But she closed the door while she fetched a
bowl.

Tve brought you a coke,’” she said when she returned without her daughter. Your
face is bright red. You look as if you need it.’

Jesse stammered his thanks, surprised by the kindness. First Sarah and her mum,
now this woman. Maybe, just maybe, Sarah only needed to run off her temper.

‘Do you know Hedgerider Park?’ he asked, holding the ice-cold can to his forehead.

It’s about ten, fifteen minutes from here.’

She gave him directions, while he popped the ring-pull and finished the coke in a
few gulps. He couldn’t believe how good it tasted.

Sarah was standing at the bay window of an art gallery opposite the park, examin-
ing some turbulent cityscapes on display. She looked up with a casual flick of her plait,
but Jesse could tell that she’d been watching for him.

‘How was I supposed to know you’d come here?’ he asked.

She dropped her gaze and muttered, ‘Sorry.’ After a short pause she raised her head
again and smiled, a little abashed. T'm not just saying that. I shouldn’t have run off and
left you. No matter what the reason. It’'s my wretched temper. Finn’s always warning me
about it.’

Jesse wasn’t accustomed to people who apologised and meant it (or who apologised
at all). He wondered if she expected some sort of apology in return. She wouldn’t get
one, not when he had nothing to be sorry for. He’d stopped telling people what they
wanted to hear a long time ago. But he couldn’t help returning the smile before mop-
ping his face with his forearm, then his T-shirt, briefly revealing ribs and belly-button, a
hint of golden down.

‘About that boy—’ he began.

Lifting her eyes, Sarah said with a return to her old tone, You were dead wrong, you
know.’

‘And you probably stick your nose in whenever some geeky little kid’s being bullied
at school!’

‘What else? Bullying’s foul.’

Jesse suppressed a sigh. ‘Can we get some water to drink?’

She nodded and reached out to touch his arm, but he swayed back out of reach.
Sarah bit her lip.

‘There’s a good café nearby,” she said. 1 go there sometimes with a friend. Her par-
ents own this gallery.’

Jesse’s face reddened. T haven'’t got any money.’

T pay.’

T don’t want your charity!’

She turned on her heels, and without waiting to see if he followed, swiftly walked
away. Her head was held high, the line of her back a reprimand.
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‘Here. You've been dying for a cigarette, haven’t you?’ Sarah asked, laying a packet and
some matches in front of Jesse.

‘Thanks but no thanks,’ he said. ‘Don’t buy me stuff.’

‘Let’s get one thing straight,” Sarah said, taking her seat again. T don’t feel sorry for
you. And I don’t want or need your gratitude. Nor do I have to buy my friendships.’

The café was air-conditioned, and its wooden furniture and terracotta floor and col-
our scheme, all browns and blacks and creams, told Jesse it had been decorated by
someone who read the right magazines. Even the names on the menu had been deco-
rated: espresso macchiato, iced caffe latte, chai creme. Sarah had chosen a milkshake
with a frothy description, but Jesse, a small plain coke.

He pushed the cigarettes across the table to Sarah.

If you’re trying to prove a point, it’s wasted on me,” she said. T’'m not impressed by
grand gestures, and anyway, theyre just some fags. Mates help each other out when
they’re skint.’

T’'m not your mate.’

‘Right. Then don’t smoke them for all I care. One of my mates will be pleased to
have them.’

Jesse’s lips twitched. She ought to have inherited the red hair.

‘OK,’ he said. ‘But what about the ban?’

She gaped at him. Capitulation was rarely this swift—it almost made her feel
cheated, like her dad she relished a good fight. Jesse continually surprised her, and his
mood swings could rival a tempest in sheer strength and unpredictability.

‘They look the other way if it’s not busy.’

Jesse unwrapped the packet of cigarettes. He was left-handed, his fingers long and
fine and articulate like a musician’s, and the nails were short and very clean. For
someone sleeping rough, he was particular. He inhaled deeply, seemed to be deliberat-
ing. When he exhaled, his nostrils flared in pleasure, or secret amusement. Again he
inhaled.

If you inhale like that, you'll end up killing yourself.’

‘My lungs are the last thing I've got to worry about.’

‘They must be so full of tar that the next time you light a match, they’ll burst into
flame.’

‘Clever,” he said drily.

TIf you like fires that much, I can think of better places to start one.’

Something shifted in his eyes, but then he blinked, looked down at the smoke curl-
ing from the cigarette in his fingers, and blew on it gently so that the burning tip glowed
more fiercely. It must have been a reflection from the fag, Sarah told herself, a trick of
the light.

Jesse took another drag on his cigarette—a deep, ostentatious, provocative drag. If
you don’t think I ought to smoke, why did you buy them?’

Her mouth turned up at the corner. T thought they might relax you.’

He wafted back a grin of his own. She was quick, he thought, and not without a
sense of humour.

His headache had retreated, but he was aware that it lurked on the fringes of his
day. The offer that Sarah’s mother had made slid again into his mind. He didn’t have to
stay for long, did he? A night, two at most. If he could at least avoid a full-blown mi-
graine, he’d able to move on with renewed energy. He was so bloody tired.
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Sarah signalled to the pimply waiter, who came over straightaway with an ashtray
but barely glanced at Jesse. His eyes slithered along Sarah’s body, with the requisite
pause at her chest.

‘Can I get you guys something else?’ he asked.

Sarah looked at Jesse, who shook his head.

‘Thanks. Just the bill, please,” she said as she reached into her shoulder bag for her
wallet. The waiter flicked a look of contempt in Jesse’s direction. Jesse stiffened but
waited till the bloke was out of earshot.

‘Look,” he said, you may not want my thanks but you've got them, and willingly. I
was hungry, tired, dirty. I feel much better now. As soon as you've finished your drink,
I'd like to go back to your house. I'll be gone before you begin to regret it.’

Sarah looked towards the waiter, who was busy clearing a table near the kitchen
door. ‘Do you really imagine I care what someone like him thinks?’

Jesse had not expected her to be quite so perceptive. It’s got nothing to do with
him.’

‘Please. Give me credit for a little intelligence.’

‘OK, not much to do with him. He just showed me a hard truth.’ His gesture man-
aged to convey both bitterness and contempt. 1 don’t belong here. Not in this posh
place, not in your posh house, not in your posh lives. I want to leave as soon as possi-
ble.’

‘Where will you go?’

He shrugged. ‘Does it matter?’

Sarah slammed the flat of her hand down on the tabletop so that their glasses
jumped. At a nearby table two women with cigarettes between crimson-manicured
fingers, carrier bags fawning at their feet, looked up in curiosity. Sarah lowered her
voice but spoke no less urgently.

‘Of course it matters. You know how you’re going to end, don’t you?’

‘That’s my problem.’

‘What are you afraid of?’

T'm not afraid.’

‘Then stop running.’

A series of pictures flashed through his head: a bed without nightmares; a room
where he could close—and bolt—the door any time he chose; music and quiet voices
talking; a chess game; a home. Books, endless books. And the time to read them with-
out worrying about the next meal, the next lonely sod or dangerous piece of goods, the
police, the rain, the cold. One by one the pictures faded, leaving at first a ghostly after-
image, and then . . . nothing.

Once it might have been possible. He had forfeited the right to a normal life long
ago. He stared into the bottom of his glass: running, she called it. As if anyone could
run that fast.

Sarah’s next words scared him.

‘Mum’s already spoken with Social Services.’

Jesse stubbed out his cigarette. He rose.

‘Let’s go,’ he said. 1 want my gear.’

Jesse—’

He turned his head away. He didn’t want her to see the expression in his eyes. Soon
after the fire he’d learned it was better not to show his feelings. Sometimes he even
stopped feeling them that way. Without a backward glance he hurried through the café.

Jesse was standing by the bike rack where they’d tied Nubi when Sarah joined him.

You waited,’ she said.

‘Tell me what your mother said to the Social Services people.’

‘Let’s go into the park and talk about it.’

‘Don’t play games with me, Sarah.’

She stared back at him, not in any way cowed. ‘You’re overreacting.’

Just talk.’

‘Sorry, but I don’t think you’re headed for a career in Hollywood.” She narrowed her
eyes in appraisal, then allowed a grin to flirt with her lips. ‘Nope. Forget about it. Plus
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you’re too blond to be a Mafioso.’

It was not like him to waffle so much. When that bastard had hit him for the last
time, Jesse had been gone within the hour. And it would have been sooner if he hadn’t
waited till Mal went out. Jesse would never forget the satisfying sound of all those
bottles smashing, the delicate model ships crunching underfoot. Mal had never built
anything in his life. The entire collection had been his father’s work, but Mal had come
to believe his own lies. He’d loved those ships as if he’d laboured over each bit of rigging
himself. Pathetic, really. While Angie was at work—usually the night shift—Mal would
give the latest woman a proper guided tour. Jesse shivered in spite of the heat. The
noise they’d made. Mal hadn’t given a damn if Jesse overheard. He’d even been proud of
himself, bragged about it, flaunted himself as a proper man. Until the next morning
when Angie usually found the wrong cigarettes or strands of hair—‘do your tarts have
to use my hairbrush?’—once even a pair of knickers. Mal had been good at feeling sorry
for himself, and grovelling too.

‘Come with me,” Sarah urged. Just hear me out. I promise not to stop you from
leaving if that’s what you really want.’

As if she could.

She untied Nubi’s lead and ran across the street into the park, the dog leaping at
her heels. Jesse hesitated, then set off after her. It would be better to know what was
happening with the authorities, he told himself.

As soon as Jesse passed the imposing ivy-covered pillars and descended the steps
giving on to a wide gravel path, he felt a prickling sensation along his skin, akin to a
mild charge of static electricity. He stopped for a moment to rub his arms, and the
feeling passed. Calmly replaiting her hair, Sarah was waiting by a fountain—a massive
stone sphinx, her wings spread and her eyes sharp and predatory—while Nubi drank
noisily from the basin. Together they followed the path, which wound in a long sinuous
curve and was fretted by mounds of feathery grasses and lavender, interspersed with
sharp, angry spikes of red and orange. A distinctive mind had been at work here; the
park was astonishing and almost unnerving in its contrasts.

It was much cooler in the shade. The variety of specimens aroused Jesse’s curiosity,
for most of the trees were mature and couldn’t have been planted in recent memory. He
supposed a park had stood on this site for many years. Trees had always spoken to
him, and he appreciated their disparate characters, their faults: the cockiness of the
hazel, needing to compensate for its stature; the stolid slow wit of the oak; and always
the beauty and harmony of the willow, whose rooted dance could soothe some of his
most turbulent feelings.

Through the branches of an ash, the sun glittered like a finely-cut lead crystal. As
the leaves stirred and trembled Jesse glimpsed an ashen face staring back at him from
their midst. The notes of a cello floated through the trees, faint but achingly clear. His
throat tightened. He had a sudden urge to turn and run, but then the tree swayed and
the face was gone. Only an optical illusion, a pattern of sun and shadow fed by his
overactive imagination. He’d be seeing ghosts and demons next. But he could still hear
the music. He even recognised the piece.

‘Where’s the music coming from?’ he asked Sarah.

‘The cello? Somebody’s probably busking near the sundial. Lots of street musicians
come here, very good ones too.’

‘Another sundial?’

‘Not just another sundial. It’s one of the things I want to show you. One of Ursula’s
best. We’re heading in that direction.’

‘You were going to tell me about your mother.’

Tt can wait.’

‘No, it can'’t.’

Sarah studied his face. How strange, she thought. His eyes had become the deep
purple of plums, yet as translucent as shadows on water. She might have been gazing
into a pool in an ancient forest, her own face reflected there. And a wilderness of
thorns.

Sarah gestured with her hand. ‘We can sit down over there,’ she said softly.
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They came to an open meadow-like area. Scattered haphazardly among the high
grass and wildflowers was a series of willow sculptures, each unique in size and shape.
And grotesque: a man swallowing a child, its legs still dangling from gnarled lips; a
headless figure riding a motorbike. After setting Nubi free, Sarah led Jesse to a bench.

‘How old is the park?’ Jesse asked.

Tt’s been here as long as I can remember, but they’re always adding or changing
something, especially in the last few years. Why?’

‘Some of the trees are very old.’

‘My dad would probably know more about it. He’s involved in some city stuff.’

‘Friends in high places?’ Jesse was a bit ashamed of the mocking note that crept
into his voice.

Sarah reached over and feigned flicking something from Jesse’s shoulder, though
she was careful not to touch him, not even to come too close.

‘What was that about?’ he asked.

‘Getting rid of the chip.’

‘That bad?’

‘That bad,’ she agreed with a grin.

Nubi was racing round the meadow, chasing a butterfly. The brightly stippled insect
darted first left, then right, then climbed steeply out of reach, then dropped in a nose-
dive to hover just above Nubi’s muzzle, then swerved again in a sudden feint and sped
away to perch upon a bush and flutter her wings like long curled eyelashes. Nubi came
to a halt and gazed at her with adoration, and no little reproach. Why was she taunting
him? There was no need to keep fleeing. He barked once. The butterfly flew off, with him
in pursuit.

Sarah leaned back against the bench and closed her eyes. The sun was hot and
brought a flush of colour, a sheen to her face. Jesse thought how vulnerable the tiny
beads of sweat above her upper lip made her look. He had a momentary impulse to wipe
them away. He turned his face towards the sound of approaching voices, more dis-
turbed than he cared to admit.

‘Sarah! We thought you were still on holiday.’

A girl and three boys carrying skateboards came up to them. The lads wore gaily
coloured, baggy shorts; the girl, tight striped shorts, very short, and an even skimpier
croptop—she had no qualms about displaying the goods. A market stall, Jesse thought
in disgust. Sarah opened her eyes and sat up a little straighter. Her bearing altered
subtly, though Jesse would be hard put to describe how. She smiled.

‘Hi there,’” she said in a lazy drawl.

A lot of talk followed, most of it in a code that Jesse couldn’t be expected to crack.
He was just thinking of getting up and playing with Nubi when Sarah felt obliged to
explain his presence.

‘This is Jesse.’

Jesse rose and turned his back on the group. He whistled for Nubi, who came dash-
ing up as if he’d been training for years. Jesse crouched and rubbed the dog behind his
ears.

Sarah got the message. Apologetically—sort of—she came over. ‘They’re going skat-
ing. We could join them, if you like.’

T don’t like.’

‘Come on, it’ll be fun,’ she urged.

T thought there was something you wanted to talk to me about.’

The friends looked at each other. One of them, the girl, spoke in a cultured voice
that despite its well-rounded, honeyed vowels bit like a dash of sharp vinegar. It’s OK,
Sarah, we don’t want to interrupt anything.’

Jesse felt his hackles rise. Flicking back his hair, he stood to face Sarah’s mates.
You’re not interrupting anything. I was just leaving.’

Sarah’s colour deepened. She raised her chin. ‘Go on,’ she said to the four of them.
‘We might join you later.’

Jesse was pleased—very pleased—that Sarah had it in her to withstand her friends.
He watched with a hint of contempt, his eyes cool and dismissive, as the kids shrugged,
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made their goodbyes. The girl looked back over her shoulder as they sauntered away.

Sarah crossed her arms. You didn’t have to be rude.’

‘Those are the kind of friends you'’ve got?’

‘Since when is it your business who my friends are? You sound like a mother, but
not mine, thank god.’

‘No, I suppose your mother’s too out of it to notice the types you hang around with.’

‘Don’t you dare insult my mother! She’s a wonderful, generous person. You could
show a little gratitude, you know.’

‘Oh yeah, here it comes. ['ve been waiting for it—the gratitude bit.’

Sarah chewed her lip. At first she didn’t reply. Jesse, I'm sorry. I didn’t mean it like
that.’

Jesse strode over to the bench to fetch the dog’s lead.

‘Look, they’re mates from school, that’s all,” Sarah said. ‘Kids you see in the can-
teen, kids to go to a film or drink a coke with. Not worth fighting about.’

T think you’d better tell me about the call to Social Services.’

‘Why are you so anxious about that call? Have you murdered someone?’ She was
still laughing when she realised that his face had blanched. He gripped the back of the
bench with both hands.

Jesse—’

He looked up, his eyes pleading and frightened, a small child’s eyes, clear sapphire,
brimming with the no no no no that the world is supposed to listen to but never does.
Sarah stifled a cry and took a step backwards.

‘Go,” he said, when he could finally speak. Please. Just go away and leave me
alone.’

Sarah turned and went.

Half an hour later, Jesse was still sitting on the willow bench, back hunched, head in
his hands and Nubi at his feet. There was no point in just sitting here, yet he couldn’t
bring himself to do anything else. He didn’t even want a cigarette. He tried to think
where he should go.

Jesse.’

Jesse looked up. Sarah stood with the sun behind her so that he couldn’t make out
the expression on her face. The light was warm and liquid, dripping redgold highlights
onto her chestnut hair. She held out a bag.

Indian takeaway. I hope you like curry.’

Yeah.’ He gazed at her. He had no idea what else to say.

‘Come on, then. I know the perfect picnic spot.’

The small cornfield was hidden behind a stand of trees. Sarah pushed her way into
the tall heads, fresh and colourful and heavy with ripening seed. Jesse sneezed once,
then a second time. The sound was unexpectedly loud, and both of them giggled as if
they were six years old and raiding the biscuit tin. As they tunnelled through the leafy
grain they were completely enclosed, isolated from the outside world—even the sounds
of the city had receded to an almost indistinguishable murmur. Occasionally a child’s
high-pitched voice floated down through the dense matrix, but it was disembodied,
androgynous, a reedy dreamtime fragment. Jesse was beginning to wonder if Sarah had
lost her way when the corn ended abruptly. They emerged into a grassy clearing. Jesse
swivelled, a smile slowly lighting up his face. They were in the midst of a perfect circle.

‘Well?’ asked Sarah, her eyes zesting with delight.

Jesse gestured with his free hand. ‘Who planted all this?’

‘No clue. One of the gardeners, I reckon. But it’s good, isn’t it?’

Very.’

Tve never seen wheat in these colours before. Must be a special hybrid.’

‘That’s because it’s not wheat. It’s amaranth.’

‘English, please.’

Jesse grinned. ‘Huautli to the Aztecs, who even used it in their religious ceremonies.
It’s been around for thousands of years—first known record dates from about 4000
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B.C.—and now grows just about everywhere. Cultivated a lot in India, where it’s both a
leaf and grain crop. Very high in protein. And very productive. I've read that from one
plant you can get 100,000 seeds.’

Ts that so? Then it won’t matter that you’ve harvested several hundred of them.’

She pointed to his head and giggled once again. They had masses of seed, chaff,
and torn leaf caught in their hair. A cloud of dust rose when Jesse threshed his own
ragged crop with his fingertips, enough for both of them to sneeze.

Sarah picked a spot for them to eat more or less at random. There was no shade,
though near the circumference of the circle the tall plants provided a little relief. Sarah
knelt, began to unpack the carrier bag, then leaned back on her heels.

Your memory’s starting to worry me,” she said. Petabytes beyond industry stan-
dard.’

Jesse reddened. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to show off.’

‘There might be things to apologise for, but being intelligent isn’t one of them.’ She
handed him a white carton. ‘That’s for Nubi.’

They ate. Jesse noticed that Sarah wolfed the food almost as hungrily as he did. No
fine table manners here. They had plastic spoons to use, but Sarah broke off pieces of
the chappatis to dip into her curry and didn’t hesitate to lick her fingers. Jesse was
more fastidious.

‘When'’s the last time you had a proper meal?’ Sarah asked.

Jesse shrugged.

After they’d sated their first hunger, Jesse fiddled with his spoon, turning it this
way and that in his fingers. Thanks for coming back,’ he said at last.

‘You scared me.’

‘Sorry,” he muttered.

‘Not like that. I'm not afraid of you.’

You ought to be.’

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

‘No.’

They were silent for a while.

Jesse lay back in the grass and stared up at the cloudless sky. Nubi was busy
crunching away at his heap of bones. Nearby Sarah had twined her legs into a lotus,
her eyes on the corn, her mind probably elsewhere; her breathing was faint but audible,
reassuring. Otherwise, the world was still, waiting for deliverance, or at least a winning
lottery ticket. The canopy of heat draped a fine gauze across his eyes. He laid an arm
behind his head. Summer memories of a swing, high scratchy grass, an ice cream
dripping through his fingers, a child’s giggle. There’s no going back. A butterfly flutters
and the world changes. Always, it changes. It does no good to wish, to regret, to what-if.
You take what’s handed out.

He must have slept. When he opened his eyes, the sun was lower in the sky. Nubi
lay at his side, asleep, or half-asleep in the manner of dogs, for he cracked his eyes
when Jesse stirred. Jesse realised what had awakened him.

Sarah was dancing.

Jesse tried not to make a sudden movement. Breathing as lightly as possible, he
carefully shifted onto his side and propped himself on an elbow. With a feeling close to
awe he quietened his mind, his noisy blood. He’d never seen anyone dance like this.

Sarah seemed to have grown taller. In an unbroken skein of movement she crosses
and recrosses the nave of corn. Eyes shut, she sees with hands and feet and inner
sight: a dreamweaver. Her body darts and flows to a music only she can hear, now
bending, now reaching—gliding through the weft and warp of the universe, gathering
the threads of time and space into a new pattern. Is she the dancer or the dance?

The earth slows, stops moving, turns black and cold. Against the deep velvet of
space Sarah weaves a nebula of light. Jesse reaches out a hand, certain that he can
pluck one of the stars—only one—from the glittering web. His fingers burn—the icy
touch of a blade—and he jerks back with a cry.

Like a top Sarah spun to rest in the exact centre of the circle and opened her eyes,
breathing gently.

23



Mortal Ghost

‘Jesse,’ she said.

She smiled, came over to him, sat down, crossed her legs. Jesse thought he heard
the cello again. He took a deep breath, as much to smell her warm spicy sweat as the
lavender.

If you want to join your friends, I don’t mind,’ he said. ‘Maybe I was a little rude.’

‘They’ll survive.” Sarah stroked Nubi. ‘Do you know how to use a skateboard?’

‘No.’

Tl teach you.’

She stood, brushed off her shorts. She extended her hand, and after a brief hesita-
tion Jesse let her help him to his feet.

‘My mother only asked for some information,” Sarah said. ‘What happens to a minor
who’s homeless, who gets to take him in, stuff like that.’

Jesse snorted. ‘Forget it.’

‘Was it—?’ She stopped, unable to complete her question.

He looked at her with a guarded expression in his eyes. It’s over. The rest doesn’t
matter.’

‘The summer won'’t last forever.’

‘Nothing lasts forever,” he said with a twist of his lips.

Sarah tossed her plait over her shoulder, a gesture that he was coming to recognise
as signalling impatience or even distaste.

You can do better than that,” she said.

‘Like what?’

‘Like not hiding behind some stupid cliché. Like having a little self-respect. Like
dealing with whatever’s happened to you.’

‘You know nothing about me.’

‘No facts maybe. But I hardly need them to understand it’s no life shivering under a
bridge in a snowstorm. Scrounging for your next meal.” Sarah took a breath. ‘Scared
and cold and hungry. Lonely. Desperate.” She hesitated, then spoke bitterly. ‘Or dead.’

Jesse held up a hand as if to ward off her words. One by one they stung his skin
like angry wasps.

‘Let’s go,” he said, his voice rougher than he’d intended. Quickly he bent to collect
their rubbish.
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Tondi’s body glistened with sweat, her meagre clothes clinging to her skin. When she
offered to lend Jesse her skateboard, he mumbled his thanks and kept his head low as
she came close, too close. Let her think that he was embarrassed or overcome or what-
ever. With her board tucked under one arm he approached the ramp.

They wanted to humiliate him, Sarah’s friends. They were practised skaters with
lots of tricks and manoeuvres. At the skater plaza he’d watched them first on the con-
crete flat and ramps, then on the steps and rails and ledges, now on the half-pipe. All
except Tondi, who skated well but kept in the background. The lads launched them-
selves from the top of the ramp straight into the air. They hung there, defying gravity,
then twisted and flung themselves right back down. Impossible. Only they did it. No one
in his right mind started there.

‘Come on,’ called the tallest bloke—Mick?—who had gelled blond hair, hot and
taunting eyes. It’s easy, give it a try.’

Jesse knew it wasn’t easy. He wiped his hands on his jeans. He was beginning to be
seriously annoyed with himself. At school he’d learned early on to keep a low profile, not
to be drawn into lose-lose situations. What did he care what these stupid apes thought
of him? He raised the board, about to toss it down in contempt. Sarah would be back
any moment now. She’d never expect him to start with the half-pipe.

The sun had slid towards the trees, glazing the leaves with a shiny eggwash of light,
as golden as his grandmother’s Easter loaf studded with sultanas and almonds. He
could taste Mick’s mockery. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the packet of
cigarettes that Sarah had bought him. He dropped the board on the patch of grass in
front of him and put his left foot on the deck, testing its spring. It felt comfortable, right.
Jesse lit a cigarette. His mind went back to Sarah’s words: stop running.

Sarah rode into sight on Kevin’s board, Nubi racing alongside her. Though she’d ob-
viously given it some practice, she wasn’t a skater like these four. Jesse could see that
straightaway.

Plait frisking behind her, she swerved through the last curve and came laughing to
a sudden halt in front of him. She flipped her board up, catching it in one hand. Nubi
dropped down at Jesse’s feet, panting.

‘Don’t you want to try?’ she asked.

Tondi came sauntering over, Kevin right behind. He was carrying a bulging carrier
bag, and his muscles bulged under his tan. Jesse was sure that the cut-off T-shirt he
was wearing cost as much as it took to feed a third-world family for a month. Three
months.

‘Refreshments,’” Kevin said with a smirk. No doubt he was underage. He called to
Mick and Don. ‘Hey, take a break. Lager’s here.’

Kevin and Tondi sprawled on the grass. Sarah glanced at Jesse, and he caught the
flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. Good. He’d agreed to go skateboarding—not to be
taken down. Defiantly, he turned on his heel to study the ramp. Mick and Don joined
the others, both having worked up a sweat. Mick stripped off his too-tight tank-top,
wiped his face ostentatiously, and stretched out with his arms behind his head, midriff
ridged and bare and bragging.

Sarah flicked her plait over her shoulder. Brushing damp scallops of hair off her
forehead, she took a step backwards. Mick could stand a shower, she thought, a little
surprised at her own disgust. She used to admire the view as well as the next girl. Her
eyes wandered towards Jesse, who was holding himself stiffly, his back proud and
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inaccessible under the old T-shirt. He was tall, but not too tall, lean to the point of
hunger. He probably had more growing to do; he certainly needed feeding. Although his
muscles were as well-defined as Mick’s—his hair as blond, his shoulders fully as
broad—there was something more understated, less showy about Jesse. Subtler, some-
how. Even his skin, though tanned, didn’t seemed newly gilded like Don’s after a week
spent sailing the Mediterranean. Perhaps it was that Jesse wore his skin like a promise,
and a refuge, reminding her of the exquisite polished surfaces of the Zen poetry they’d
done in school last year, poems beautiful in their very impenetrability. His ragged hair
hung well below the neckline. It was wild and soft and unruly, for he’d washed it only
this morning. She thought that she might cut it for him, if he let her. She watched him
a moment longer, then settled onto the ground, taking care to keep her distance from
Mick, and accepted a lager. Jesse smoked his cigarette.

‘Aren’t you thirsty?’ Mick asked him.

T don’t drink,’ Jesse said without turning round.

‘Well, pass us a cig then,’ Kevin drawled.

Reluctantly Jesse handed him the packet.

Tondi shaded her eyes and looked up at Jesse. ‘Which school do you go to?’ she
asked, taking another swig from her can.

T don’t go to school.’

Mick raised his eyebrows. Lucky sod,” he said. ‘Where do you work?’

T don’t work,’ Jesse said.

The four friends exchanged glances, while Sarah stared at her can.

‘Well, well,” Kevin said. ‘A real honest-to-goodness skiver.’

The others laughed. Sarah lifted her chin. Her colour had heightened, and she
opened her mouth to speak. Narrowing his eyes, Jesse gave her an almost imperceptible
shake of his head. He could take care of himself just fine.

‘Do you do anything at all?’ asked Mick.

‘No.’

‘Not even fuck?’ Tondi asked, licking a bit of foam from her lips.

Jesse ground his cigarette out underfoot, bent and pocketed the butt, then picked
up the skateboard. He strode towards the half-pipe and stepped onto the flat base. In
the centre he stood there gazing up at the high sloping concrete walls. He squinted a
little, shielding his eyes with a hand. The sun was just visible above the dense foliage of
an oak tree. As he watched, the greens brightened to a dazzling emerald intensity. His
heart was thudding, all his nerve endings buzzing. His mouth was dry. Raising the
board above his head, he felt a spark leap from the sun and race along the board, race
through his hands, up his arms, into his shoulders, and he’s gripping the deck tightly
with his fingers. His body vibrates like a tuning fork to the high-pitched note the board
emits. He closes his eyes, and the smell of pine resin fills his nostrils. He drops the
board at his feet.

Back and forth Jesse pumps the ramps, back and forth and back again, building up
speed through the U-shaped pipe till he nears the coping, where he ollies without
rotating just as his front wheels kiss the lip. He rides back down, soon dropping into a
crouch but straightening as he traverses the flat. Upon entering the sloped part of the
ramp—the transition—he flexes his knees once more, then uncompresses them almost
immediately. The momentum lofts him upwards on an immense wing of speed. Why has
he never skated before? Nothing—not even swimming—has felt like this. The board, the
pipe, the sky—all are his; his, the whole universe, and it sings to him. Again, effort-
lessly, he executes a perfect ollie. On the way down he takes a deep breath and tightens
his diaphragm, sharpens his focus, then soars in a fluid line up the wall, lifting his
arms, and rises high in an aerial off the vert, very high, then higher still, and catches—
no, embraces—the unbounded air. He spins to meet the transition. The rush of exhila-
ration stays with him at re-entry into realtime.

A moment longer on the board, the smell of pine gradually fading. Then Jesse came
off the pipe.

You're right,” he said to Mick, tossing the board at his feet. It’s easy.’
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It’s an analemma,’ Jesse said.

‘A what?’ Sarah asked.

‘An analemma,’ he repeated. ‘The figure-8 path that the sun makes in the sky
throughout the year. Have you got a globe at home?’

‘There’s one in Finn’s office.’

‘Have a look at it. Very often it’s marked. Here Ursula has incised the figure-8 on
the inner surface of the sundial.’

‘How do you know these things?’

Jesse shrugged. 1 spend a lot of time in the library. Keeps the rain off.” He never
talked about his memory—another of his rules.

The sundial was a dramatic and arresting piece of sculpture, an ellipse of carved
white marble mounted on a stone pedestal. Beautifully proportioned, it stood about two
metres high in the middle of a terraced plaza, where a group of jazz musicians was
improvising to an appreciative gathering. The cellist had disappeared before Jesse and
Sarah arrived.

‘He’s first-rate,” Jesse said, gesturing towards the trumpeter.

Yeah, a lot better than my dad.’

Your father plays?’

‘A little piano, a little more trumpet. He’s always threatening to take lessons again
and get really good. If you ask me, he’s tone deaf.’

‘What else does he do, aside from motorbiking?’

‘Plenty.’

Sarah glanced at Jesse, wondering whether to elaborate, whether to suggest that
Jesse get to know Finn. But Jesse had moved closer to the sundial in order to read the
inscription carved on the pedestal.

Lay your shadows upon the sundials . . .
Leg deinen Schatten auf die Sonnenuhren . . .
Rainer Maria Rilke

Jesse read the lines aloud in German, then English. ‘From Autumn Day,” he said.
‘Fitting.’

You read German?’ Sarah asked, again impressed.

‘Some.’

Ts that the same kind of some as in not knowing how to skate?’

T was wondering when you’d ask me about that.’

He ran his hands through his hair, so that it became even more flyaway.

‘Why did you tell me you’d never been on a skateboard before?’ Sarah asked.

‘Because it’s true.’

‘Then how on earth could you skate like that?’

T don’t know.’

Sarah snorted. ‘Any other things you don’t know how to do? Neurosurgery? Piloting
the space shuttle? Diamond cutting? Or what about classical Greek? I bet you whip
through Sophocles between beers. Oh that’s right. You don’t drink.’

‘Don’t exaggerate. I read a bit of German. It’s no big deal. I happen to enjoy Rilke.
He looked at her shrewdly. ‘You can’t tell me that no one in your family opens a book.
Your mother quoted Shakespeare to me this morning.’

‘You’re changing the subject.’

Yeah, that’s another thing I'm rather good at.’

Sarah couldn’t help grinning. It was impossible to stay annoyed with him for long.
‘Well, I hope you’re good at maths too. I could certainly use some help once school
begins.’

He frowned and looked away.

Shit, she thought. There I go again. Open mouth, insert foot. She hurried to make
up for her misstep. Ursula doesn’t just make sundials. She lectures part-time at uni-
versity. Landscape design.’

J
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Ts she from Germany?’ Jesse asked.

‘Berlin, originally. But her partner’s local.” She regarded Jesse thoughtfully, as if to
gauge his reaction.

Tf you're trying to tell me she’s lesbian, I’'m not going to fall over in a dead faint.’

‘Good. It’s sometimes hard to predict how people take it.’

‘There’s nothing to take. It’s a completely personal matter.’

Sarah thought how easy it was to talk to Jesse when he wasn’t being secretive, or
defensive. Like a brother, almost. Her throat tightened. Then she recalled his earlier
comment. ‘What did you mean by fitting?’

No answer. He had tilted his head, listening to the musicians and either didn’t hear
her question, or didn’t want to hear. Sarah resolved to locate a copy of the poem at the
next opportunity or ask Ursula upon her return. Come to think of it, her father liked
poetry. And spoke German. He might know. Autumn Day, she repeated to herself.

But Jesse was right. The trumpeter was impressive. Sarah began to pay attention.
She’d had a good five years of piano lessons—not that anything much had taken—but
as a dancer she’d learned quite a bit about music. She let herself be carried away by the
intricacies of the riffs, by the voice of the trumpet rising above the other instruments
like an unbroken spiral of sound, keen as a metal shaving, fluid as a river. Vaguely she
was aware that Jesse had moved closer to the musicians, Nubi at his side, but other-
wise she lost all sense of time and place as the music swept her along. She imagined a
few steps, then a dance . . . in blue . . .

Sarah felt the touch on her hip at the same instant as she heard the grunt of pain
from nearby. She whirled. A man was clutching his right hand in his left, his face
contorted. His eyes were wide with shock, and his face greyish white under a rough
stubble. Sarah could see the raw and blistered skin on his palm. It might have only
been her imagination, but for a moment there seemed to be a faint wisp of smoke
clinging to the blisters. The man muttered something unintelligible—it sounded like
caplata—then turned, pushed his way through the crowd, and broke into a run.

‘Are you OK?’ Jesse was addressing her, but his eyes followed the man’s flight.

Yes,’ she said, puzzled. Did you see what just happened?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Me neither. I think that man’—she nodded in the direction the man had taken,
though he was no longer to be seen—71 think he wanted to grope me or steal my wallet
or something. But he’d hurt his hand. It looked badly burnt. Anyway, he got scared and
ran off.’

‘As long as he didn’t hurt you . . .’

‘No, nothing like that.” But she pulled her bag off her shoulder and looked inside.
‘Everything’s here. Maybe he just bumped against me with his injured hand. He must
have been in agony.’

‘Maybe.’

Jesse reached down to stroke Nubi’s head, but not before Sarah caught a glimpse of
a tiny spark of light deep within his eyes, blue within blue. Then he blinked, and his
lashes swept away any trace of flame.

‘He never dared to beat me properly,” Jesse said. ‘A slap or two, a kick was as far as he
went.’

Your father?’ Sarah asked.

‘No. Mal, my last foster father. A vicious sod when he drinks.’

Sarah pressed her lips together.

T left because [ was afraid.’

‘That he’d hurt you more?’

‘That I might lose control and kill him if I stayed.’

For a long time neither of them spoke. They sat at the base of a horse chestnut,
leaning against its thick solid trunk. Sarah combed the grass with her fingertips,
grooming her flyaway thoughts. Nubi lay at their feet, his ear cocked as a bird scolded
her mate in the canopy overhead. The soft light which reached their skin felt as fresh as
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the fine spray off a waterfall. A few embryonic conkers lay scattered on the ground.
Fallen too early, they would never ripen, never be collected for a playground game.

Sorry. The word tasted dry in her mouth, stale. She wished she knew what to say.
Something like this was beyond her. Something you saw on TV, something you read
about. Unreal. She looked at Jesse, who was staring off into the distance, and noticed a
shadow just below the neckline of his T-shirt. She wondered if there were a bruise or
birthmark on his back—not a question she could ask him easily. His hands were grip-
ping his knees hard enough to whiten his knuckles. She would have liked to take his
hand. There was a prominent callus on the middle finger of his left hand. Fingers that
wrote a lot. Elegant, strong fingers. What do you say to someone who carries this
around with him? She had no idea.

Sarah thought about her own father, his booming laugh and laughing eyes. He
could roar in anger, and there had been more than enough dreadful fights in their
family. But blows? Once when she’d opened his camera to look inside and spoiled a
whole roll of film from Manchuria—she must have been four or five at the time—he’d
smacked her bottom with a slipper and then hugged her afterwards, tears in his eyes.
He’d never hit her again.

It had been years before she learned that other men hid their tears. She’d never for-
get the way he cried during that ghastly time . . .

Jesse,’ she said, ‘talk to my mother.’

He shook his head.

‘She’ll help you. I know she will.’

Jesse tore his gaze from whatever vista he’d been contemplating. He mustered a
smile but Sarah saw the winter in his eyes, and more.

Tl be all right,” he said.

Jesse laid his head upon his knees and his hair fell forward, screening his face. At
Sarah’s side lay a conker in its green case, one of several. She picked it up, turned it in
her hand—perfectly formed if tiny. Leaning forward, she whispered Jesse’s name and
offered him the chestnut. Perplexed, he took the stunted little thing, and for a brief
moment her fingers curled around his. Then he pulled away.
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You'’re not eating,’ said Sarah’s mother.

The three of them were sitting in the kitchen at a battered wooden table, probably a
family heirloom. A jug with sweet peas scented the room.

Jesse?’ Sarah’s mother prompted.

Tm not very hungry, Mrs—’ He broke off, realising that he didn’t know their sur-
name.

‘Andersen. But please call me Meg.’

He glanced at Sarah. ‘We had a late meal.’

‘That reminds me,” Meg said. ‘Thomas rang. You forgot your mobile again.’

‘Oh shit. I was supposed to